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Abstract

The Student Council is the body that represents and protects the interests of secondary school 
students and organises their social and cultural life at school. In Hungary, it is called a student 
self-government (diákönkormányzat, DÖK) in the Public Education Act. The Public Educa-
tion Act gives the student council wide-ranging rights. The DÖK is one of the most important 
non-formal educational arenas for the development of civic competences, where the views of 
students are formed, their opinions are nuanced, and their knowledge can become skills and 
competences. The basic condition for this is individual and community activity and active par-
ticipation, the development of which is a central tool for the social integration of young people. 
Participation in the framework of this study means participation in everyday life and decisions 
of the community, rather than mere organizational membership: ways of thinking and activities 
that are based on the world of social values and are reflected in public action and patterns of ac-
tion.  In this study, we also wanted to gain a deeper understanding of how do students’ responses 
paint a picture regarding the role of the DÖK as a “democracy school”. The self-governments 
of secondary school students are not only formed within the framework of the social climate 
and institutional microclimate, but they can also shape it reflectively when these frameworks 
1 Student Council is a group of students in a school who are elected to help plan and organize activities and events for 
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are sometimes expanded. In this study we will examine the presence of conformity and the 
ability to innovate in relation to the DÖK, i.e. what patterns can be seen in the students’ views 
on the functions and role and task assumption of the DÖK, and in the relationship of intention 
to participate in them.
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Introduction

At present, according to the current public education legislation, student councils (student gov-
ernment, Diákönkormányzat, DÖK) have the right to initiate, propose, opinion form and ex-
press of opinions on a number of issues that significantly impact the life and organizational char-
acter of institutions. One of these rights that is generally known is that the opinion of the DÖK 
must be sought: before the adoption of the school’s organizational and operational regulations 
defined by the statutory provisions of the school SZMSZ, before determining the principles 
for the distribution of student social benefits, and when using funds allocated for youth policy 
purposes. It is also the DÖK’s responsibility to form an opinion before adopting the school’s 
house rules. The student council represents the interests of students towards the school adminis-
tration, towards the maintainer, and on the school board consisting of representatives of parents, 
faculty members and members of the student council in equal numbers. It is a little-known and 
less frequently seen right to make proposals (concerning the student government) in everyday 
practice, according to which the DÖK may express an opinion and make proposals on all issues 
related to the operation of the educational institution and students. It can be deduced from the 
legislation that only a functioning student government can ensure that students can exercise 
their rights provided by law (directly or through representation), and that the legal operation of 
the given institution can only be ensured by a well-functioning student government. Hungarian 
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educational research at the turn of the millennium drew attention to the fact that these added val-
ues and value transfer processes are less prevalent in institutions’ everyday operations (Szabó – 
Örkény 1998; Ligeti 1999, 2000a, 2000b; Csapó 2000, Ligeti – Márton 2001, Kinyó 2012). 

At the same time, the DÖK is not only an actor on the stage of institutional education, which 
means not only a system of representation, but also a democracy school for children and young 
people, which is a space for civic education, a space for the formation and development of an 
active and active civic mentality culture, and in relation to enculturation, a non-formal educa-
tional space that goes beyond the provision of knowledge and value socialization within the 
framework of civic education subject processes.  

Several works were published on the DÖK in the nineties, parallel to the process of democ-
ratization of educational institutions, with a focus on community and public socialization 
(Trencsényi 1993, Papp – Pál 1993, Gaál 1994, Dávid 1995, Szabó – Örkény 1998, Ligeti 
1999), and in the period after Hungary’s accession to the European Union, the topic again came 
to the forefront of interest, primarily with a focus on the active participation of youth (Ligeti – 
Márton 2001, Kálmán 2003, Baracsi –  Hagymásy – Márton 2009, Kátai 2006).  However, 
partly because of the social, educational and educational changes that have taken place in the 
last decade, and partly because of the new challenges facing the world of school and youth, we 
have to say that further research is needed for a deeper understanding of this topic. At the same 
time, the topicality of the topic is indicated not only by the demonstrations/protests taking place 
with the participation of secondary school students due to changes affecting the education sys-
tem, but also by the fact that in the regulatory system of education and education it seems  that 
“great emphasis has been placed on youth and student council, yet young people are not reached 
by these institutions, and young people do not even feel that they have a say in public affairs” 
(Kerpel-Florius – Nagy – Fazekas 2020.  363).

In the case of young people, the devaluation of trust in decision-making systems and dis-
satisfaction with traditional forms of participation in public life and youth organizations is not 
a new phenomenon: they were already interested in research at the birth of European youth 
sociology (Mannheim 1952), and at the beginning of the two thousands, European states were 
already strongly interested in professional policy actions and social innovation developments in 
the political structure of their community (eg. White Paper 2001) and youth research (Youniss 
et al. 2002, Dudley – Gitelson 2003, Letki 2004, Zeldin 2004, Checkoway 2006, Gin-
wright – Cammarota 2007). 

