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Abstract
Whereas children’s agency and their right to civic participation have been extensively discussed in childhood studies, espe‐
cially within sociology, their presence in pedagogical studies is still scarce. We intend to contribute to tentatively plugging
that gap by analysing the need for a change of perspective in school settings based on acknowledging children as partic‐
ipatory social actors. We are committed to an epistemological broadening of the expression “inclusive education” that
complements the traditional and necessary meaning of “reaching to all learners”; a broadening grounded on the configu‐
ration of intergenerational relationships in which children participate in schools as learners and partners, as agents who
are part of their community and take part in it. Schools are thus transformed into inclusive democratic educational com‐
munities or fellowships that include children in the decision‐making on those aspects that affect them, according to their
progressive autonomy, while validating their knowledge and experiences. The article is framed on the sustainable devel‐
opment goals (SDG), specifically on SDG no.4, to ensure inclusive, equitable, and quality education, and SDG no.16, which
urges to promote just, peaceful, and inclusive societies and the consolidation of institutions. Our stance is that a significant
step forward to achieving these goals is that schools should prepare for life in democracy by being experienced and run
democratically. This involves children’s gradual participation in school management, from the micro to the macro level.
To this end, we focus on three key elements: children’s rights to participation, the principle of progressive autonomy, and
acknowledging children’s agency in schools.
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1. Introduction

In this article, a series of reflections on the concept of
educational inclusion and how the democratisation of
school life can help amplify the epistemologies surround‐
ing the term are presented. To this end, we suggest
a complementary approach to its scope based on the
observation of three key elements: children’s right to par‐
ticipation, support and accompaniment of children’s pro‐
gressive autonomy, and the recognition of their agency.
Whereas children’s agency and their right to civic par‐
ticipation have been extensively discussed in childhood

studies, especially within sociology, their presence in
pedagogical studies is still scarce. We intend to con‐
tribute to tentatively plugging that gap.

A relevant backdrop for these reflections is the
United Nations 2030 agenda for sustainable develop‐
ment and its sustainable development goals (SDGs), a
global roadmap approved by 197 countries in November
2015. Specifically, we look at SDG no. 4 towards inclu‐
sive and equitable quality education and lifelong learn‐
ing for all. According to UNESCO (2017, p. 10), SDG no. 4
“is both a goal in itself and a means for attaining all other
SDGs.” SDG no. 16 is another benchmark. This goal urges
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to promote just, peaceful, and inclusive societies and the
consolidation of their institutions. Target 16.7 of this goal
calls for developing effective, accountable, and transpar‐
ent institutions at all levels (United Nations, 2015). From
these premises, this article holds that the school institu‐
tion can contribute to the achievement not only of SDG
no. 4 but also of SDG no. 16 if it is democratised and chil‐
dren are recognised not only as learners but also as par‐
ticipatory social actors of the educational community.

Also considered are articles 12.1 to 15.1 of the
1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC; United Nations, 1989), on the participa‐
tory rights of children, as well as the United Nations
(2009) General Comment no. 12 on the right of the child
to be heard. This context also comprises: article 24.1
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European
Union (2000) on the right of children to express them‐
selves freely and be considered in accordance with their
age and maturity; the EU agenda for the rights of the
child aiming to inform children, families, and teachers
about children’s rights after finding, between 2008 and
2009, that 76% of children did not know about their
rights (European Commission, 2011); and the Bucharest
EU Children’s Declaration (Romanian Children’s Board,
Children and Experts From the EU, 2019) in which
we read:

School is the place where we receive information,
acquire knowledge, and develop skills. Therefore, we
believe that it should become a place where we
learn about participation and can exercise participa‐
tion outside our family. This can only happen if, in
school, we are involved in the education process as
partners. (p. 2)

