
 
I n t er n at io n a l  Jan u sz Ko r cza k  n e w s o n  l in e 

 http://www.korczak.info — ikanews@gmail.com 

Ç As a refl ection on the future of the Janusz Korczak Movement wor ld-wide, this arti cl e 
presents some interesting points of view concerning the past and the present percept ion of 
KorczakÕs ideas, but  also the future of the International  Korczak Movement. H e asks some 
cr i ti cal  questions but at the same time he offers new chal l enges and new perspect ives. È Theo 
Cappon, 2005-05. 

 Cet ar t icle appor te une rŽflexion cr i t ique sur la percept ion actuel le des idŽes et  de 
lÕÏ uvre de Janusz Korczak et  inter roge lÕavenir  du mouvement Korczak  internat ional . Apr• s 
sa di ffusion par e-mai l  dans le rŽseau de la Newslet ter du mouvement (n¡ 16 du 29-12-2005 
et  n¡ 8 du 31-05-2005) par lÕAssociat ion Janusz Korczak des Pays-Bas ht tp://www.korczak .nl , 
nous proposons ˆ  notre tour ce texte, en le mettant en l igne pour en faci l i ter  lÕacc• s aux 
francophones et  pour  contr ibuer  au dŽbat sur le legs de Janusz Korczak et  sur son intŽr• t  
pour les enfants dÕaujourdÕhui . 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Does Korczak have a future? 
GŽra rd  Kahn, Vice-president  of the Swiss Korczak Society, Bern, 2005 

 
 
 

Al t hough it  has been more than sixty years since he died, there are st i l l  people in al l  
four corners of the worl d who are commi t ted to the ideas and pri nciples of the Polish 
doctor,  wr iter and pedagogue, Janusz Korczak (1878 Ð 1942). There are schools, k inder  
gardens and homes that  carr y his name, and his complete work s wi l l  short ly be available 
in Polish, German and Hebrew. Texts by and about  Korczak  are available in over 20 
languages. This success is part ly down to t he fact  t hat  t here are people who have 
dedicated their l ives Ð or at  least  a signi fi cant  part  of their l ives Ð to Korczak. These 
include researchers, publishers of his work s, practising teachers - who respect t he 
chi ldren ent rusted to them as a mat ter of course Ð and members and donors of Korczak  
societ ies. At  fi rst  sight , there seems l i t t le reason to quest ion whet her Korczak wi l l  
cont inue to have an impact in t he fut ure. Yet  a closer look reveals t hat  alt hough much 
has been achieved in the past  years, there have also been some mark ed changes. 

KorczakÕs ÒchildrenÓ and his contemporar ies are leaving us. Leon and Geula Harari , 
Aleksander Lewi n and Mari a Falkovska, to name but  a few, are no longer among us. 
Duri ng t he 1980s and Ô90s, they were key fi gures of the Korczak ÒmovementÓ i f one can 
call  i t  such. Along wi t h many others, they did a great  deal to keep Korczak ÒaliveÓ. So 
what  now? With the possible except ion of east ern  Europe, t he average age of Korczak  
societ iesÕmembers (at  least  t hose known to the aut hor) is relat ively high and fi nding new 
fol lowers is proving diff icult 1. What  could be the reason for t his? How can Korczak  
societ ies best  manage the generat ion change? What  more can be done in t he fut ure, 
beyond what  has al ready been achieved? Do we in fact st i l l  need Korczak societ ies at  al l? 
And what  should be t heir role? These are some of the quest ions t hat  t his art icle wil l  seek  
to answer,  with t he aim of provok ing furt her developments in KorczakÕs interest . 

                                                
1  See the German Korczak bulletin 1/2003, 3: ÒThe ÔforerunnersÕ are dying out [É]  and the younger generation is 
not filling their places. Even in our own society there are more people leaving than joining.Ó 
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Korczak today 
I t  is not  possible to give a complete descript ion of Korczak activi t ies today, as t hese are 
too vari ed and gaining an overv iew is impossible. One can only give a rough sketch of 
some Korczak-inspired activi t ies. 