In  the second decade of the new millennium, new types of youth activities appeared, which 
were typically born from the professional use of info-communication technologies (internet, 
smartphone, web2, social networking sites) and the network of virtual youth communities 
(Jancsák  2013, Theocharis 2015, Ignatova 2023). Nevertheless, alienation from European 
electoral politics does not mean that young people are apathetic about public life (Sloan 2014,), 
but rather that they engage in different activities and intensities than the parents’ generation 
(and even instead of traditional age-group representation frameworks such as youth councils – 
cf. Taft – Gordon 2013) (see also Saunders et.al. 2012, van Deth 2014, Theocharis – van 
Deth 2018).

Our time is characterized by instability and uncertainty caused by the crisis of consensus 
norms and social values. Economic and political crises, new migration flows and technological 
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changes have created new vulnerabilities among young people. The phenomenon of the crisis 
of values extended to the social values of freedom, solidarity, empathy, autonomy and respon-
sibility, that is the crisis of universal humanist values appeared, and in this context, exposure to 
the manipulations of the post-truth era intensified (Jancsák 2020a). At the same time, secondary 
school life can represent significant added value for the later civic life of generations currently 
growing up in school, when young people are prepared for conscious and active citizenship 
roles, embracing social values through education, and knowing and creatively interpreting ele-
ments of our past and culture. Can secondary schools and the student government system take 
advantage of this opportunity, and can they meet this challenge?

The world is the frame of reference for young people, therefore youth organizations not only 
filter and interpret social reality and impulses coming from social space, but also shape it them-
selves. Therefore, student movements have the potential to initiate significant social change if 
they are supported by other economic, demographic and social forces (Gordon 2000). Young 
people want to take an active part in society around them. If they are excluded, this also means 
that democracy is not functioning properly. (Council of Europe 1992). The basic condition for 
the existence of a living society is the active participation of citizens in the social, political, 
cultural and economic fields (Rekker et al. 2015, Pontes 2018). In the case of young people, 
it is particularly important to learn the necessary competencies related to volunteer activities 
(Quintelier  2015, Rodrigues – Menezes – Ferreira 2024). The aim here is not only to devel-
op knowledge, but also to motivate, acquire and experience an active civic role (Siurala 2002, 
Hoskins – Saisana – Villalba 2015) 

One of the tangible products of the development of European democracies over several cen-
turies in terms of social organization is the widespread application of the principle of subsidi-
arity. Subsidiarity does not mean only and not primarily territorial division, but also a rational 
division of tasks. This is especially true in the world of education, where the student council 
(DÖK) has become increasingly involved. Various local governments are the basic tools for 
preserving the functioning of democratic institutions. These specific organizational frameworks 
of social self-management are equally suitable for representing values and interests. The del-
egation of raising and settling questions and problems is evident for the stakeholders in the 
educational scene. Raising problems, proposing solutions, participating in decision-making and 
implementation are tasks that can be trusted by students who treat the scene as their own. 

In the course of our research, (1.) we examined how students think about the functions and 
tasks of the DÖK, see the possible roles of the student government in a narrower or broader 
framework, and (2.) to what extent do they consider the search for answers to the challenges and 
the solution of problems that appear in the world of the school’s students in the new millennium 
as role expectations of the DÖK?  

Currently, the student government is one of the most important non-formal educational are-
nas for the development of civic competences, where the views of representatives and repre-
sentatives are formed, their opinions are nuanced, and their knowledge can become skills and 
competences. The basic condition for this is individual and community activity and active par-
ticipation, the development of which is a central tool for the social integration of young people. 
Participation in the framework of this study means participation in everyday life and decisions 
of the community, rather than mere organizational membership: ways of thinking and activities 
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that are based on the world of social values and are reflected in public action and patterns of 
action. (3.) In our research, we also wanted to gain a deeper understanding of how do students’ 
responses paint a picture regarding the role of the DÖK as a “democracy school”.

The self-governments of secondary school students are not only formed within the frame-
work of the social climate and institutional microclimate, but they can also shape it reflectively 
when these frameworks are sometimes expanded. From the perspective of types of adaptation, 
starting from Merton’s (2000) theory, we will examine the presence of conformity and the abil-
ity to innovate in relation to the DÖK, i.e. what patterns can be seen in the students’ views on 
the functions and role and task assumption of the DÖK, and in the relationship of intention to 
participate in them (4).