While the EU agenda for the rights of the child (European
Commission, 2011) informed that 76% of children were
not aware of being subjects of rights, the Evaluation of
Legislation, Policy, and Practise on Child Participation
in the European Union report (Day et al., 2015, p. 33)
expressed concern that the “UNCRC and the article 12
do not feature prominently within the initial teacher
training.” In this regard, UNICEF Spain reported that 88%
of professionals working with children were unaware
of the UNCRC basics. More recent research (see Janta
et al., 2021) does not yield more promising data. In the
focus groups carried out in various European countries, it
was found that, although children were generally aware
of their rights, they didn’t feel included in decision‐
making processes on matters affecting them. One of
the identified barriers for the inclusion of children as
active members of their communities was the attitude
of adults: “Societal attitudes of not seeing children as
competent social actors who can contribute to decisions
in a meaningful way is still common” (Janta et al., 2021,
p. 69). These attitudinal barriers represent another crit‐
ical backbone of the reflections presented in the follow‐
ing sections.

2. Complementing the Epistemologies of Inclusive
Education: Children as Learners and Partners

In this section, we seek to amplify the concept of “inclu‐
sive education,” which can take different definitions
(Echeita Sarrionandía & Ainscow, 2011). However, it is
generally understood as the reception of student diver‐
sity in educational settings. The aim is to raise educa‐
tional inclusion to the recognition of children—of all
children regardless of their circumstances—not only as
learners but as partners, namely, as participatory social
actors of the school community whose voices are heard
and heeded, and who participate in the decision‐making
based on their rights to participation and according to
their progressive autonomy.

As Messiou (2018) points out, the concept of “inclu‐
sive education” gained international relevance since the
adoption of the Salamanca Statement and Framework
for Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO &
Ministry of Education and Science Spain, 1994). In the
document, we read: “These documents are informed by
the principle of inclusion, by recognition of the need to
work towards ‘schools for all’—institutionswhich include
everybody, celebrate differences, support learning, and
respond to individual needs” (UNESCO & Ministry of
Education and Science Spain, 1994, p. iii). Since then,
such an understanding of “inclusive education” has been
echoed in various reports and conventions (UNESCO,
2001, 2005, 2008).

The Organisation of Ibero‐American States for
Education, Science and Culture (OEI) defines “inclusive
education” as “schools for all, without exclusion, in
which students from different social conditions, from dif‐
ferent cultures and with different abilities and interests
live and learn together, from the most able to those with
disabilities” (OEI, 2010, p. 108). This document provides
a glimpse of an enhancement of the conceptualisation
of “inclusive education” since it states that “an inclusive
school is, in essence, a democratic and pluralistic school
that welcomes all people in the community…and trans‐
forms its culture, organisation, and pedagogical proposal
so that all students participate and succeed in their learn‐
ing” (OEI, 2010, p. 108).

The amplification of the term we propose neces‐
sarily involves recognising children’s right to education
and participation. We suggest a definition of educa‐
tional inclusion that implies the inclusion of all diversi‐
ties along with the recognition of children’s rights to par‐
ticipation in those issues that affect and are of interest
to them at school. This second notion of educational
inclusion is the main contribution we are making: an
inclusion that involves listening and addressing children’s
voices and points of view (De Haro et al., 2019; Echeita
Sarrionandía & Ainscow, 2011; Farré Riera, 2021; Feu
Gelis & Torrent Font, 2018; Sañudo & Susinos, 2018)
while making them gradually participants in decision‐
making processes according to their progressive auton‐
omy; an inclusion that is in line with children’s “desires,
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interests, experiences and knowledge” (Moreno Gómez
et al., in press). Under this principle, children are not
regarded as passive recipients of services and rights but
as agents and subjects of rights involved in the school
community as participatory social actors, together with
teachers, other staff, and families.