There are many pedagogues who closely adhere to KorczakÕs pri nciples but  who would 
never defi ne t heir work  in t hese terms : t hey take chi ldren ser iously, respect t heir wi shes 
and guide them along t he way, even i f they themselves would have chosen a different  
pat h. Children are directly involved in shaping and discussing cert ain educational  
establ ishments, they publish their own newspapers or sel l  t heir Òt reasuresÓ dur ing t he 
school break. I n some count r ies there are t rai ning projects for st reet  chi ldren, and 
musical and art ist ic events for chi ldren and youngsters. I n Kursk, for  inst ance, every 
chi ld in hospit al receives a fresh piece of fr uit  a week. But  some other establ ishments 
have a more fl ight y approach to Korczak: aside from a bust  of the pedagogue in t he 
ent rance hal l  or some black boards and bookshelves, t here are precious few reminders of 
his ideals. Even drawi ng compet it ions to draw the best  Korczak  are hard ly in l ine wit h 
his teachings. 

On an internat ional level, t here are conferences where those interested in Korczak can 
meet : cont acts are made which lead to ot her activi t ies, such are mutual visi t s, lecture 
seri es, hol iday camps for chi ldren wi t h or wi t hout  disabi l i t ies, which are run by people 
from different  count ri es of or igin. A significant  part  of t his net work ing is carri ed out  via 
the Dutch Korczak society, headed by Theo Cappon, through it s homepage 
(http://www.newsletter.korczak.nl/). 

The publications and t ranslat ions of many of KorczakÕs work s - thanks to Mart a 
Ciesielska, Fri edhelm Beiner and Eri ch Dauzenrot h - are also key, as is the dist r ibut ion 
of his l i terature to areas where i t  was previously hard  to come by (such as Bosnia, 
Croat ia and Vietnam). There are also cult ura l representat ions Ð in musical work s, fi lm, 
theat re and the visual art s - in which Korczak is oft en depicted as a hero and mart yr  
who fought  for chi ldren unt i l  the very  end. This view is just i f iable, but  commemorat ion 
should not  be t he only goal i f his ideas are to l ive on. The quest ion t herefore ari ses as to 
what  t hese vari ous projects and activi t ies are or  should be about . 

Working in the spirit of Korczak 
All t hese vari ous projects are bound by t he same fundamental  pri nciples of respect and 
considerat ion Ð or at  least , they should be. Korczak renewed his own posit ion Ð albeit  not  
systemat ical ly Ð and wrote about  t his vividly and impressively: chi ldren have a r ight  to 
be as t hey are, they have the r ight  to l ive t hei r own experi ences and must  not , should not  
and cannot  be shaped by adult s. Among KorczakÕs most  famous quotat ions is t he 
fol lowi ng: ÒI  can account for a tra di tion tr uth, ord er, dil igence, honesty and openness, but 
I  cannot change any chil d i nto something which he or  she is not. A beech tree will  always 
be a beech tree, an oak tree an oak, and a burdock a burdock. I  can awake that which 
slumbers i n the soul but I  cannot create anything newÓ (CW, vol. 4, 194). Children have 
the ri ght  to their own exper iences, meaning that  they must  also mak e t hei r own 
mi st akes and be able to start  afre sh2. 

This means look ing at  chi ldren in a way that  is open and free fro m prejudice: observ ing 
them, l istening to them and tak ing t heir joys, fears and needs ser iously, having fait h in 
                                                
2 This is comparable to the basic principles set out in the statute book for the children’s court (CW, vol.4, 273 ff.) 
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them wi t hout  losing sight  of oneÕs own views Ð this is what  Korczak demands. We as 
adults do not  have t he r ight  to decide what  is best  for a chi ld just  because we are more 
exper ienced. But  i t  goes wit hout  saying that  i t  is also our dut y to share our knowledge 
wi t h chi ldren in a way that  also respects t hei r point  of view. Obviously t his ra ises i t s 
own chal lenges. But  Korczak  warns against  r esort ing to simple formulas; he himsel f 
const ant ly re-exami ned and revised his pedagogical methods3. What  mat tered to him 
was to consciously remain cri t ical and watchful: not  to bl indly put  oneÕs t rust  in someone 
(we should not  bl indly t r ust  him eit her),  but  also to think and see for onesel f; no book, no 
doctor can be a subst i t ute for oneÕs own alert  thoughts, oneÕs own considered 
observ at ions. ÒThe book, wit h it s own completed form ulas, has clouded our judgement 
and has made our mi nds sluggi shÓ, he wr ites. ÒWe are so used to li vi ng wit h borro wed 
experiences, i nvesti gat ions, points of view that we have mostly  lost our self-confi dence and 
no longer want to tru st our own eyesÓ (CW, vol. 4, 24). This, in other word s, means t hat  i t  
is our own exper iences and thoughts which are import ant  and format ive, not  those which 
we unquest ioningly absorb fro m ot hers. Being t ru e to oneself, to chi ldren (and to ot her  
adults) is aft er al l  also key to KorczakÕs pri nciples. 