Methodological notes

In the first phase of the research launched in 2023, we conducted three focus group interviews at 
three locations (Szeged, Pécs, and Debrecen) with the aim of specifying our questionnaire based 
on the knowledge gained from this. An eight-page paper questionnaire consisting of 36 sets of 
questions, containing both closed and open-ended questions, was used as a data collection tool for 
the research. László Hamvas and Rita Mária Kiss contributed to the development of the question-
naire, János Lőrinczi helped me in data analysis. The anonymous, self-completed questionnaires 
were completed by secondary school students in grades 11 and 12 (16-19 years) from April to 
May 2023 (N=374). The filling was done using the easy access method in secondary schools that 
responded positively to our request (10 grammar schools and 8 vocational schools2). 

Results

Of the young people in the sample, 48% are boys and 52% are girls. Two-thirds of technical 
school students are boys, while 61% of the secondary school students are girls. Of the 374 re-
spondents, 21 boys and 20 girls are members of their school’s DÖK, representing one-tenth of 
the total number of respondents. According to the age distribution of respondents, 16-17 year 
olds (62%) are slightly overrepresented in the sample compared to 18-19 year olds.

Just over one-third of the respondents indicated that they were interested in politics (36%). 
Interest in politics was more prevalent among boys, while almost half of boys reported this, only 
39% of girls, a significant difference (F=8.115, sig.<0.05; t=1.918, sig.<0.05). Interest in politics 
does not vary according to the age of the respondents, almost half of all age groups are interested 
in politics. Interest in politics is more prevalent among secondary school students (47% indicated 
it, compared to one-third of students in vocational secondary schools/technical schools). Members 
of DÖK expressed a higher proportion of their interest in politics than non-DÖK members. Two-
thirds of those in the DÖK group indicated that they are interested in politics.

2  Within the framework of this research, vocational secondary schools = technician training school, where prepara-
tory training for secondary school leaving examinations is carried out (high-school graduation).
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The majority of respondents live in cities (34% in county seats, 33% in other towns and 2% 
in the capital), one-third of the students live in small settlements (28% of respondents live in 
villages, and 3% live on farms).

Just over half of the respondents had fathers with secondary education (26% with vocational 
education, 34% with a high school diploma), 36% had a college diploma, and 4% had fathers with 
8 primary education. Similarly, 4% of the students whose mothers had completed primary school. 
The mothers of two-thirds of the respondents has a secondary education (18% skilled workers, 
34% with a high school diploma). 44% of respondents had a degree. Active citizenship mental-
ity culture and interest in public issues are significantly linked to family socialization (Jancsák 
2020a, 2020b), therefore, we assume that different patterns emerge in the perceptions of student 
self-government and participatory activities based on parents’ educational qualifications.

One-fifth of respondents use the Internet for 1-2 hours on weekdays, half of the respondents 
use 3-4 hours and one-third more than 5 hours. On weekends, this time increased among students: 
two-thirds of respondents spend more than five hours online, while nearly one-third spent 3-4 
hours online, and only 7% spent less than two hours. The deeper patterns of this time spent were 
not examined at the time of this data collection, i.e. how much of this amount of time is accounted 
for, e.g. online contact, entertainment or obtaining information. Research conducted among Hun-
garian youth age groups (Székely 2020, Guld 2022) indicated that internet use means less getting 
information on public and political topics and activities of public activity in virtual spaces than 
entertainment. This is in line with the results of our survey of secondary school students in 2019 
(Our memory 2019, N=317, see Jancsák 2020a), according to which the time spent on the Internet 
is inversely proportional to the commitment to conscious civic roles (and interest in history). From 
this point of view, we assume that in the case of the tasks of the DÖK and the intention to partici-
pate in it, we will find the same phenomenon in the case of the 2023 data collection, i.e. those who 
use the Internet more are less receptive to public participation in schools.

While 8% of respondents are optimistic about the future of society (41% pessimistic and 51% 
“is-is”), we see the reverse picture when it comes to their own future, with two-thirds of respond-
ents optimistic about their own future (5% pessimistic and 32% “is-is”). During our initial assump-
tions, we believed that optimism/pessimism towards the future of the personal and society shows 
a different pattern in relation to the task and role realization of the DÖK.

More than two-thirds of respondents indicated that they needed help because of a violation of 
their rights. In such cases, parents (28% of those affected), friends (14%), siblings (8%) or teachers 
(5%) were most likely to be contacted, and least likely to the DÖK or the school child protection 
officer (only 1-1% of those affected). We assumed that the experience of violation of rights meant 
different opinions and commitments regarding student advocacy, tasks and participatory activities.

Tasks of the DÖK

During our research, we were primarily interested in the tasks students expect the school student 
government to perform.

In our questionnaire, we first asked students to describe what they thought is the most im-
portant function of the DÖK. The answers were divided into eight groups and we were able to 
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conclude that the most important functions are the exercise of advocacy functions (120 mentions) 
and the organization of programs and events (95 mentions), which are considered the most im-
portant functions of the DÖK. 34 mentioned community organizing and community building, 18 
mentioned improving the relationship between students and teachers, the same number mentioned 
assessing student needs and gathering ideas, and 13 mentioned tasks related to providing informa-
tion to students. In addition, five students believe that managing conflicts between students and 
two respondents believe that finding sources is the most important function of the DÖK. 

