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1. SCHOOL COUNCILS AS
A LEARNING STRATEGY FOR
CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL
AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

There is currently a revival of interest in school councils, in terms
of their contribution to the life of the school, young people’s
experience of democratic processes and practices, and as an aspect
of the school’s provision for Personal and Social and Citizenship
Education. In this opening chapter, we consider why school councils
might be seen as an important strategy for learning and why we
might want to undertake research on school councils, We examine
the way in which school councils featare in the current national
policy context of citizenship and personal and social education in
England. We also summarise existing research on school councils
as a context for our own work. An outline of the research project is
given and the structure of the report is set out.

1.1 Introduction

In the last few years, approaches to young people’s personal and
social learning have been under review. Among several government
reviews, that of the Advisory Group on Education for Citizenship
and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools had particular influence.
The Group’s Report (Crick Report, 1998) recommended the
statutory introduction of citizenship education into schools. It
identified three strands that should run through all education for
citizenship: social and moral responsibility, community involvement
and political literacy. The Crick Report and subsequent government
guidelines have stressed active learning approaches in citizenship
education, strongly endorsing school councils.

From August 2002, secondary schools will have a statutory
responsibility to teach citizenship at key stages 3 and 4 while
primary schools are being encouraged to include citizenship in their
personal and social curriculum. Citizenship education is expected
to: coniribute to pupils’ spiritnal, moral, social and cultural
development; facilitate key skills; and provide opportunities to
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promote other aspects of the curriculum. Schools are thus
considering how they can demonstrate their provision for citizenship
education and are seeking appropriate pedagogical strategies. In
current educational policies and guidelines, school councils are
advocated as able to contribute to the development of pupils’ social
and moral responsibility, community involvement and political
literacy, thereby in one strategy addressing the three main strands
of citizenship education. Thus there is likely to be an increasing
interest in and establishment of school councils to demonstrate
schools’ delivery of citizenship education.

There is an existing and growing research literature on school
councils. But most such research predates the current focus on
political literacy, and will not necessarily address the social and
moral responsibility and community involvement strands as
currently formulated. Thus the intention of our research was to
pay particular attention to student participation in the processes
and practices of the school council and students” own reports of
personal and social learning and understanding of democracy as a
result of this experience. By providing rich textual data from
primary and secondary school council case studies set in a wider
framework of school council practices, our work aims to inform
current national policy initiatives and schools’ responses. In
particular, our research provides an up-to-date account of some of
the procedures involved in establishing and maintaining a school
council and the perceptions of teachers and students, counciliors
and non-councillors, involved with school councils, The report
raises some conceptual, practical and experiential issues about this
pedagogical practice as a contribution to citizenship eduocation.

1.2 -School Councils in the Current Policy
Context of Citizenship and Personal and
Social Education

1.2.1 Towards citizenship education

The current interest in citizenship education and the potential
contribution of school councils is not new but is the result of
curriculum review and a revised focus. More than a decade or so
ago, increasing concern about the preparation of young people for
‘the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life’
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(GB. Statutes, 1988} had led to the elaboration of citizenship as
one of five cross-curricular themes (NCC, 1990). The emphasis at
that time was on enabling students to ‘develop a personal moral
code and to explore values and beliefs’ by means of participation,
acquiring information and developing positive attitudes, ‘essential
if pupils are to value democracy’ (p.4). It was claimed that
education for citizenship was likely to be most successful in schools
which, among other things:

¢ encourage the development of a climate which supports the
proper exercise of responsibility

¢ offer pupils an opportunity to be involved in decisions about
Sfeatures of their life at school

¢+ allow pupils to have some control over the use of their time,
e.g. ...school councils (p.10)

Exhorted to provide curricular and extracurricular opportunities
for citizenship education, the response of some schools was to set
up school councils. As a cross-curricular theme, however, due to
constraints on delivery, the timetable, resources and staff expertise,
citizenship education was not well integrated into the curriculum
(Saunders et al., 1995).

There followed, during the 1990s, a series of initiatives in the broad
domain of personal and social education, including: a discussion
document on Spiritual and Moral Developmeni (NCC, 1993;
SCAA, 1995); the National Forum on Values in Education and the
Community; and, most importantly for its impact on schools’
provision and practices, the introduction of the inspection of the
spiritual, moral, social and cultural (SMSC) development, which
includes citizenship elements. Indeed, OFSTED reports frequently
comment on the contribution of school councils to students’ personal
and social development (see Appendix 2 for some examples).

Towards the late 1990s, many questions and concerns were being
raised about the degree of correspondence between these various
initiatives, in particular as to how the values embedded in guidance
and inspection documents were articulated, perceived and
interpreted and how provision influences students’ values and
attitudes (see e.g. Smith and Standish, 1997). Whilst there were
plans to rationalise guidance to schools, with the election of a new
Labour Government in 1997, this domain of education came under
renewed scrutiny and political influence. There had been lobbying
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by various interest groups, which felt that their concerns were not
being adequately covered in the curriculum. In addition to the
perceived changes to the social fabric, there were concerns about
the decline in civic and political culture and, in particular, growing
apathy about the political process, with fewer voters, especially
young people. To inform its review of the National Curriculum,
the Government appomted advisory groups on citizenship and the
teaching of democracy in schools (Crick, 1998), personal, social
and health education (PSHE) (DfEE. NAGPSHE, 1999), and
creative and cultural education (DfEE. NACCCE, 1999), as well
as a panel for sustainable development.

