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great figures
mong
the
illuminating the history of
education, that of Janusz
Korczak (1818-1942\ is the most
unusual: a paediatrician and pioneer of
social medicine, a journalist, essayist,
poet, playwright and novelist for
children, an activity leader in children's
holiday camps and orphanage director,
the first militant in children's rights, a
university professor and precursor of
radio talk-shows. The "Old Doctor", as
he was affectionately known, was
everything ... except an educationalist-

first writings to street children, while
undertaking the medical studies which
led to him becoming a respected
paediatrician. Mindful of the psychosocial dimensions of health, in 1908 he
organised holiday camps for poor
children. At the time this was unprecedented. His observations formed the
basis for an educational approach
advocating respect and democracy,
similar to Pestalozzi, whose legacy he
studied during a trip to Zurich, and also
close to the New School movement
which started at the same time with,
among others, Decroly, Montessori
and Freinet (see Children in Europe,
issue5).
Caring for the body was not enough for
Korczak. He wanted to mould minds,

also became his own home. He lived
there modestly in an attic, looking after
the well-being of his protégés day
and night and putting his ideas to the
test of real life. In 1940, Korczak and
his orphanage were ordered into the
Warsaw ghetto, where for two years he
cared for hundreds of sick and hungry
children. Refusing the chance to get
out of the ghetto, he was murdered
by the Nazis in the Treblinka death
camp along with 200 children from his
orphanage.
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rights and duties of everyone in all
with and for the children. In 1912, he
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Respect starts with respect for the
Korczak at the beginning of his literary
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adult: "Children are not people of
tomorrow, they are people today". Their
feelings, their sense of urgency, their
rhythms, their dreams,their secrets,their
privacy, their right to be taken
seriously, their values, their victories
and failures, their joys and sorrows had
to be respected.A hierarchy could not
exist in terms of age any more so
than for feelings. "When I talk or play
with a child", he wrote, "a moment in
my life is bound to a moment in the
child's life and thesetwo momentshave
the same maturity".
Respect also involves respect for work,
which is a source of dignity, and for
the home which children must make
theirs in order to feel involved. In the
orphanage,Korczak "ffought] to ensure
that no distinction [was] made any
longer between delicate and rough work,
between intelligent and unskilled work,
between clean and dirty work". He
himself cleared away the refectory
tables after meals.
Respect for rules is an inescapable
condition of group life. Rules therefore
have to exist and if necessary be
created, particularly given that people
have more respect for what they have
created than for what is imposed. In an
educationalenvironment, rules also have
the virtue of confirming that children's
disputes are serious matters and that,
in the event of a quarrel or offence,
compromise, forgiveness and reparation
are priority values.
In putting into practice this exercise
in respect, Korczak did not lack
inventiveness. Some of the methods he
developedare explained on the next two
pages.)
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Mentoring and referendum
Every new arrival at the orphanage
was placed for three months under the
protection of a senior child. After the
first month, and then a yerr later, all
the children were asked to expresstheir
feelings about the new arrival by a vote:
the choice was "I really like him or her",
"I have no opinion" or "I do not like
him or her". This was the referendum.
Between the two votes, the new arrival
had to try and win the confidence of the
group and the group had to prepareitself
to integrate the new arrival. Rejection
was extremely rare.
First children's newspaper
Korczak paid particular attention to
the children's right to free expression
through a noticeboard, letterbox,
newspaper wall,
school gazette,
meetings and debates,all of which were
excellent for encouraging the children
to take part in the life of the orphanage
and in the life of the city. A pioneer in
children's joumalism, in 1926 Korczak
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founded the first newspaper written by
children for children. Guided by "an old
man (bald with glasses) [himselfl, so
that there is no disorder, and two other
editors - a boy and a girl", the Little
Review was published every week
until 1939 with a print run of 150,000
copies.
The Parliament
To prevent abuses of authority by
the adults and to give substanceto the
idea of self-government, Korczak
devised a parliament of 20 children
elected by their peers. This Parliament
was not just consultative; it was a
legislative body which had the power to
adopt new laws and to give opinions
on the acceptance (or rejection) of a
pupil, an educator or another employee
of the orphanage. It also had the
task of organising school support,
ensuring a fair distribution of chores
and awarding certificates to children
who had accomplished something
memorable.

Koruzak with Jrlember! oi the {-'ultural l,eague in fioni of the
Dou Sierut - Orphans'Florne, Kroclxnaina !)? 28 I'larcl', 1937

The court
"Children", said Korczak, "have the
right to demand that their problems be
considered impartially and seriously.
Up to now, everything has dependedon
the goodwill, or lack of this, of the
educatorand his or her mood on the day.
It is time to end this despotism". To this
end, Korczak established a court at the
Orphans' Home. Its five judges were
children chosen by drawing lots from
among those who, in the previous week,
had not been the subject of any
complaints. The court clerk was an adult
responsible for gathering the statements
of witnesses and for producing the
recordsofhearings.The court, which sat
every week, had the power to try all
membersof the orphanage,including the
adults. Korczak himself was the subject
of five trials.
The court's aim was to defend the
weakest, support the children in their
quest for justice and reinforce the
democratic operation of the institution
itself. It was in no way intended to make
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the children into vexatious litigants,
even less to promote punishment.
Accordingly, of the 109 articles in
the court's code, 99 led to discharge,
acquittal or pardon. Among the
remainder, only two led to a serious
punishment: placement of the accused
under supervision or expulsion. And
even in the latter case (which was
applied only once in over ten years), the
expelled child could request his or her
readmission after three months.

Korczak does not provide recipes or
easy answers for today's educators.
"Life is not a series of arithmetic
problems for which there is only one
solution and two ways of finding it".
However, he stressesthe importance of
committing oneself fully to one's work,
of questioning oneself, of remaining
true to and demanding of oneself before
being demanding on others and of not
fearing "becoming lost in the immense
forest of life".

Chrldren brought to Korczak firrn
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istreet) 33.
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to Unchlâgsplatz md threreafter tr:
TrcbJinka.

Rights of the child
Korczak was the inspiration for the 1989
Convention on the Rights of the Child.
From the beginning of the 20th century
he prayed for such a convention and his
work is full of pointers to the rights
which he held most dear: the right for
respect, the right to make mistakes,
rights to property, to education,the right
to resist educational influences contrary
to children's beliefs, to protest against
injustices - and even the right to the
occasionallie!

6'Find your own way. Learn to know
yourself before you try

to know

children ... It is a mistake to believe
that education is a science of children
and not of man.tt
This messagehas lost none of its force
and relevance.
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