From the data obtained by the following closed set of questions, we were able to conclude 
that students – not surprisingly – see the task of the DÖK and the representation of student in-
terests in this area as important in the case of the policy that represents the everyday framework 
of the school’s microworld (indicated by 90%). For students, representation also means that 
the DÖK should ask for students’ opinions before taking a position (89%). The same repre-
sentative role is represented by taking a stand on issues affecting students, which should also 
be implemented towards the head of the institution (84%) and through the institution’s internal 
communication channels (e.g. school radio, FB group) (according to 81% of respondents). For 
the vast majority of students, making decisions related to the DÖK’s own operation (83%) is 
an emphasized task, similarly to supporting initiatives taken by non-DÖK students (72%). The 
majority of students consider initiatives aimed at community life activity (73%) to be part of the 
DÖK’s responsibilities rather than making decisions related to community life (58%). 

According to two-thirds of respondents, student council members are responsible for youth 
and civic activities outside school gates: organizing joint actions with other schools’ DÖKs 
(65%), involving students in local civil society actions (e.g. helping the elderly, environmental 
protection or volunteering) (61%). 

A smaller proportion of respondents (45%) consider it the task of the DÖK to represent 
student interests in cooperation with other DÖKs in the case of the settlement, and the same 
proportion also indicated that they believe that it is the task of the DÖK to express its opinion 
on student disciplinary matters. 

From the answers received to the closed set of questions, it emerged that students consider 
it important to implement roles that activate/stimulate and support initiatives in the inner world 
of the school in connection with the DÖK, and less to represent and represent the special stu-
dent interests of the age group that is decision-making and least of all goes beyond the walls 
of the school. The decision-making role appears for students only in defining the operational 
framework in the context of DÖK organization (83%), but it shows less legitimacy in the case 
of decisions related to community life (58%). The same is indicated by the fact that only 45% of 
respondents consider expressing opinions on student disciplinary matters to be a dodgy task. A 
picture emerges before us as if students do not feel that the DÖK is so much their own, their own 
representation system, that in addition to assessing and representing opinions, they no longer 
give DÖK members a mandate to participate in decisions representing other decisions that cause 
serious waves (settlement level) and have personal consequences (disciplinary cases).

With the intention of getting to know deeper patterns, we ran our analyses in relation to 
independent variables, during which we found the following (Table 1).

Girls consider it more important that the DÖK should take a stand with the head of the 
institution on issues affecting students (Z= -2.090, sig.<0.05), and that the DÖK should be the 



12 Studies 2024. 1.

initiator of active school community life (Asymp. Sig 0.01) and involves the school’s pupils in 
local public actions of civil society (Z= -2.524, sig.<0.05). The boys consider it a more impor-
tant task for the DÖK to participate and express its opinion in student disciplinary matters (Z= 
-2.932, sig.<0.05). 

The initiation of active community life appears as a more important expectation among older 
students aged 18-19 (Z= -1.952, sig.<0.05). From the distributions by type of school, we could 
conclude that secondary school students consider it more important than the school principal to 
take a position on issues related to school life (Z= -2.813, sig.<0.05), that before making a reso-
lution, the DÖK should collect the opinion of students (Z= -2.169, sig.<0.05), and that it should 
decide on its own operation (Z= -3.655, sig.<0.05), and support the initiatives of non-students 
(Z= -2.604,  sig.<0.05) and to organise various activities in cooperation with other municipal 
student council (Z= -2.353, sig.<0.05).

With regard to the type of settlement of permanent residence, we found that young people 
living in cities, mostly in cities with county rights, consider it more important for the DÖK to 
seek the opinion of the school’s students before making any position (Chi-Square = 18.418, 
sig.< 0.05), while the situation is the opposite for the DÖK to express an opinion on student 
disciplinary matters, young people living in cities with county rights consider it least important. 
(Chi-Square = 11.454, sig.< 0.05)

Opinions on individual tasks also showed significant differences in terms of interest in pol-
itics. Respondents who are interested in politics consider it more important than their apolitical 
peers that the DÖK should take a position with the principal on issues affecting students arising 
in the life of the school (Z= -3.538, sig.<0.05), that it should seek the opinion of the school’s 
students before making resolutions (Z= -2.670, sig.<0.05), and that it should make decisions 
regarding its own operation (Z= -2.091,  sig.<0.05) and to support initiatives of non-DÖK mem-
bers (Z= -3.215, sig.<0.05). 

