
Those who accompany
young people on their learn‐
ing and life paths require
freedom. This is often for‐
gotten in reforms, including
the recent restructuring of
commercial apprentice‐
ships in Switzerland. A plea
for the renaissance of a bur‐
ied concept.

“Anyone who fears the use of freedom is its
secret opponent.” Thus, wrote Hans Saner, philo‐
sopher and personal assistant to Karl Jaspers.1
It is an impressive sentence. And Saner added:
“many would like to grant freedom, if they only
knew that no one makes use of it.”

Switching to “output control”
If you look at the school landscape and consider
the many reforms of recent years, you quickly
realise what has radically changed: schools are
no longer told what to teach in terms of content.
Today, it is decreed in detail and precisely regu‐
lated what the pupils must be able to do in the
end – and in some cases also prescribed how
this is to be achieved. (Individual) competencies
are defined, and in extraordinarily minute details.
In music, for example, a child is required to “be
able to perceive his or her body in a sensorimo‐
tor way and to react in a music-related way”.
According to science, this means a shift in

paradigm: the state strategy is switching from
“input” to “output control”. In this way, the effi‐
ciency of education in schools is to be increased
and teaching is to be measured by the operation‐
alised output. Now, even five-year-old kinder‐
garteners are tested for letters and examined for
numbers [formerly in grade one].

Everyday educational life
is obsessed with regulation

Teachers therefore note a loss of professional
freedom and the advance of a regulatory admin‐
istration; it wants to be on the safe side and aims
at achieving the qualification goals with a multi‐

tude of rules and regulations. This is only pos‐
sible with extensive regulations. Let us recall the
voluminous Curriculum 21, which is 470 pages
long and comprises 363 competencies, divided
into more than 2300 competency levels. How‐
ever, too many directives paralyse the mind and
inhibit spontaneity and creativity. The rule of
thumb: the more voluminous and denser the set
of rules, the more restricted and limited is free‐
dom.

In the tentacles of administrative fetters
The great number of requirements demand
agreements and coordination within the team;
they lead to structurally induced extra work – this
with increasingly heterogeneous and demanding
classes. It is therefore not surprising that “many
teachers are reducing their workload to protect
themselves from work overload”, as Christian
Hugi, President of the Zurich Teachers' Associ‐
ation, soberly states.2 In the Canton of Zurich, for
example, this leads to the fact that at the mo‐
ment around 550 positions are still unfilled for
the new school year.
Many teachers feel trapped in the tentacles of

administrative fetters with its paralysing effect.
They complain about the corset of artificially
constructed complexity of today's school worlds.
“Everything is so tightly structured,” explains a
31-year-old dropout.3 And an experienced
teacher sums up his years of teaching with
“school in chains”: there are ever more strict
standards.4 It is therefore not surprising that
every sixth teacher quits in the first year and half
of the new teachers leave the classroom again
after five years at the latest, according to a study.
Teacher shortage is coming to a head.

Freedom has a correlate: responsibility
Freedom is “the first and indispensable condi‐
tion” for education, wroteWilhelm von Humboldt,5
the reformer of the Prussian education system
and theorist of freedom. Presumably, the great
education reformer knew that anyone working
with pupils needs freedom. He or she needs
them to teach like a morning coffee to wake up.
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Freedom as an elixir! But it is not the unbound,
uncontrolled freedom, but the freedom from un‐
necessary pro forma regulations and formal re‐
quirements, from norms and fetters. It is not the
freedom for educational dolcefarniente, even for
slovenliness or minimalism, no, it is the freedom
to choose the “méthodos”, the path to reach the
goal.
What is meant is the freedom to shape the

school's mission and to work educationally with
the children and young people – for the benefit
of the class for which a teacher is responsible.
And this last point contains the decisive correl‐
ate to freedom: responsibility. Freedom and re‐
sponsibility form a junction – they are some‐
thing like two important pillars of good teaching
and good schools. They must not decouple, be‐
cause without personal responsibility, freedom
degenerates into arbitrariness.

The humane
cannot be enforced with regulations

Taking responsibility requires freedom. That is
why freedom must not be stifled in schools. It
must be freed from the sand again and again,
otherwise it will remain nothing but a missed
reality. For most teachers, freedom is a basic
prerequisite. In freedom lies the core of all ped‐
agogical work.
Only on this basis can teachers react ad‐

equately to a situation, respond spontaneously
to the children and allow creative things to
emerge from the moment. Humour and wit, ima‐
gination and fantasy do not blossom in the tight
corset of regulations; they need a humus of free‐
dom. But the humane cannot be forced by rules.
What appeals to us as human beings cannot be
outsourced to numerical matters or controlled
by bureaucratic fetters.

Humane energy comes from freedom
An effective education policy should believe
more in people and less in systems and struc‐
tures. Good teachers with empathy and profes‐
sional passion are the be-all and end-all of
schools. What they need is freedom – not
primarily regulations. They need trust – not pres‐
sure through decrees. Humane energy comes
from freedom, not from directives on teaching
methods and operationally tight guidelines such
as those imposed by the current education
policy.
Politicians and administrators must therefore

grant teachers more freedom again and at the
same time encourage them to make use of it.
This requires courage, because freedom can al‐
ways be abused. If this is the case, school ad‐
ministrators must intervene. Quickly and with re‐
solve. Settling a conflict over freedom is still bet‐
ter than teachers peacefully withering away in
conformity, as the philosopher Hans Saner once
put it.6

Source: https://www.journal21.ch/humane-energie-kommt-
aus-freiheit from 12 June 2021
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