This right to participation, analysed in further detail
in the following section, entails recognising children as
subjects of rights within the pedagogical relationship
(Sañudo & Susinos, 2018). As a set of rights recognised
in the UNCRC, student participation in schools is but
a recognition of a fundamental right that in no case
should be presented “as a concession tingedwith a pater‐
nalistic attitude that we adults make to the youngest”
(Feu Gelis & Torrent Font, 2018, p. 44). In this regard,
Echeita Sarrionandía and Ainscow (2011, p. 33) note
that educational inclusion in schools should focus on
the “presence, participation and achievement of stu‐
dents,” understanding participation as the incorporation
of the points of view or voices of students, based on
the establishment of schools that are thought, organ‐
ised, and articulated fromagenuinely democratic culture
(Apple & Beane, 2007). That is, building inclusive educa‐
tional democratic communities—or fellowships—where
students and teachers work together as partners in their
relationships (Fielding, 2012).

In short, we propose a redefinition of educa‐
tional inclusion as the participation of children as
learners‐partners in the pedagogical relationship within
schools, following their progressive autonomy and
evolving capacities, consistent with the recognition of
their agency.

3. Participation Rights: Cornerstone of Inclusive
Educational Democratic Communities or Fellowships

In this section, we analyse how children’s participation
in schools can promote inclusive democratic educational
communities or fellowships, which Fielding (2012, p. 55)
describes as communities built on a relational vision of
democracy “which presumes, nurtures and anticipates
more inclusive and more generously conceived forms of
human sociality.” This participation responds to a legal
imperative since it is a subjective right granted to chil‐
dren in the UNCRC, and it is one of the conditions set
out in this text for children to be included as participa‐
tory social actors and valid stakeholders in their educa‐
tional communities.

Our starting point is a conception of child participa‐
tion as a pedagogical practice and an educational ideal
(Andreasen Lysgaard & Simovska, 2016), as well as the
“notion that children have the right to express their
views and have them taken into account on all matters
that concern them, in accordance with their age and
maturity” (Janta et al., 2021, p. II). Likewise, we under‐
stand child participation in schools as involving pupils
as partners (Romanian Children’s Board, Children and
Experts From the EU, 2019) in school decision‐making

processes (Olufisayo John‐Akinola et al., 2014) regard‐
less of personal circumstances. We are confident that
all children can and should participate and that no per‐
sonal circumstance is an obstacle as long as means are
adapted accordingly, and their actual capabilities recog‐
nised, rather than focusing on those they might lack, as
is often the case.

The above should be materialised from the recogni‐
tion that people who have not reached the age of 18
are citizens of the present (Esteban Tortajada & Novella
Cámara, 2018) whose capacities are “differently equal”
(Moosa‐Mitha, 2005, p. 386) to those of adults, and
should not, therefore, be undervalued and disregarded
(Liebel, 2015). From this perspective, the concept of par‐
ticipation most used in schools, linked to class atten‐
dance or interactivity in the activities proposed by teach‐
ers to increase their motivation to learn (Simovska, 2007,
2011), is broadened to the construction of inclusive
democratic educational communities or fellowships in
which children’s status as partners and their right to
express themselves, to be heard and to participate in
decision‐making, according to their capabilities, auton‐
omy and maturity, are recognised and respected.

As discussed in Section 2, participation in decision‐
making refers to the inclusion of children as participatory
social actors in different areas and dimensions of school
organisation. According to Fielding (2011), schools can
be organised based on a neoliberal or market logic or
a person‐centred model. The first model encourages
the construction of a highly individualistic identity and
connects to children’s future labour market. Here we
will not debate the necessity, or otherwise, of integrat‐
ing elements of this approach into schools. Instead, we
highlight that the person‐centred democratic commu‐
nity model promotes children’s participation from a rela‐
tional perspective in which student participation is seen,
in partnership with the school’s personnel, as “a full
range of everyday opportunities in which young people
can listen and be listened to, make decisions and take
responsibility for both the day‐to‐day and for creating a
better future” (Fielding, 2011, p. 50).