With regard to parents’ educational attainment, we found that the expectation of collecting 
preliminary opinions in case of a resolution increases in parallel with the increase in the educa-
tional attainment of fathers and mothers, in both cases the most important thing for the children 
of parents with a degree is that the DÖK should seek the opinion of the students of the school 
before making a resolution. (fathers Chi-Square = 12.958, sig.< 0.05, mothers Chi-Square = 
11.565, sig.< 0.05). 

We found no significant differences between DÖK officials and non-office holders in terms 
of internet frequency. 

However, positive perceptions of personal future have caused rifts in three factors. Those 
who prefer not to be confident in their own future consider it more important to collect opinions 
before the resolution (Chi-Square = 8.382, sig.< 0.05), do not consider it a döö task to represent 
the school’s students at municipal ceremonies (Chi-Square = 7.127, sig.< 0.05), and consider 
that it is not the task of the DÖK to involve the school’s students in local civic initiatives (Chi-
Square = 7.576, sig.< 0.05). 

Students who are optimistic about the future of society consider it more important to publish 
statements on public affairs through the school’s internal communication channels (Chi-Square 
= 8.743, sig.< 0.05), they also consider it more important for the DÖK to make decisions re-
lated to community life (Chi-Square = 8.531, sig.< 0.05), to take the initiative in the active 
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community life of the school (Chi-Square = 8.785.454, sig.< 0.05) and,  to involve the school’s 
pupils in municipal civil life (Chi-Square = 12.285, sig.< 0.05).

Students who report that they have had a negative experience with a violation of law consid-
er it a significantly more important DÖK task to take a position on matters concerning students 
with the principal (Z= -2.191, sig.<0.05), to have the DÖK express its opinion in student disci-
plinary matters (Z= -1.901, sig.<0.05), and also to allow the school’s students to participate in 
civil actions of municipal public interest through the DÖK (Z= -3.120,  sig.<0.05).

Table 1
Tasks of the DÖK

YES (%)

represent the interests of pupils in drawing up the school’s rules of procedure 90

consult the pupils of the school before taking a position 89

take a position with the headmaster on matters concerning students in the life of 
the school 84

take decisions about its own activities 83

take a stand on school issues affecting students through the school’s internal com-
munication channels (school radio, Facebook group, etc.) 81

take the initiative to promote an active community life for school students 73

take up non-DÖK-member student initiatives in school life 72

organise joint actions with other school DÖKs in the municipality on issues of 
concern to young people 65

involve school pupils in the activities of local NGOs in the public interest (e.g. 
environmental protection, help for the elderly, other voluntary work, etc.) 61

take decisions concerning the students’ community life 58

represent the school at municipal celebrations 49

together with other school DÖKs in the municipality, approach the mayor to rep-
resent the interests of local young people 45

give an opinion on disciplinary matters concerning students 45
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Reflections on classical advocacy tasks and new roles

In the next part of our research, we wanted to know what students think about the tasks of the 
DÖK. In a closed question, we examined the opinions of six statements, asking respondents to 
indicate on a five-point scale how much they think the DÖK is responsible for (Table 2). In ad-
dition to traditional advocacy roles (‘hands-free’ learners’ voices, representation and handling of 
disputes), this set of questions also included some of the new phenomena emerging in the school 
world (Preventing violence in schools, Preventing bullying at school, combating discrimination, 
Countering disinformation and fake news). In our opinion, these are among the biggest challenges 
facing the school world, and we wanted to know how students feel about whether the DÖK, which 
represents the learning community, has a role in them. We found that, in addition to traditional 
student government roles, students think significantly less about the need for DÖK involvement in 
the case of new vulnerabilities that have appeared in the world of young people. 

In the case of expressing students’ opinions and representing and handling disputed issues, we 
can assume that for students representation means expressing opinions (this is the more passive) 
and less about “arguing” – including student-teacher or student-student conflict – and handling 
disputes as a decision-making role, and implementation. The latter is a more active role and goes 
beyond the former in that it assumes strong legitimacy as a basis for action in addition to rep-
resentation (e.g. signaling opinion/problem) as a basis for action in relation to decision-making 
(case management and resolution). From the responses, it seems that this legitimacy is lacking.

Looking at the distributions of voters at the two extremes of the scale (totally vs. not at all), 
we can conclude that while two-thirds of the respondents believe that the representation and rep-
resentation of student opinions is the main task of the DÖK, and another third believe that the 
DÖK should represent and handle the emerging disputes, in their opinion the new challenges 
affecting the world of schools are less of the task of the DÖK. The same number of respondents 
(18%-18%) consider combating disinformation and preventing violence in schools to be entirely 
the task of the DÖK, while 12% and 20% respectively believe that these are not at all wall data 
of the DÖK. Our data show that according to students, action against discrimination and action 
against violence in schools is even less of a task for the DÖK (in the case of both, 17% indicated 
that they do not consider it the task of the DÖK, respectively completely and 19%, respectively).

