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Self-Organization of high school students as a resource to develop the civil society

The problems of student youth’s self-organization at the present-day stage of civil society development in Russia have been analyzed. Specific features of youth’s self-organizing potential and the influence on initiation of children and youth non-governmental organizations, informal youth associations have been revealed. 
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Solution of problems of student youth’s self-organization in post-Soviet Russia as an indicator of a mature civil society has been a subject-matter of public discourse and many research papers. Political significance of the problems for the becoming of Russia’s democracy has been emphasized by D.A. Medvedev, the President of the Russian Federation, in his annual address to the Federal Assembly. Therein, the main objective of a modern high school is seen “to discover the endowments of every student, raise an individual capable of living in a high-tech and competitive world. School education is to promote personal growth in order that the school leavers should set and attain important goals on their own and be able to respond to various life situations [9].”
The violation of constitutional and other civil rights of people, suffocation of their socially important initiatives by the state authorities and, as a consequence, formal participation of the majority of people in the country’s political life, estrangement from and distrust of the country’s institutions discredit the idea of civil society, impede its socioeconomic development. 

The processes of self-organization of different social groups of people, including student youths, play an important role in the becoming and development of civil society. The science does not give an unambiguous answer to the question about the mechanism of those processes. Thus, some scholars believe that a civil society originates initially as a domain of spontaneous self-manifestation and self-organization of social agents gradually developing into a system of institutions and organizations dealing in all spheres of social life [8, p. 6]. Others define a civil society as a phenomenon promoting self-organization of the society, omitting any official, state- or party-controlled system of communications [1].

The very phenomenon of self-organization requires close scrutiny and identification of its determinants. It was H. Spencer who, already in his time, thought that when people in their behavior obey certain inner rules, i.e. their own moral principles, any government proves needless. On the contrary, when the morals are not strong enough, it is impossible to do without an additional guiding force coming from the outside. A society may do without any government, if members of the society are individuals whose standards of morality are highest and who assume the same attitude towards others that they would like to be taken towards themselves [4, p. 207]. 

Current ideas of the self-organization phenomenon admit of the following features characterizing the same as a scientific concept:

· ordering of social entities beyond the scope of specialized regulation and sustainability;

· ability of a social system to maintain the level of its organization under a dramatic change in the internal and external environment;

· spontaneous origination of social systems under certain circumstances, etc. [3, p. 130].

Self-organization is also understood as social-relations self-establishment occurring freely and without any task-specific programming. In this case, some authors see the essence of the self-organization process as cooperative efforts of individuals resulting in formation of social structures [6, p. 66].

With reference to the transformations of the Russian society, some authors emphasize the stability when an active individual seeking after an equilibrium state opposes his/her integrity with other individuals to the general social chaos. This is contributive to a new collective order of higher level that meets the daily wants and concerns of individuals [5].

Thus, social self-organization means an initiative, proactive method or result of the ordering of social life by the individuals themselves free from any external incentive or coercion, e.g. on the part of the state authorities. 
Various social groups in the society act as self-organization entities. Student youths who self-organize themselves in different ways – from social to antisocial trends – are one of those groups. Great demand for social self-organization of the youths has been recognized by the state. For instance, the Concept of Development of Children and Youth Non-Governmental Associations in Khabarovsk Kray up to the Year 2010 addresses the issue of greater spontaneous socialization of teenagers and suggests that the problem should be settled by means of children and youth non-governmental associations [11]. Other bodies of state power make efforts to deal with the problem through a standing Coordination Committee for Interaction with Children and Youth Non-Governmental Organizations [7].
The above approach to self-organization of children and youths seems an undisguised bureaucracy, since the organizations set up ‘from the above’ have to function in conformity with the programs, whereto the funds have been appropriated, or to do government contractual work. They have to develop and implement the programs more needed by the state and its agencies than the youths themselves.  
Official sources of information provide numerous evidence that the state regards children and youth non-governmental organizations as ‘a personnel breeding farm’, a system to train a new generation of managers. Thus, one of the official documents says that “in order to develop children and youth movement in the Kray, urban and district administrations are recommended to work on integration of socially active young people into non-governmental youth organizations [10].”  
It is obvious that state and municipal authorities consider a lot of non-governmental youth organizations as the product of their external organizing action aimed at the implementation of tasks of the state youth policy rather than specific self-organized social entities aimed at implementation of tasks set forth by the members of those organizations. Therefore, the policy of cooperation with non-governmental organizations is of a formal, vertical-management character of ‘obedience’ [2, p. 51].

As applied to youth, an idea of self-organization correlates more with informal associations rather than with non-governmental organizations. The state produces significantly less influence on the operations of such associations. Moreover, these groups of youths are more often in opposition to the state and advocate an alternative non-conventional attitude towards various aspects of social life. Quite often, agents of state power treat these groups in a condescending, if not entirely indifferent, manner, trying to ignore the very existence thereof, unless they violate the current law. 