Building inclusive, person‐centred democratic educa‐
tional communities or fellowships require the recogni‐
tion of children as partners. Thus, the concept of recogni‐
tion is central to the transformation of schools. Thomas
(2012, p. 464) discusses how Honneth’s theory of recog‐
nition, and despite the author’s reluctance to acknowl‐
edge “children’s agency, sociality and citizenship” can be
helpful to analyse the place that children should occupy
in society and, consequently, in schools. Thomas (2012,
p. 458), in line with the position of this article, maintains:

(1) that children do belong to the class of morally
responsible persons, are therefore rights‐bearers and
are entitled to respect; and (2) that children are peo‐
ple with talents and capabilities, who contribute in
a variety of ways to society and culture, and so are
deserving of esteem.
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The author argues that Honneth’s model invites us to
consider children as subjects who care and give affec‐
tion, as subjects of rights, as subjects who respect the
rights of others, and as members of their communities.
As Honneth and Margalit (2001) and Honneth (2012)
state, children will acquire a positive relationship with
themselves and others if they are recognised as socially
valid and responsible actors of the communities they
belong and take part. This should also be interpreted
within the school environment. To this element of par‐
ticipation as a critical component for educational inclu‐
sion, we add, as discussed in the following sections, the
accompaniment of children’s progressive autonomy and
the recognition of their agency.

4. Progressive Autonomy: Gradually Increased
Participation According to Children’s Evolving
Capacities

The second element that may contribute to the transfor‐
mation of schools into inclusive democratic educational
communities or fellowships is the accompaniment of chil‐
dren’s progressive autonomy and their gradual partici‐
pation in school decision‐making. Discussing children’s
autonomy is always an opportunity to pay tribute to
Janusz Korczak. Korczak, a trailblazer in the advocacy
for children’s rights, held that, despite children’s evident
lack of experience and knowledge, and their dependence
on adults, they should be included and participate in
decision‐making on matters that affect them by estab‐
lishing adult‐child relationships that give “the child full
autonomy in social and political matters” (Liebel, 2019,
p. 187). The Polish‐born doctor and pedagogue intro‐
duced into the collective mind the idea that the protag‐
onism and autonomy of children should be at the centre
of education, based on children’s responsibility for their
own decisions.

The expression “progressive autonomy” is a critical
aspect of the UNCRC (Díaz Arce, 2019; Lansdown, 2005;
Uriarte, 2013) expressed in terms of “evolving capaci‐
ties,” which appears in articles 5 and 12.1 of the UNCRC.
These articles state that the child shall receive appro‐
priate direction and guidance in the exercise of their
rights, and that the child shall be able to express their
views freely and that these shall be considered follow‐
ing their evolving capacities. In short, the UNCRC argues
that children’s exercise of rights is progressive. In this
regard, Lansdown (2005, p. 19) cautions that this princi‐
ple should not be understood from a universal approach
of a homogeneous succession of stages since “children
live in diverse environments and cultures and are faced
with different life experiences, acquire competencies
at different ages, and their acquisition varies according
to circumstances.’’

This last point Lansdownwarns us about is critical for
this article. Some of the aspects that arise most concern
when it comes to including children as social agents with
the capacity to make decisions in an informed, respon‐

sible manner are linked to their capacities—attention
to the multiplicity of diversities in the school itself—to
gender equity, the inclusion of racialised children or the
fear that only those considered “more capable” will end
up participating. Unquestionably, these elements can
limit or hinder opportunities; however, this epistemolog‐
ical shift could offer solutions—without falling into the
ambush of giving straightforward answers to highly com‐
plex matters—to the particulars exposed.

The reasonable fear that only those considered
“more able” will end up participating, that there will
be no tangible gender equity in decision‐making, that
racialised children will have fewer opportunities, to give
but a few examples, can be transcended when a pro‐
gressive autonomy approach is followed. This approach
facilitates children’s recognition of who they are and
what they do, rather than recognising them from the
prevailing social and cultural representations. It is an
enabling approach that discards measurement patterns
and allows each child to participate according to their
possibilities at any given moment, based on trust and
respect, or, as Van Manen (2016) would say, pedagogi‐
cal loving care, trustful hope, and responsibility.