Table 2
Classic advocacy tasks and new roles 

(How much is the task of the DÖK...?, average values on a five-point scale)

Making students’ voices heard 4.5

Representation and handling of disputes 3.9

Fighting misinformation and fake news 3.2

Action against discrimination 3.1

Prevention of violence in schools 2.9

Preventing bullying at school 2.9
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In our further analysis, we found that girls consider it more important to display students’ 
opinions when taking on their DÖK tasks (4.7 for girls and 4.3 for boys on a five-point scale; Z= 
-4.998, sig.<0.05), dispute representation (girls 4, boys 3.8 Z= -2.153, sig.<0.05) and participa-
tion in bullying prevention (girls 3, boys 2.8 Z= -1.946, sig.<0.05) than boys   .  

Looking for deeper patterns, we found no significant difference between age groups (16-17 
years old and over 18 years old). 

However, we were able to identify a significant difference in the opinions of students of voca-
tional secondary schools, vocational secondary schools and general secondary schools in terms 
of expressing opinions and representing controversial issues in the same way. The average value 
of the answers given by vocational secondary school students is 4.2 in the case of the former, 
while it is 4.7 in the case of general secondary school students (the difference is significant (Z= 
-5.537, sig.<0.05). In the case of representation and handling of disputes, we could conclude the 
same (vocational secondary school, vocational secondary school 3.8, general secondary school 
4, the difference (Z= -2.027, sig.<0.05). Compared  to students of vocational secondary schools 
and vocational secondary schools  , secondary school students consider it more important DÖK 
tasks both to present opinions and to represent and handle disputed issues.

No significant difference was found between the mean scores according to whether the re-
spondent was a member of the school’s student council or not. Thus, both students who are 
members of the student council and those who are not members of the student council believe 
that the most important functions of the student council are traditional representational functions 
and voice within the student council, but less so in combating disinformation and pseudo-news 
and discrimination, and least so in preventing violence and bullying in schools. This seems to 
be the students left to the adult world. This result raises the need for specific training for elected 
representatives and DÖK members. Based on the data, the same picture emerges for non-school 
(municipal, county, national) DÖK members (8 in the sample).

However, parents’ educational attainment seems to have some influence on student percep-
tions. When it comes to displaying opinions, the opinions of children of fathers with higher 
education differ significantly (Chi-Square = 9.553, sig.< 0.05)) from the other two groups (their 
children have an average score of 4.6, children with secondary education have an average score 
of 4.4, and children of fathers with primary education have an average score of 4), but the 
children of fathers with secondary education and fathers with a bachelor’s degree do not differ. 
Children of fathers with degrees rated the display of opinions the highest (4.6) as a DÖK task. 
The situation regarding the “hands-free” of students’ opinions regarding the educational attain-
ment of mothers is the same as for fathers: children of mothers with tertiary education (4.6) 
differ significantly (Chi-Square = 8.704, sig.< 0.05)) from both other groups, while children of 
mothers with secondary education (4.4) and bachelor’s education (4.3) do not differ. In terms 
of tackling discrimination, children of mothers with primary education (average score: 4) differ 
significantly (Chi-Square = 8.615, sig.< 0.05) from the other two groups, but children of moth-
ers with intermediate (average value: 3) and tertiary education (average value: 3) do not differ. 
Children of mothers with a degree rated the role of expression higher, while children of mothers 
with a bachelor’s degree (15) rated action against discrimination. This result raises questions 
of personal involvement/experience and its consequences, as well as the development, training 
and preparation of learners’ communities and representation to deal with and resolve such cases.
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In terms of internet usage habits, we did not find significantly different patterns regarding 
DÖK’s tasks. Students who use the Internet for 5 hours or more both during the week and on 
weekends undervalue the fight against fake news and the prevention of bullying at school just as 
much as those who use the Internet for less than 3-4 hours or less than 2 hours.

During our initial assumptions, we believed that trust in the future of the person and society 
shows different patterns in relation to the task of the DÖK. However, our data only partially con-
firmed this. Based on optimism/pessimism about the personal future, we did not find significant 
differences in the average values of each task. Opinions about the future of society, on the other 
hand, have shown an interesting correlation. In the case of active doc engagement (representation 
and management of disputes), we found a significant difference (Chi-Square = 8.932, sig.< 0.05) 
between respondents with an optimistic and less optimistic future outlook. Those who trust in the 
future of society consider representing and handling disputed issues to be a more important DÖK 
task (average value 4.3) than those who do not trust the future of society (3.7).