In contrast to informal groups, involvement of a youngster in a non-governmental organization provides him/her with an opportunity to become a person of law and social activity. Non-governmental organizations offer more opportunities for self-organization of youth. Sometimes, non-governmental organizations of youths prove more efficient than public agencies implementing a youth policy. As a consequence, it is more advantageous to the state to allocate funds (on a competitive basis) to non-governmental organizations of youths in exchange for their efficient problem solution than set up additional governmental agencies. Thus, social partnership between the state and non-governmental organizations of youths is an important factor of better efficiency of utilization of funds appropriated for social needs [2, p. 31].

A positive self-organizing potential is available with those socially-oriented informal youth associations that address the most critical present-day issues – ecological, moral, political and economic. These are not always comfortable for the authorities, but, in contract to the informal youth associations oriented to destructive goals, strive for a proactive cooperation with governmental bodies and individuals. A vision of youth problem solutions by alternative movements is often different from the one officially accepted, therefore the authorities are reluctant to cooperate with them. Nevertheless, the matters of cooperation between the state and the informal youth are still critical to the youth’s self-organization in the social structure of the society. 

At the same time, the results of multiple sociological polls are indicative of the low activity of the youth itself in participation in non-governmental organizations and socially important informal associations. In the judgment of sociologists, no more than 5 – 10% of youth do take part in the activities of non-governmental organizations. In addition, the number of organization members often proves to be overestimated, whereas some organizations exist ‘on paper’ only [2, p.7]. 
In order to promote social activity and participation of youths in a social life, there is a need to study the state and prospects of children and youths’ self-organization, potential thereof, especially in the process of high school education.

To determine the level of schoolchildren’s self-organization is not a simple task. This is due to a lack of scientific criteria and indicators of social self-organization and inconsistency of descriptions of the given concept. We have formulated a questionnaire that provides an opportunity to assess the schoolchildren’s self-organizing potential to a certain extent [12]. 

Answers to the questions about schoolchildren’s incentives, values and expectations of self-organization and participation in collective modes of life activity are of theoretical and practical importance. A question as to whether the students like to play collective games affords ground for understanding if the students seek after collective interaction, a unity with others. A play mimics a social life, teaches the students to share creative endeavors, to cooperate. The skills are needed for their self-organization in the future, activity within the society, and joint solution of some problems. Of course, the games of today have ceased to perform their function since conventional games are substituted for virtual, computer games. To play the game, one does not need any partner-a computer is enough. As a result, a high school student does not learn to interact with his/her peers, understand and coordinate his/her acts with others. That is why the question has been raised about collective games rather than games at large. 
The majority of schoolchildren (73%) like to play collective games with the half of them responding with confidence. They differ from their peers who don’t care about the games, more or less. Thus, ‘all-together kids’ who like collective games are more active in various creative associations and, especially, sport teams and entertainment-oriented organizations. 
Thus, we see the collective game experience as truly contributing to the self-organization of schoolchildren. The most active schoolchildren self-organize themselves into non-governmental youth organizations. This may be due to the fact that these offer more opportunities for self-actualization and more diversity of self-expression modes and concerns than informal groups. 
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Fig. 1. Schoolchildren’s opinion on membership in a children and youth non-governmental organization depending on their involvement in collective events (in percentage)
There are also more children among the ‘game lovers’ who would like to join youth groups and associations and less those children who would not like to be involved in any organization at all. The difference between them makes 24.4% in the first case and 36.5% in the second case. Even greater difference is observed in answers to the question whether the schoolchildren would like to take part in school events. ‘All-together kids’ would like to take part in school events and be activists by 43.6% greater than ‘lone wolves’. Likewise, ‘all-together kids’ answer by 32.2% less than ‘loan wolves’ to the question if they would like to set up their own youth association. Thus, the collective game experience provides prerequisites for development of the self-organizing potential of schoolchildren, makes them more active in life. Sometimes, the activity leads to integration with their peers to have fun together. Probably, this may explain an entertainment nature of the majority of youth non-governmental organizations.  
Let us examine another indicator capable of revealing the extent of the schoolchildren’s disposition towards various modes of association and interaction. The findings obtained in the answers to the question if one likes to devise and organize various events, parties, games and amusements together with one’s friends are almost identical to the answers to the previous question. 
The self-organizing potential is only developed if a schoolchild has an opportunity to make common cause on a par with his/her peers or adults. The common cause may be made within hobby groups, sport teams, clubs, etc. The schoolchildren who have acquired the experience have more potential for self-organization than those who do not socialize with others.  
Self-organization of a schoolchild takes place in two basic environments – at school and outdoors. As a rule, it is a school environment where children and youth non-governmental organizations are self-organized, while ‘the street’ is home for informal associations. In answers to the question if one wants to be a school activist and take part in school events, a formal mode of self-organization with the school is primarily identified. Twenty four point four per cent (24.4%) of schoolchildren would like to be activists at school. Those who answered, “Rather yes than no”, are doubting individuals meeting with certain obstacles in their way to the participation in the school life. Nevertheless, the two answers in the positive make a total of 46.6%.
The more a student is willing to take part in the school life, the more active part he/she takes in non-governmental organizations of children. Moreover, the number of ‘activists’ who answered that they were not involved in any children organization makes 17.8%, while the number of those who dislike the school life and are not members in the organizations makes 52.9%. Thus, we observe a gap of 35.1% between the two groups. 
Let us compare the given indicator with a similar one but pertaining to informal associations. Firstly, the level of school activity does not correlate with the level of involvement in informal associations. Secondly, the activists answered that they did not join informal groups in 42.8% of cases, while those who dislike the school life – in 50% of cases. Now the gap is reduced to 7.8%, which is five times less than in the non-governmental organization case. 
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Fig. 2. Schoolchildren’s opinion on membership in a children and youth 
non-governmental organization depending on their willingness to be activists at school (in percentage)
Thus, the data of the poll have shown that children disposed towards self-realization in a school environment much more frequently become members of children and youth non-governmental organizations rather than informal associations. It follows that the school exerts a great influence on the students. However, the given resource is not used or used incompletely. The next indicator of self-organizing potential of youths is their desire to join any youth associations or to set up their own. The number of schoolchildren willing to join any associations makes 40.4%.