In the perspective of this manuscript, autonomy is
conceptualised as the freedom that enables individuals
to express their will and make decisions about aspects
that affect them, inescapably linked to personal respon‐
sibility (Santana Ramos, 2014). Personal responsibility is
a pivotal element, signified as personalmoral responsibil‐
ity, contributing to the transcendence of prevailing indi‐
vidualism in our current western societies. In this sense,
Molins i Paronella (2020) forewarns of the unavoidable
infantilisation of our societies when autonomy is pro‐
moted based on individual and individualistic freedom
instead of fostering an autonomy built on accountabil‐
ity, responsibility, and otherness. As Mèlich and Bárcena
(1999) observed, the modern conception of autonomy
leaves the other faceless, voiceless. It is precisely this con‐
ception that western societies shall overcome.

These processes of acquiringmoral responsibility and
progressive autonomy are linked to no less than the guid‐
ing purpose of education: the full development of the
personality, that is, the awareness of one’s values and
preferences. As Santana Ramos (2014, p. 107) points out,
the educational purpose for the full development of the
personality is, ultimately, “the consecration of the princi‐
ple of individual autonomy.” This goal is included in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations,
1948) in articles 26.2 and 29.1, which state, respectively,
“education shall be directed to the full development
of the human personality and to the strengthening of
respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms,”
and “everyone has duties to the community in which
alone the free and full development of his personality
is possible.” It is also reflected in the constitutions of
democratic states such as Germany (article 2.1), Italy
(article 3), Portugal (article 26), and Spain (article 26.2;
Santana Ramos, 2014).
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The articulation of the gradual nature of participation
in schools should have a collaborative character between
learner‐partners, teachers and other adult staff and be
rooted in the implicative action of children from an early
age. We propose that this participatory action should
take place gradually, startingwith spaces for joint deliber‐
ation in the context of class‐groupmanagement and pro‐
gressively moving towards the co‐design of the curricu‐
lum and school spaces. This should come about through
progressively shared leadership that would allow chil‐
dren’s increased accountability and responsibility, cul‐
minating in the participation of leaners‐partners in the
school’s governance not only from a representative
democracy model but from a participatory one. All in
all, a progressive partnership and co‐leadership between
children and adults. Figure 1 shows this gradual partici‐
pation of children in schools as inclusive democratic edu‐
cational communities or fellowships following their pro‐
gressive autonomy.

This accompaniment and promotion of the progres‐
sive autonomy of children in schools linked to the devel‐
opment of their moral personality and rooted in account‐
ability, responsibility and otherness should be one of the
backbones of democratic‐community life in the school
institution if it is to be truly inclusive in the terms set out
in Section 2. As Lansdown (2005, p. ix) states, “as chil‐
dren acquire enhanced competencies, there is a reduced
need for direction and a greater capacity to take respon‐
sibility for decisions affecting their lives.” In schools, this
accompaniment of progressive autonomy linked to chil‐
dren’s participation in decision‐making should be based
on a gradual increase in both the responsibility and
scope of such decisions. Thus, as children acquire auton‐
omy and greater accountability and responsibility, they
can be seen as partners in the process, because of
their increased participation in school organisation and
decision‐making, becoming sovereigns of their choices,
opinions, proposals, decisions, and contributions (Díaz
Bórquez et al., 2019). We argue that a prerequisite for
this to occur is the recognition of children as participa‐

tory social actors at school: the acknowledgement of chil‐
dren’s capacity for human agency.

5. Transforming Adults’ Barrier Attitudes: Recognition
of Children’s Agency

The final component whose importance we wish to
emphasise is that of the human agency of children. The
concept of agency relates to the capacity for human
action and “encompasses a range of ideas including
choice, capability, dispositions, self‐critique and choice
and practices” (Higgs, 2019, p. 10). Zavala Berbena and
Castañeda Figueiras (2014) note that Aristotle was the
first philosopher to be interested in and analyse the term
from studying the ontology of human actions. He concep‐
tualised the term as any activity oriented towards excel‐
lence: human action as an active use of reason grounded
in the will to achieve goals and articulate desires whose
foundation is freedom understood as relational ethics.
The same authors, tracing a genealogy of the concept,
note that in theMiddle Ages, St. ThomasAquinas defined
agency as naturally kindly directed rational action; and
already in modernity, Marx analysed the term as histor‐
ically rooted and from a perspective of action‐oriented
not only to kindly rational action but to the transforma‐
tion of the physical and social world (Zavala Berbena &
Castañeda Figueiras, 2014).