As indicated earlier, personal experience gained in some kind of infringement may shade the 
views on the accomplishment of tasks and roles of the DÖK. This dimension has revealed different 
patterns in three respects. Students who indicated that they had previous experience in some kind 
of violation3 rated three DÖK tasks more important than the others. In their case, the “hands-free” 
of students’ opinions received an average score of 4.6 (compared to 4.4 for those who were not 
affected (Z= -1.913, sig.<0.06), prevention of violence in schools 3.1 (compared to 2.8 for those 
not affected;  (Z= -1.996, sig.<0.05), and bullying prevention 3.2 (not affected: 2.8; (Z= -2.294, 
sig.<0.05). From all this, we can conclude that students who have suffered negative effects in 
connection with violations of rights expect the DÖK to play an active role in preventing violations 
when new youth vulnerabilities appear in the world of education. Therefore, this is not an extended 
role expectation, but a phenomenon present in the world of latency, which poses a new challenge 
for student communities and elected representatives (!) as well. Training with such knowledge 
(and how to deal with infringements) can be an important part of the training of DÖK members.

The legitimacy of the DÖK and its student background base are the foundations for the 
effective implementation of interpretive community (Pusztai 2011), representation and commu-
nity development roles. Based on the above, a “vacuum” emerges in the DÖK’s “room for ma-
noeuvre” between the possible (and necessary to undertake, e.g. prevention of school conflicts, 
bullying, discrimination) and the roles realized, in other words: between the possibilities offered 
by the legal framework and everyday practice. 

This may be related to the democratic deficit in schools, the devaluation of democratic val-
ues related to the microworld of the school (the organizational personality of the school), the 
disturbances of the culture of active and active citizenship, the lack of civic competences (the 
unrealized tasks of the socialization function of the family in public life and civic education 
in schools), but also to the shallowness of civic education (education), students’ knowledge of 
rights and legal awareness shortcomings. This is indicated by the results of our research (Table 
3), according to which 4% of students believe that students have the right to express their opin-
ion at the express request of teachers or principals, and another 20% believe that students can 
express their opinion through the DÖK, in a suitable forum during the school year.

3  We did not examine the type of infringement, only the perception of involvement: in the distribution of yes/no 
variables.
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Table 3
 In what cases and when do you think students have the right to express their opinion at 

school? 
(percentage distributions)

At the express request of the teachers or the headmaster. 4
Through the student council, in the appropriate forum during 
the school year. 20

About anything and at any time, as long as the opinion does not 
violate the human dignity of others. 76

100

Intention to participate

72% of students would participate in anonymous opinions (e.g. problem boxes), but only 54% 
would participate in expressing their opinion by assuming their name. Girls (78%) would par-
ticipate more than boys (65%) (Z= -2.281, sig.<0.003), but we found no difference between the 
sexes in terms of whether they also express their opinions with their names.

A quarter of students would participate in the leadership of the DÖK. Girls are also more 
motivated to participate in this issue (28% indicated that they would participate in the DÖK, 
compared to 24% among boys).

Overall, students’ willingness to participate in taking on DÖK tasks can be assessed as low. 
(Table 4) The highest proportion indicated participation in the compilation of the policy, but this 
was also indicated only by 44% of respondents. This undermotivation means that the DÖK does 
not have a real supportive hinterland for exercising its initiative and proposal powers (only a 
half of students would participate in initiating active school community life and embracing non-
dodgy student initiatives), but the same can be said about the power to form opinions and give 
opinions (42% of students would participate in collecting opinions, 38% would take a position 
on matters concerning students with the headmaster). One-fifth of students indicated that they 
would participate in expressing their opinion on disciplinary matters concerning students. The 
data show that only a minority of students would like to participate in making decisions that 
determine their own high school life and their school’s microclimate. One third of respondents 
would participate in decisions related to the operation of the DÖK, and less than a quarter of 
respondents would participate in decisions related to the community life of students. Based 
on the data, we can see that as activity, personal energy investment increases, and from opin-
ion-forming to representation (and possible conflicts) with face, word and deed, the motivation 
to participate decreases. We refer back to the results of the research, according to which students 
consider traditional advocacy and program and event organization to be the most important 
functions of the DÖK, and only a quarter of them would participate in the leadership of the 
DÖK, however, another 25% of students think that it is not possible to express their opinion 
at any time, but only in a limited way (at the express request of the headmaster, or during the 
school year in a suitable forum) – all this raises the question,  Is the visible undermotivation in 
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terms of participatory activity due to the aforementioned democratic deficit, lack of information 
or lack of legal awareness? Either does it stem from the fact that students see the DÖK as a kind 
of “game of elites”, a cooperation between docs and institutional management, which arises in 
such a way that the election of DÖK representatives is not an election of representatives, but 
only a vote, when (see Arnstein 1969, Hart 1992) “smart representatives” are selected (e.g. as 
a result of nomination by the class teacher), or does it arise from missing patterns of exercising 
functions?  e.g. in the institution DÖK is used only as decoration. With the further analysis of 
our research database, this will be the focus of our interest (for which our questionnaire provides 
a great opportunity), during which we will examine the patterns of satisfaction related to the role 
of the DÖK, as well as the opinions about making the work of the DÖK more effective, about 
the role set of the mentor teacher of the DÖK, and what content students expect from a training 
on student government.

