
DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION: READING LIST 

 

WHY DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION? PSYCHOLOGICAL RATIONALE 

 

Gray, P. (2013). Free to Learn: Why Unleashing the Instinct to Play Will Make Our Children 

Happier, More Self-Reliant, and Better Students for Life. Basic Books 

This passionate defence of free play as the foundation of happiness and true learning. Much of theoretical 

rationale for democratic education comes from this book. Peter Gray is psychologist, emeritus professor at Boston 

College.  

 

Freedom to Learn. The roles of play and curiosity as foundations for learning. Peter Gray’s blog 

There are many topics on this regularly updated blog, but the importance of free play, and the (democratic) future 

of education are the main themes. Here’s a couple of entries that caught my attention: 

Education’s future: what will replace K12 and college  

Biological foundations of self-directed education 

Children teach themselves to read  

Children educate themselves IV: lessons from Sudbury Valley [a succinct introduction to the 

Sudbury model of democratic education. Mentions Peter Gray’s research on the lives of Sudbury 

Valley graduates).  

Peter Gray is also very active on Facebook  

 

Gopnik, A. (2016) The Gardener and the Carpenter: What the New Science of Child Development 

Tells Us About the Relationship Between Parents and Children. Bodley Head 

“… Love doesn’t have goal or blueprints, but it does have a purpose.  The purpose of love is not to change 

the people we love, but to give them what they need to thrive.  Love’s purpose is not to shape our 

beloved’s destiny, but to help them shape their own.  It isn’t to show them the way, but to help them 

find a path for themselves, even if the path they take isn’t one we would choose for ourselves, or even 

one we would choose for them.  … Loving children doesn’t give them a destination; it gives them 

sustenance for the journey” (page 10).  

“Drawing on the study of human evolution and on her own cutting-edge scientific research into how 

children learn, Gopnik shows that although caring for children is immensely important, the goal shouldn't 

be to shape them so they turn out a certain way. Children are designed to be messy and unpredictable, 

playful and imaginative, and very different both from their parents and from one another. The variability 

and flexibility of childhood allow them to innovate, create, and survive in an unpredictable world. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Free-Learn-Unleashing-Instinct-Self-Reliant/dp/0465025994
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Free-Learn-Unleashing-Instinct-Self-Reliant/dp/0465025994
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/freedom-learn
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/freedom-learn/201711/education-s-future-what-will-replace-k-12-and-college
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/freedom-learn/201609/biological-foundations-self-directed-education
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/freedom-learn/201002/children-teach-themselves-read
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/freedom-learn/200808/children-educate-themselves-iv-lessons-sudbury-valley
https://www.facebook.com/peter.gray.3572
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Gardener-Carpenter-Development-Relationship-Children/dp/1847921612/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1557879288&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Gardener-Carpenter-Development-Relationship-Children/dp/1847921612/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1557879288&sr=8-1


"Parenting" won't make children learn - rather, caring parents let children learn by creating a secure, 

loving environment” [from the book’s dust jacket] 

Alison Gopnik, a professor at University of California, Berkeley, is one of the most eminent contemporary 

developmental psychologists (for more information on her work, see here)  

This book, which focusses mostly on parent-child relationship, resonates with many themes discussed by Peter 

Gray (who praised Gopnik’s book on his blog). 

 

 

DEMOCRATIC SCHOOLS: HISTORY AND PRINCIPLES 

 

Neill, A.S., & Lamb, A. (1992). The New Summerhill. Penguin Education 

The most recent and updated edition of the most famous book on democratic education: Summerhill: A Radical 

Approach to Child Rearing, first published in 1960. The author — Alexander Sutherland Neill — was the founder, 

owner and first principal of Summerhill school; arguably the first democratic education project that enjoyed long-

term success (it is still going strong as it is approaching its 100th birthday). 

While the book may be dated in some respects (e.g. in its references to psychoanalysis) it is beautifully written 

and, in my opinion, essential to understanding what democratic education is all about  

 

Hecht, Y. (2012). Democratic Education: A Beginning of a Story. AERO  

Yaacov Hecht is the founder of the Democratic School of Hadera, Israel. The book presents its history and 

philosophy. For more information about the author, and his current work, see here.  