A core element of human agency is its relational
nature. Developing an agentic identity and exercising
agency relies on the recognition as agents by the other
within the relationship (Edmonds, 2019; Erstad et al.,
2021; Sutterlüty & Tisdall, 2019; Thomas, 2007). In this
regard, minoritized groups such as racialised people,
women, and children have traditionally been excluded
from such recognition due to non‐participation in private
and public decision‐making (González Coto, 2012).While
women’s and ethnic minorities’ liberation movements
have made great strides forward—not in a globalised
way and with much still to be done—children remain
largely unrecognised as capable persons (Sutterlüty &
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Figure 1. Learner‐partner gradually increased participation following their progressive autonomy.

Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 43–53 47

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Tisdall, 2019) in the asymmetrical power relations that
exist within the intergenerational order (Liebel, 2018;
Mühlbacher & Sutterlüty, 2019).

As adults, we can relate to children from either
enabling or limiting beliefs (Rodríguez‐Moriche &
Vallejo‐Jiménez, 2019). Limiting beliefs act as adult bar‐
riers to the free development of children’s personality,
autonomy, and sense of agency; Mead (1934, as cited
in Mühlbacher & Sutterlüty, 2019) claimed that chil‐
dren and adolescents would develop the capacity for
autonomous, intentional, and self‐directed action if and
only their human agency—their condition as agents in
their communities—is recognised. Undoubtedly, since
the adoption of the UNCRC, significant progress has
been made towards such recognition since it stipulates
that children are subjects of rights and social agents.
However, Gallagher (2019, p. 189) notes that “the idea
that children are active social agents became a familiar
mantra from the 1990s onwards,” underlining that there
is a yawning gap between theory and practice. Much
has been written and theorised about children as capa‐
ble social agents, about children’s agency—although the
debate is still open as to whether this agency is equal to
or different from adult agency—about children’s rights
and their status as subjects of rights and not only as
passive recipients of rights. However, according to Wall
(2008), these epistemologies are not reflected in the
practice because the adult gaze has not yet transcended
historical adultcentrism, to which we add overprotec‐
tive paternalism, and modern conceptions of childhood.
Thesemodern conceptions of childhood led to the consti‐
tution of a new representation that persists to this day.
As early as 1988, Alanen asserted, citing Ariès (1962),
that the construction of the modern representation of
childhood took place within the framework of a bour‐
geois class that needed to ensure its survival and repro‐
duction in a society whose structures were in a dramatic
process of change. According to the author:

The child emerged in this context as a social and prac‐
tical construct to be realized for the younger mem‐
bers of that particular class. It is for this project that
various schemes of child care and education were
developed leading to the formation of extraordinary
social worlds for their inhabitants—notably the “inti‐
mate family” and the school—and consequently to
the formation of a particular “habitus” as well. This
product—modern childhood—was later made avail‐
able for other social classes. (Alanen, 1988, p. 64)

The creation of the modern child implied the separation
of the adult and infant worlds and an over‐theorisation
of the new construct developed around the infant stage
from different disciplines.

Many efforts have been and continue to be made
in the academic, political, and educational spheres
to reverse this modern conception of childhood and
this separation between the adult and child spheres.

We could affirm that thanks to the approval of theUNCRC
and its subsequent general comments and observations,
as well as to the substantial body of scientific literature
on the subject, an epistemological shift on childhood as a
concept has taken place, but has it reached the ontologi‐
cal realm?Has it brought about a genuine transformation
of how we as adults relate to children? As Alanen (2012)
recalls, the concept of childhood should be approached
from its relational dimension, given that it is not somuch
a category defined by an age range as a concept defined
in opposition to the terms “adult” and “adulthood.”