However, it is worth saying here in advance that in response to the closed question “How 
do you think the work of the DÖK could be made more efficient?” three-quarters of students 
indicated (values of 4 and 5 in five-grade scale), and furthermore, 70% of respondents indicated 
that “If not only one designated person worked on this,  the whole faculty would support his 
work” and 64% of students say “If students were given more freedom to manage their affairs”.

Table 4
Would you participate?

(percentages)

YES
representing the interests of students in drawing up the school’s rules of procedure? 44
gathering the views of students before taking a position? 42

taking a stand with the headmaster on issues affecting students in school life? 38

in initiating an active community life of students in the school? 34

supporting non-DGB student initiatives in the public life of the school? 33

publicising the school’s position on public matters affecting students through the 
school’s internal communication channels (school radio, FB group, etc.) ? 32

in making decisions about the functioning of the Student Council (DÖK)? 30
involvement of school pupils in local civic activities of public interest (e.g. en-
vironmental, helping the elderly, other voluntary work, etc.)? 30

organising joint actions with other DÖK in the municipality? 24
in making decisions about the students’ community life? 23
to express an opinion on disciplinary matters concerning pupils? 20
represent the school at municipal celebrations? 18
visit the mayor together with the DÖK of another school in the settlement to rep-
resent the interests of the local youth? 15
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Conclusion

As we wrote in the introduction, only a truly functioning student government can ensure that 
students can exercise their rights (directly or through representation). The legal operation of an ed-
ucational institution can only be ensured by a well-functioning student government and the active 
participation of the school’s citizens in community and student public life. 

In the course of our research, we examined (1.) how students feel about the functions and tasks 
of the DÖK (they see the possible roles of student government in a narrower or broader frame-
work), (2.) to what extent they consider the search for answers to the challenges and the solution 
of problems that appeared in the world of the school’s students in the new millennium as role 
expectations of the DÖK, and (3.) what picture the students’ responses draw in relation to the role 
of the student government as a “democracy school”,  and (4) the representation background and 
opportunities that motivations for participation create.

Girls, high school students, young people living in cities, those interested in politics and those 
affected by violations of rights are those who formulate broader role expectations in the case of stu-
dent government. Children of fathers with degrees emphasize the formulation and representation 
of opinions, and the role of combating discrimination is emphasized by students whose mothers 
have a bachelor’s degree. Those who have suffered negative effects in connection with a violation 
of rights expect the student government to play an active role in preventing violations when new 
youth vulnerabilities appear in the world of education. In terms of internet usage habits, we did not 
find significantly different patterns regarding DÖK’s tasks, however, those who use the Internet 
more are less receptive to public participation in schools. Those who trust in the future of society 
consider representing and handling disputes, i.e. taking on conflicts, to be a more important task 
than those who do not trust.

We believe that preventing violence in schools, preventing bullying in schools, combating dis-
crimination and combating disinformation and fake news are some of the biggest challenges facing 
the school world today. At the same time, we found that, in addition to traditional student govern-
ment roles (gathering opinions, advocacy), students think significantly less about the need for DÖK 
involvement in the case of new vulnerabilities that have appeared in the world of young people.

The legitimacy of the student government and its student background base are the founda-
tion for participation, the effective implementation of representation and community development 
roles. A “vacuum” emerges in the DÖK space between the roles that are possible (and necessary 
to be assumed by rights, e.g. prevention of school conflicts, bullying, discrimination) and the roles 
realized. According to the students’ opinions, in everyday practice the tasks of DÖK are to collect/
display opinions and organize events and programs. Motivation to participate in DÖK and active 
community participation characterizes only a small proportion of students. Representing opinions 
with face and deed, and accepting potential conflicts, shows even less inclination.

This may be related to the democratic deficit in schools, the devaluation of democratic val-
ues related to the microworld of the school (the organizational personality of the school), the 
disturbances of the culture of active and active citizenship, the lack of civic competences (the 
unrealized tasks of the socialization function of the family in public life and civic education in 
schools), and the shallowness of civic education (education), students’ knowledge of rights and 
legal awareness also with its shortcomings. However, alienation among students from public roles 
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in schools may also indicate a lack of opportunities for involvement (e.g. student council used as 
decoration).

Nowadays, student government is one of the most important non-formal educational areas 
for the development of civic competences, where students’ views are formed, their opinions are 
nuanced, and their knowledge can become skills and competences.

The basic conditions for individual and community activity and the active participation of 
young people are a positive supportive environment on the part of the adult world, a democratic 
organizational microclimate and a cooperative organizational personality. The development of 
active participation is a central tool for the social integration of young people.
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