[image: image2.emf]0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

I am not involved in any youth organization

Sport teams

Club for the Fun Lovers and Ready-Witted Musical, dancing group

Fine-arts organization Leisure organizations

Hiking, area studies organizations

Self-government bodies Journalistic organizations

Ecological organizations Military-training and patriotic organizations

Work organizations Informal groups of ‘computer nerds’

Music fans

Emoes, goths, hippies, punks

Informal groups of sports fans

Delinquent groups I am not a member of an informal association

Willing to join CYNGO

Unwilling to join CYNGO


Fig. 3. Schoolchildren’s opinion on membership in children and youth non-governmental organizations (CYNGO) depending on their willingness to join the same (in percentage)
It is worth mentioning that informal groups account for greater number of those unwilling to join youth associations rather than non-governmental organizations, i.e. informal groups at large are much closer associations of youth than non-governmental organizations. Even though informal groups of youth are more self-organized than children and youth non-governmental organizations, participation therein makes the students more unexposed to the outer world. Special attention should be drawn to the fact that 7.5% children would like to join a youth association but do not know how to do it. The figure shows that the majority of youths know what organization they would like to join and how to do it. However, honorable intentions often stumble over passivism to miss the accomplishment.
Schoolchildren’s desire to set up their own youth groups and associations is one of the most important indicators of self-organizing potential. Distribution of answers to this question has shown that the number of those willing to set up youth associations to attain this or that objective makes 27.6%. If we add the result obtained to the number of doubting individuals, this yields 40.6%, i.e. the situation is almost the same as in the case of willingness to join youth associations. The negative answer to the question was obtained in 59.4% cases.
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Fig. 4. Schoolchildren’s opinion on membership in children and youth non-governmental organizations and informal associations depending on their willingness to set up the same (in percentage)
In general, poll results have revealed certain specific features of schoolchildren’s collective consciousness that influence their self-organization level:
· firstly, the schoolchildren, who are disposed towards joint events with their peers (over 70%) wherefrom they acquire experience to interact and team up for the desired goal, are more active socially, take more active part in non-governmental organizations, give less preference for informal associations;
· secondly, the schoolchildren, who are willing to be activists and take part in school events (46.5%), more often become members of children and youth non-governmental organizations rather than informal associations; 
· thirdly, the schoolchildren, who are willing to team up with their peers for the desired goal, more often become members of children and youth non-governmental organizations and informal associations than those unwilling to do so;
· fourthly, participation in informal groups reduces social activity of schoolchildren and they turn reluctant to joint children and youth non-governmental organizations and handle social causes.
The analysis made enables one to speak of self-organization of schoolchildren as a resource to develop civil society. However, the resource has not been in great demand to date. The schoolchildren’s self-organizing potential varying from 40 to 70 per cent is either under fulfilled substantially or fulfilled in terms of asocial informal associations or leisure-oriented children and youth organizations. As a result, youths consider group activities as a sort of entertainment, a way to relieve stress rather than an instrument to obtain socially important results.
The given problem is, first of all, associated with a certain position taken up by the society with respect to youth. On the one part, the society is interested in socially active youth and the youth’s potential to meet social challenge. On the other part, the society establishes such conditions for the majority of youths which, through the mass media-driven asocial ‘idle’ mindset and behavioral stereotypes, on the contrary, causes reduction in the youth’s social activity and draws away the youth from socially important self-organization.
However, a valuable civil society cannot fulfill itself without youth’s involvement in social life. Therefore, utilization of schoolchildren’s self-organizing resource requires that the state and the society take a new approach to development of youth’s social activity and creative potential through the youth’s involvement in meeting the challenges of the society, the state, the youth itself.
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