St-Georges-in-the-East School, Tower Hamlets
1945-55

Exploring School democracy through an example of Radical Practice.
Alexander Bloom was a head teacher for ten years in East London, running St Georges-in-the-East School. His values
and writings reflect those of the New Ideals in Education community, and indeed he was heavily involved in the
international offshoot called, New Education (World) Fellowship, founded in 1921. He was a friend of A.S.Neill, the
founder of Summerhill School, who visited Bloom’s school to celebrate their co-operative prize giving. The school is
featured in the book by E.R.Braithwaite ‘To Sir, With Love’, and the film with Sidney Poitier, though both give the
false impression that it was failing school.
The following description of a school democracy comes from papers by Professor Michael Fielding, Institute of
Education. One of his papers can be found on the web at:
http://www.mantleoftheexpert.com/studying/articles/MF%20-%20Alex%20Bloom%20%20Pioneer%20of%20Radical%20State%20Education.pdf
To find out more contact Prof Michael Fielding at: Email m.fielding@ioe.ac.uk .
In celebration of the community of educationalists, teachers, artists, inspectors, politicians, prison
workers, adult education workers, doctors, professors and children who created, looked for, shared
and promoted schools based on 'liberating the child'. They met in July 1914 at East Runton as the
Montessori Conference, and then onwards met every year as New Ideals in Education.

“A vision of what the new form of secondary school can be.”
HMI, 1948
The first two quotes give a background to
the importance of citizenship in the life of
the state school led by Alexander Bloom,
the headteacher of St Georges, 1945-55.
In 1948 the government school inspectors,
HMI, recognised and acknowledged the
success and importance of what was
happening at the school. They said; St
Georges is “A vision of what the new form
of secondary school can be.”
The two quotes can be used as an
introduction to the children – who can
then be asked ‘how could a school be
organised to maximise student voice and democracy?’
“We are convinced that not only must the overall school pattern – the democratic
way of life – precede all planning, but that it proclaims the main purpose of education
in a democracy. Our aim is that our children shall learn to live creatively, not for
themselves alone, but also for their community.” Alexander Bloom
“Every opportunity is seized to enable the child to participate in the government of
the school, to feel that he/she really belongs, to take responsibility for its smooth
running, and to bear the onus of choice and selection…” Alexander Bloom

Using a Paper Carousel Activity
They could be given large sheets of paper and do an ideas carousel, writing or drawing their ideas for ten minutes in
small groups under the titles: the classroom,
the playground, out of school activities,
structures (a sheet with the groups children,
staff, governors, council, forms, headteacher
written on it).
After ten minutes the sheets are moved
around to another group, this time 5 minutes
are given for additions to be made or a
tick/cross to be put aside ideas that the group
agrees with. Once it gets back to the
beginning group they then present to the
whole class.

Mini-Think Tanks with Structures from St Georges-in-the-East
The following headed pieces of text can be given out to small groups of students, who act as think tanks on the idea,
discuss the questions, and think about how they would argue the case for the proposal. They can then make the
proposal to the whole class, arguing why they should vote for it. The class then discusses and votes on it.
This method reflects the research, and children’s peer teaching work that Bloom encouraged. Students would form
groups interested in different aspects of a theme, they would research it and then present to the class or year or
school.
This can be used as a starting point to creating a ‘student’s voice constitution’, which will allow the children to learn
about the importance of constitutions to democratic governance and human rights, and what role it plays in
ensuring fairness. They will need to come up with their own proposals, including a ‘preamble’ which states the
reasons and values of the constitution.
For further support and advise contact: Michael Newman hecnewman@yahoo.co.uk
www.newidealsineducation.co.uk
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Student panel meets every Friday – elected form reps, elected head boy and girl, deputies, headteacher
“The school council is composed of two representatives from each form (a girl and a boy) selected by the form, and
a Head Girl and a Head boy chosen by the whole school, together with the staff. It meets every Friday morning
before school under the chairmanship alternately, of the Head Girl and the Head Boy, to receive form reports,
consider resolutions, discuss matters concerning the school, and to make decisions.”
Questions: Why have the whole school, including the teachers, elect a head and deputy head boy and
girl? Why does it meet every week? Is it important for the Headteacher to be at the meeting ? Should
there be a girl and a boy rep?
Propose: a school council is elected by classes, two reps from each, a boy and a girl, and a school head and deputy
head boys and girls are elected by the whole school. This committee meets every week with the Headteacher to
receive class reports, discuss resolutions and make decisions.

Pupil Sub Committees ongoing meetings, with a link-teacher.
“Three sub-committees have been formed: a Dance Committee that is responsible for the midday dancing in the
hall, a Meals Committee that runs the break-time canteen and helps with the school dinners; and a Sports
Committee that arranges games’ rotas etc” Other committees included sports (playground games, outside matches,
sports equipment), tidy (appearance of the school) and social (concerts, parties, visitors).
The committee chairs meet together with the head boy and girl, headteacher and a staff member on the last Friday
of the month – this is called the Joint Panel.
Questions: what could pupil sub-committees organise in your school? Why is it important to have a staff
link member on the committee? Why should the committee chairs meet every month with the Joint
Panel, before a whole school meeting?

Propose: That pupil subcommittees be created for … and that they meet when necessary, and report to a Joint
Panel including the Headteacher, Head Boy and Girl and a teacher every month to report and make joint decisions.

Form meetings every week.
“Form meetings are held every Friday to which representatives bring their report of the Council meeting and at
which form and school matters are considered in a splendidly outspoken way.”
Questions: Why is it important for forms to discuss reports from the student panel (Council) and to feed
reports/ideas/suggestions to the panel? Is it important to do this every week? How would the form
members know the panel was working?
Propose: Every week there should be a class meeting to hear the school council report from its reps and to feed ideas
and views back to the council.

Whole school meeting on the Monday after the Joint Panel Meeting, chaired either by a teacher or a member of
the pupil panel.
At 10 am the whole school gathers sitting in class groups in the hall.
The Headteacher introduces the school meeting, talks of the aims and policy of the school emphasising the
importance of what each child does, and reviews the year. He leaves the stage to applause as he wishes the Council
a good meeting.
Head girl explains Council’s purpose and activity. Each class has a set of representatives each child presenting their
subject for that half year, what they had learnt and feedback on how they felt about the subject. A panel of teachers
selected by the children would then be invited to respond to the reports, and to questions from the children.
The morning was then closed by the headteacher.
Questions: why is it important to have all the children at the meeting? Why have the teachers there? Why
question the teachers? How could this be done without embarrassing or threatening the teachers?
Propose: That the whole school organises a conference every year/term/month to review its life, share reports of
learning and to question staff.

Weekly Reviews
“Each child would review the events of his school work in his own words, in his own way; he was free to comment,
to criticise, to agree or disagree, with any person, subject or method, as long as it was in some way associated with
the school.”
Questions: Why is this a good thing? What kinds of things could be written about? Is it important to keep the
reviews/diaries private – between teacher and child?
Propose: Every child writes a weekly diary reviewing their lessons and learning, freely commenting on any person,
subject or method that has affected their learning.