All things considered, authors such as Liebel (2018)
and Dailey and Rosenbury (2018) argue for the need to
include the recognition of children’s agency as a right.
Liebel (2018, p. 24) argues that “children will only fully
become subjects of rights when their human rights are
also regarded as agency rights, and when their interests
as people capable of acting are recognised.” The same
author holds that this right implies the recognition of
children as capable people—an enabling belief—and the
creation of the material conditions for them to be able
to use them. On the other hand, Dailey and Rosenbury
(2018) uphold that children’s rights to agency are not syn‐
onymous with advocating for their rights to autonomy.
Children can participate in the decision‐making while
being dependent on adults from their heteronomous
condition. As Freeman (2006, p. 90) points out, “rights
are important because those who have them can exer‐
cise agency.” Thus, the exercise of rights, the recogni‐
tion of the other’s agency, and one’s sense of agency are
mutually reinforcing; they cannot exist in isolation from
the others.

Undoubtedly, schools are ideal space‐time locations
for creating such conditions insofar as adults, who are
ultimately responsible for children’s welfare and school
organisation, assume that “agents are decision‐makers.
They are persons who can negotiate with others, who
can alter relationships and decisions, who can shift social
assumptions and constraints. And there is now clear evi‐
dence that even the youngest amongst us can do this”
(Freeman, 2011, p. 90). We regard the recognition of
children’s agency as the foundation of their inclusion as
partners in schools. This recognition entails a series of
enabling beliefs on the part of adults that remove those
barrier attitudes that prevent children from participat‐
ing as partners and stakeholders in their school commu‐
nities. These enabling beliefs necessarily involve recog‐
nizing children as subjects of rights, particularly as hav‐
ing the right to participate in decision‐making in matters
that affect them, which will gradually increase as they
become progressively autonomous. Figure 2 shows the
interactions of these three elements in the configura‐
tion of a school as an inclusive educational democratic
community or fellowship. The figure provides a prelimi‐
nary outline of how children’s participation in decision‐
making could be progressively implemented in different
school dimensions and in accordance with their progres‐
sive autonomy.
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Figure 2. Schools as inclusive educational democratic communities or fellowships.

6. Final Remarks

There is a need for an epistemological broadening of
the concept of “inclusive education”; an epistemologi‐
cal broadening that integrates the meaning of “reach‐
ing to all learners” with the inclusion of children as
learner‐partners, that is, as participatory social actors,
valid interlocutors, and activemembers at school, turned
into inclusive educational democratic communities or fel‐
lowships. To this end, the three elements outlined in
this article pose that (a) children’s participation in the
decision‐making should be considered, (b) according to
their progressive autonomy and (c) through the recog‐
nition of their agency. Otherwise, children may not be
acknowledged as learners‐partners and concepts such as
educational inclusion and children’s agency will remain
empty aphorisms.

We propose a gradual increase in children’s participa‐
tion in decision‐making, in their role as learners‐partners
following their progressive autonomy, with the follow‐
ing sequence:

1. Joint deliberation with teachers and other school
staff: At this first level, children are recog‐
nised as agents capable of making decisions in
co‐responsibility with their peers and with adults
at the group‐classmeso‐level. This allows for a first
step towards decision‐making on aspects linked
to classroom management or activities in their
free time. Examples of this first foray into decision‐
making would be associated with the definition
of rules and sanctions, distribution of the school
timetable or leisure time activities.

2. Co‐design of the curriculum and spaces: This sec‐
ond level entails greater involvement in decision‐
making from the children’s commitment to their
learning process and responsibility at the individ‐
ual micro‐level and the management of spaces
and collective responsibility at the meso‐level of
the group‐class. From this recognition of children’s

agency, children make decisions about their learn‐
ing processes; they define their objectives both
individually and collectively, and the time they will
devote to the subject to achieve them. Children
can also make proposals regarding the use of
spaces and their distribution, adapted to their indi‐
vidual and shared needs.