Considerations for the future 
To tackle t he quest ion how the fut ure wi l l  shape up for  Korczak, one has to different iate 
between what  Korczak  societ ies are doing and the practical work  being carri ed out  at  
large. Work ing along t he same l ines as Korczak does not  mean having contact wi t h 
Korczak societ ies. Yet  the reverse does not  apply: Korczak societ ies that  have no 
pract ical relevance can be cal led into quest ion. ÔPractical relevanceÕ means not  only 
work ing alongside chi ldren, but  also br inging out  publ icat ions about  and by Janusz 
Korczak, host ing conferences and discussions about  curre nt  societal t hemes that  relate 
back to chi ldrenÕs r ights and dignit y. 

The figure of Janusz Korczak himself is secondary  to put t ing his teachings into practice. 
H is ideas and concerns t hat  chi ldren should be respected for what  t hey are and be 
t reated as people are at  the heart  of every t hing (or should be). KorczakÕs biography may 
well  be import ant  and can serve as a gateway to his ideas. But  get t ing caught  up i n 
KorczakÕs mart yrdom is exactly what  he would not  have wanted, namely put t ing him on 
a pedestal wi t hout  giving a thought  to what  oneself can and should do4. 

So what can be done? 
I n the pra ctical work i t  is t he at t i t ude and not  the form that  mat ters. So i t  is not  a 
quest ion of drawi ng a pret t y Korczak, of set t ing up chi ldrenÕs court s or newspapers or  
having black boards, but  rat her of i nvolv i ng chi l dren i n discussions, al lowi ng them to 
have their own experiences and to learn fro m their own mi stakes, and for us to accept 
them as they are. As educators we must  recognise t hat  we do not  have t he r ight of 
di sposal  over chi ldren because of our greater exper ience and that , on the cont rary, we 
should always st ri ve to observe and li sten wit hout prejudice. Making mi st akes is not  t he 
exclusive pri vi lege of chi ldren Ð adult s are not  wi t hout  t hei r f laws, but  t hey should have 
the honesty to admit  thei r mi stakes to themselves and to others, and learn fro m them. 

                                                
3 That is one of the reasons why, after a few years, he set up the children’s court at the orphanage. This was a 
way of allowing youngsters to overrule the judges’ sentences. 
4  It goes without saying that Korczak’s moving and tragic life and suffering should be honoured as such. 
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Korczak does not  require one to bl indly fol low ideas, but  to rat her to engage cri t ical ly 
wi t h new concepts with t he aim of constantly  revisi ng and adapti ng oneÕs own position. 

What  also could be useful here would be an exchange programme for teachers fro m 
different  inst i tut ions and di fferent  regions, to t ackle quest ions such as ÒHow can I  better  
respect chil dren?", ÒWhat are my li mi tations?", ÒHow can I  deal wit h these li mit ations?". 
Anot her possible course of action would be to document examples of his i deals being put 
in to practice: ÒHow can chi l dren be respected at school,  in  the cr•c he and at home?", 
ÒWhat does this mean i n pra ctice?". The documentat ion could be made in vari ous form ats 
(books, DVDs, videos), which could then also be used to t ra ining purposes. 

The answers are not  so easy to find when it  comes to t he Korczak societ ies. The key 
quest ion here is what  exact goals do and can Korczak societ ies pursue today. Al l  societ ies 
undoubtedly aim to mak e KorczakÕs l i fe and work s bet ter known5. But  what  does this 
mean? And how can t his be carr ied out  at  a t ime when members of Korczak societ ies are 
get t ing older and older? 

One of the problems wit h Korczak is t hat  his pedagogy is not  prescri pt ive, t hat  he did 
not , compared wi t h Mari a Montessor i or  CŽlest in Fre inet , develop a methodology t hat  
merely needs to be tai lored to todayÕs requirements6. 

