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			François Dubet (Périgueux, 1946) is a sociologist who never ceases to stir up controversy because of both the ideas he espouses and his working method. A professor at the University of Bordeaux II and Head of Studies at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in Paris, he is one of the most esteemed theoreticians in France. The follower of another prominent name in sociology, Alain Touraine, he is one of the driving forces behind sociology of action, the kind that goes beyond abstract theory to analyse the social reality from the social reality itself. In the course of his career, he has studied about young people, education, exclusion, social movements, inequalities and, more recently, the crisis of institutions. Special guest speaker in the first 2010 Debates in Education organised by the Jaume Bofill Foundation and the UOC in late January, the results of his studies have shaken up the French system. Without further ado, in Barcelona Dubet claimed that the French school system, one of the pillars of the Republic, is in decline.

			One of the defining moments in Dubet’s career came in the early 1980s. In 1981, shortly after François Mitterrand was elected President of the French Republic, violent mobs of young people, many of them with Maghrebi roots, erupted in the Les Minguettes neighbourhood in the suburbs of Lyon to protest their living conditions. With a team of researchers, the sociologist conducted a study among young adults aged 18 to 24 from Les Minguettes and the outskirts of Paris (Orly, Champigny and Clichy) who were, he claimed, “condemned to become young criminals”.

			Dubet tried to describe the marginal universe in which these young people lived and how alienation, failure and impotence drove them to a sense of apathy and exclusion as their fate, and eventuallyled them to crime. “No one, either young or marginalised, emerges unscathed from the pressures, coercion and stigma pressed upon them,” he claims. The upshot of the study was one of his most emblematic books, La Galère: jeunes en survie (Fayard, 1987), which was reissued last year with a new prologue where he once again warned of the dangers posed by the social and job marginalisation of certain collectives.

			Without turning his back on marginalised youths, Dubet later became a benchmark in the field of the sociology of education. L’école des chances (The School of Opportunities, Seuil, 2004) and Le Déclin de l’institution (The Decline of the Institution, Seuil, 2002) are two of his other most emblematic books. A defender of inclusive schooling and an expert on school dropouts, Dubet believes that “at a time when access to education has become widespread and there are more students than ever, it is paradoxical that there is talk about the decline of the school as an institution”. This French sociologist believes that French schools do not work because they have not adapted to the changes brought about by the massive access to education and the multiculturalism in today’s classrooms.

			“Society has to learn not to expect everything from schools”

			Dubet believes that schools do not guarantee equal opportunities because they spring from a society that is not egalitarian and therefore one in which not everyone has the same chances for success. For this reason, he defends inclusive schools that are concerned about both students who perform well and are successful and those that do not. Otherwise, those who do not earn good marks will be condemned to social exclusion. Schools have managed to become democratic, but they must still become fair, he claims. Massive schooling of the population has meant that the difference no longer lies in access to education, but in the results of this education. “Education has become mercantile. Parents seek the best schools for their children where they can earn good marks because that’s the only way they can join the job market. If you don’t earn good marks, you’ll find yourself outside the system.”

			 When speaking about the decline of the school as an institution, Dubet draws a parallel that might seem a little farfetched at first. This sociologist compares French schools – secular, republican, democratic, egalitarian – with the Church. The Church, he claims is a factory to churn out Christians, and he believes that French schools, which emerged from opposition to the Church, have nonetheless tried to follow the same model for years. “Schools are one of the pillars of the French industrial identity. Schools champion principles and values that are as sacred and unquestionable as the Church’s dogmas. They are the schools of the nation, of reason, of progress. They are based on a single principle: If we are all equal, then we will be freer and better. Teachers in a republican school must have a vocation and represent the values of the Republic. Teachers have authority because they represent ‘sacred’ values. This is a very solid sanctuary. Parents, companies and local agents have no right to meddle with it. What is more, it separates students from children. An emotional child is not desirable (similar to the Church’s separation between soul and body). If you follow the school’s values, you will ultimately be a free person who can criticise the educational system.”

			However, this model of “churning out good republicans” began to fail with the massive influx of the population into schools and with immigration. “Schools are designed for the nation. They aim to make good French, Italian or Catalan citizens. But things have changed. We need to construct programmes in which everyone can participate,” he explained in an interview in El Periódico de Catalunya on his visit to Barcelona. Dubet asserts that it is difficult to believe in a uniform school for the nation when the population is anything but uniform. Furthermore, the schools have lost their monopoly on culture. “Now kids can get more information from the television or computers than at school. Schools are the victims of the critical spirit they have created. Now they are required to demonstrate that they’re good for something.”

			Revolutionary, radical changes are not needed, rather we must find democratic venues of discussion in order to change the way we work. We need pragmatic changes that allow everyone to be included, not just the high performers. In Dubet’s opinion, today we are asking too much of the educational system. “Society has to learn not to expect everything from schools. We want schools to make good citizens, eliminate inequalities and convey culture. That is not reasonable: it’s too much responsibility for schools.” 

			+INFO

			École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales www.ehess.fr/cadis/francais/pages/chercheurs/pres-dubet.html

			Debates de Educación www.debats.cat

			Vídeo – Declive de la institución escolar y conflictos de principios www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoFUV1ztBmA

			Libros de Dubet accesibles en línea www.librospdf.net/dubet/1/

			François Dubet: Donner autant à ceux qui ont moinswww.cahiers-pedagogiques.com/spip.php?article132
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