3. Co‐leadership in the school management:
Achieving a level of participation in co‐leadership
and management requires prior experience of the
responsibility involved in decision‐making on rele‐
vant and binding issues. At this level, children par‐
ticipate in teacher and management coordination
meetings and make decisions on issues directly
affecting them at a stage halfway between the
meso‐level of the group‐class and the macro‐level
of the school.

4. Co‐governance: Co‐governance implies that chil‐
dren participate directly in the school’s manage‐
ment. This co‐governance takes place on an equal
footing with the management team, where chil‐
dren are informed and consulted and proactive
in management, make their proposals, and their
voice and vote are given equal consideration to
those of adults.

This sequence is grounded on the progressively implica‐
tive action of children within the school community. This
participation in decision‐making in school organisations
must respond to the principle of progressive autonomy,
an autonomy based on the acquisition of knowledge,
skills, and personal responsibility and for others through
the construction of a moral personality that combines
the need to care for the “I” with the need to place the
“we” at the centre of educational action.

Thus, adults and children will be able to see and
recognise each other within the intergenerational rela‐
tionship and the educational exercise from an ethics
of care that, far from pretending to build symmetri‐
cal relationships, positions the child as an agent, based
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on their capabilities and possibilities, recognising their
knowledge and experiences, including, and validating
them. Thus, children receive the guidance and support
required for the harmonious development of their per‐
sonalities and their moral conscience, guiding principles
of education.

Including children as partners in a school trans‐
formed into an inclusive educational democratic com‐
munity or fellowship will not be possible if a subjec‐
tive children’s rights approach is not incorporated into
teacher training, which ought to include children’s rights
of agency. In this respect, the training deficit of teachers
is apparent, and there is an urgent need for discussion
and the incorporation of these elements in the curricula
of trainee teachers and the in‐service training plans of
active teachers. As Tonucci (Fundación La Caixa, 2021)
encourages us to reflect, can a school be considered
legal if it does not listen to children’s voices? To which
we add, can a school be considered legal if it does not
heed children’s voices and consider them as participa‐
tory social actors?

Some believe that schools need to be better
resourced to enable their democratisation. However,
what do they mean by resources: more staff, more tech‐
nological equipment, more funding? The experience of
educational institutions with small budgets and with a
majority of children at risk of social exclusion, which have
become genuinely democratic and inclusive thanks to
the commitment and determination of the teaching staff,
shows us that it is the change in the adult perspective
that is essential, and not so much the need for infinite
resources. In this sense, it is also crucial for schools to
have a stable workforce since any project aiming to be
sustained and sustainable over time requires implicated
and committed personnel to carry it out and keep it alive,
in constant review, evaluation and improvement.

There is no less critical concern about how specific
political colours condition the viability of participatory
and inclusive educational projects. This is an ideologi‐
cal approach whose logic responds to the polarisation—
intentional or not—of democracies, becoming increas‐
ingly partisan and illiberal by the day. The social division
we are experiencing is much related to and triggered by
political colours and bigotry. Contributing to this polar‐
isation by defending or criticising one or another politi‐
cal model gives rise to an ideological bias that transmits
the idea that certain parties or ideologies are more con‐
ducive to citizen participation and the inclusion of chil‐
dren as capable social agents than others. The issues
tackled in this article should be of interest to anyonewho
considers themselves a democrat, regardless of whether
they are more or less conservative, more or less liberal,
more or less progressive.

Finally, we are confident that this approach could
also contribute to addressing SDGs no. 4 and no. 16.
Ensuring inclusive education requires the inclusion of
children as learners and as partners in communities
that prepare for democracy and are lived democrati‐

cally. Moreover, the consolidation of democratic insti‐
tutions can be strengthened if children know that they
are part of and responsible members of these institu‐
tions from a very early age. The present and alarming dis‐
credit on democratic systems could be turned around if
children are recognised as having moral, transformative,
and action agency. Schools are ideal spaces for such pur‐
poses, provided that adults commit themselves to them.
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