Adapting an attitude is far harder than perfecting a technique. 
I f Korczak societ ies want  to survive, they must  deal wi t h t he generat ional change. And 
this in t urn can only be achieved i f t he ideas of respect and considerat ion can be 
communicated in a way t hat  also draws in younger people. The aforement ioned ideas of 
exchanging and document ing Korczak practices could be one way of achieving t his. 
Korczak societ ies could t ry  to init iate or support  such projects. For inst ance, they could 
also produce publicat ions t hat  spel l  out  t he role of a Korczak inst i t ut ion and explain 
what  sets i t  apart  fro m ot her inst i t ut ions. Lending support  to projects such as the 
summer camp of t he Russian Korczak  society mi ght  also be a way of at t racting young 
people. 

Just  as before, i t  is st i l l  also the role of Korczak societ ies to support  t he publ ication of his 
work s, to fi nance t ranslat ions, to encourage the spread of his work , to organise 
conferences and seminars which seek to t ackle contempora ry  issues from KorczakÕs point  
of view. Nat ural ly, t he fi gure of Korczak can be used as a peg Ð but  there can be no real  
developments in t he short  or long-term unless there is also real  content  in t he 
discussions. 

Art ist ic work s should also be viewed in t his l ight : t he objective should not  be to put  
Korczak on a pedest al Ð and to leave him standing t here. I nstead they should whenever  
possible also relate back to contemporary quest ions and themes. 

Happily, Korczak is frequent ly t he chosen topic of seminars, diplomas and research work  
at  universit ies and col leges. Korczak societ ies should capital ise on t his opport unit y by 
providing materi al and expert ise. 

                                                
5 See article 3 of the statute of the Swiss Korczak Society: ÒTo make known the life and work as well as the social 
and humanitarian activities of the Polish child doctor, psychologist and pedagogue Janusz KorczakÓ. 
6 Freinet and Montessori are also preoccupied with attitudes towards children. 
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Korczak societ ies are not  the only organisat ions dedicated to protecting chi ldrenÕs r ights, 
so they should work  to support  init iat ives wit h similar  objectives, such as wi t h chi ldrenÕs 
ri ghts organisat ions, chi ld protection agencies, groups t hat  seek to promote democracy 
and ant i racism, etc. 

There is also a lot  of potent ial  for being act ive on an internat ional level: Korczak  
societ ies could create a network  to faci l i tate work  experi ence in ot her cult ura l  
environments. One prerequisite would be t he creat ion of a code of standard s for  Korczak  
inst i t ut ions; t his could be drawn up by t he I ntern at ional Korczak  Society. The Dutch 
organisat ion has already made a start  in coord inat ing internat ional activi t ies; this work  
could be broadened signi fi cant ly wi t h greater  coord inat ion and organisat ion. Such a 
project could be prepared dur ing an internat ional conference and t hen carri ed out  by 
smaller groups wi t h an al located budget . 

Some of t hese ideas are al ready being put  into practice, whi le others mi ght  yet  see the 
l ight  of day. The quest ion of whet her  Korczak has a fut ure, however,  has only been 
part ly answered. Much depends on whether his ideas can be interp reted in a way that  is 
relevant  today and that  at t r acts younger generat ions and encourages t hem to get  
involved. I t  this fai ls, KorczakÕs fut ure looks bleak. I t  is not  a quest ion of erecting more 
Korczak st at ues, but  rat her of put t ing his ideas into practice. As a pract ising teacher,  i t  
is not  enough just  to be open in oneÕs approach to chi ldren. For the Korczak societ ies, 
this means t hink ing hard  about  how to pursue thei r goals in fut ure. The aforement ioned 
ideas set  out  show some possible ways of going about  t his. I t  is high t ime to deal wi t h 
KorczakÕs fut ure Ð his ideas deserv e to l ive on, more than 60 years aft er thei r incept ion. 

GŽra rd  Kahn 
Vice-president  of t he Swi ss Korczak Society 

Fabri kst rasse 31 
CH-3012 Bern 

E-mail : g.kahn@gmx.ch 
 

 
 
 

Gerard Kahn wrote this ar t i cle for  t he Jubi lee book 'Janusz Korczak in Theory and Pract ice' 
volume I I . (I nternat ional  I nterpretat ion and percept ion; On the ret i rement  of Prof. Fr iedhelm 
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