 

Jim Rietmulder (2019) When Kids Rule the School: The Power and Promise of Democratic 

Education. New Society Publishers  

Hot off the press (published 14 May 2019!). In the words of Peter Gray "This book is the clearest, most complete 

explanation of self-directed democratic schooling that I have seen. Whether you are brand new to the idea of 

democratic education or have long been immersed in it, you will find much to think about here”.  

 

   

  

http://alisongopnik.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/freedom-learn/201608/alison-gopnik-s-advice-parents-stop-parenting
https://www.amazon.co.uk/l/B001H6MP9U?_encoding=UTF8&redirectedFromKindleDbs=true&ref_=ntt_dp_epwbk_0&rfkd=1&shoppingPortalEnabled=true
http://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/
https://www.amazon.com/Democratic-Education-Beginning-Yaacov-Hecht-ebook/dp/B008R8ZC8W/ref=sr_1_1?qid=1557873467&refinements=p_27%3AYaacov+Hecht&s=digital-text&sr=1-1&text=Yaacov+Hecht
http://www.democratics.org.il/site/index.asp?depart_id=125189&lat=en
https://www.education-cities.com/lectures/?lang=en
https://www.amazon.com/When-Kids-Rule-School-Democratic/dp/0865719047/ref=sr_1_1?qid=1557876976&refinements=p_27%3AJim+Rietmulder&s=books&sr=1-1&text=Jim+Rietmulder
https://www.amazon.com/When-Kids-Rule-School-Democratic/dp/0865719047/ref=sr_1_1?qid=1557876976&refinements=p_27%3AJim+Rietmulder&s=books&sr=1-1&text=Jim+Rietmulder


SUDBURY VALLEY MODEL OF DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION 

 

Sudbury Valley School website —  Theory and Practice links   

A collection of articles and blog posts by people associated with the Sudbury Valley school. They explore various 

facets of democratic education from the perspective of Sudbury model  

 

Daniel Greenberg’s blog 

A blog by one of the founders of Sudbury Valley school. Some of its entries are chapters from some of Greenberg’s 

books (see below).   

His relatively recent (2018) entry on the radical difference between democratic schooling and unschooling seems 

particularly important. While many people will see this differently, the potential tension between at-home 

unschooling and democratic schooling is definitely worth reflecting on  

 

Sudbury Valley School Press 

Over the years, Sudbury Valley School has published a wealth of resources on the theory and practice of Sudbury-

style education – so it is worth browsing this page.  

The most comprehensive resource available there is Planning Kit for Sudbury Schools —  an entire library of books, 

handbooks, manuals, DVDs, and other materials collated for those who wish to open a Sudbury style school. 

Positions from that list can also be purchased individually. The following three may be a good place to start:  

Greenberg, D. (2016). The place to grow: the culture of Sudbury Valley School. Sudbury Valley School Press 

Greenberg, D. & Sadofsky (2008). Starting a Sudbury School. Summary of experiences of fifteen start-up groups. 

Sudbury Valley School Press 

Greenberg, D. (2000). A clearer view. New insights into the Sudbury School model. The thirtieth anniversary 

lectures.  Sudbury Valley School Press 

Sadofsky, M., & Greenberg, D. (eds.) (1998). Reflections on the Sudbury School concept. Sudbury Valley School 

Press 

Greenberg, D. (1995). Free at last. The Sudbury Valley School. Sudbury Valley School Press 

 

To be continued…  

 

Collated by Marcin Szczerbinski (May 2019) 

 

 

 

https://sudburyvalley.org/theory?fbclid=IwAR0NpN5sgrRogXcAsBcUTa8a57TCm0x_9y-b0CAXM3rY0y19x6gSvWT2hpE
https://sudburyvalley.org/practice
https://sudburyvalley.org/author/daniel-greenberg
https://sudburyvalley.org/essays/lets-be-clear-sudbury-valley-school-and-un-schooling-have-nothing-common
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/planning-kit-sudbury-schools
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/place-grow
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/starting-sudbury-school
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/clearer-view
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/clearer-view
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/reflections-sudbury-school-concept
https://bookstore.sudburyvalley.org/product/free-last