The Advisory Group on Education for Citizenship and the Teaching
of Democracy, chaired by Professor Bernard Crick, was asked to
address:

A statement of the aims and purposes of citizenship education
in schools;

A broad framework for what good citizenship education in
schools might look like, and how it can be successfully delivered
— covering opportunities for teaching about citizenship within
and outside the formal curriculum and the development of
personal and social skills through projects linking schools and
the community, volunteering and the involvement of pupils in
the development of school rules and policies. (Crick, 1998, p.4)

This latter implicitly included strategies such as school councils.
In its final report (Crick, 1998), the Advisory Group set out a clear
definition of citizenship education and a framework for its delivery
in schools which it recommended should be made statutory. The
definition of ‘effective education for citizenship’ focused on three
separate but interrelated strands. These should be developed
progressively through a young person’s education and fraining
experiences, from pre-school to adulthood:

¢ social and moral responsibiliry: children learning from the very
beginning self-confidence and socially and morally responsible
behaviour both in and bevond the classroom, both towards
those in authority and towards each other;

¢ conmumnunity involvement: pupils learning about and becoming
helpfully involved in the life and concerns of their communities,
including learning through community involvement and service
to the community;
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¢ political literacy: pupils learning about and how to make
themselves effective in public life through knowledge, skills
and values. (Crick, 1998, pp.40-41)

The Advisory Group sought to establish a flexible but rigorous
framework to encourage schools and colleges, in partnership with
their local communities, to develop effective citizenship education,
which would take account of the local context, meet needs and
provide meaningful experience for young people. This approach
has informed subsequent proposals to incorporate citizenship into
pre-16 National Curriculum and post-16 education and training
(DIEE., AGEC, 20003,

1.2.2 Citizenship and personal and social education in
the National Curriculum: policy, guidance and
school councils as a learning strategy

Following revision to the National Curriculum, citizenship
education is being incorporated explicitly for the first time in the
school curriculum 5-16. The rationale given for citizenship
education is as follows:

Citizenship gives pupils the knowledge, skills and understanding
to play an effective role in society at local, national and
international levels. It helps them to become informed,
thoughtful and responsible citizens who are aware of their duties
and rights. It promotes their spiritual, moral, social and cultural
development, making them more self-confident and responsible
both in and bevond the classroom. It encourages pupils to play
a helpful part in the life of their schools, neighbourhoods,
communities and the wider world. It also teaches them about
our economy and democratic institutions and values; encourages
respect for different national, religious and ethnic identities;
and develops pupils’ ability 1o reflect on issues and take part in
discussion. (QCA, 1999, p.12)

Such a rationale has implications for active learning strategies, such
as school councils. Citizenship education is taking different forms
in primary and secondary schools:

¢ for primary schools (key stage I, age 5-7, and key stage 2, age
7-11} citizenship is part of a non-statutory framework for
personal, social and health education (PSHE) from August 2000;
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¢+ for secondary schools (key stage 3, age 1114, and key stage
4, age 14 -16) citizenship is a new statutory foundation subject.
This means that from September 2002 schools will legally be
required to deliver citizenship education at key stages 3 and 4.

At primary level, the framework for PSHE and citizenship at key
stages 1 and 2 has four components, of which the most cbvious
citizenship element is defined as Preparing to Play an Active Role
as Citizens. Links are made with the National Healthy School
Standard, a whole-school approach is recommended, and many
suggestions and examples are given as to how PSHE and citizenship
can be taken forward (QCA, 2000a). Included amongst these are
explicit and implicit references to school councils: *Examples of
how PSHE and citizenship can be reflected within the values and
ethos of a school include ... consulting and valuing all members of
the school’s community’ (p.9); ‘Involvement in the running of the
school through school or class councils and other decision-making
also promoftes responsibility and learning about democracy’ (p.10).

At secondary level, there are programmes of study for citizenship
and an attainment target for key stage 3 and key stage 4, based on
three elements:

¢ knowledge and understanding about becoming informed
citizens;

4+ developing skills of enquiry and communication;

¢+ developing skills of participation and responsible action.

The framework programmes of study for citizenship are to be
interpreted by schools in their own context (see QCA, 1999, pp.14—
15). Schools are exhorted to build on present practices, vary depth
of coverage of aspects of knowledge and understanding,
differentiate according to student need, be innovative, and promote
continuity and progression. Guidance indicates three different
approaches, based on concepts, skills and enquiry, to teaching and
learning in citizenship (QCA, 2000b). For example, by the end of
key stage 4, age 16, the attainment target states:

Pupils have a comprehensive knowledge and understanding of
the topical events they study: the rights, responsibilities and
duties of citizens; the role of the voluntary sector; forms of
government; and the criminal and civil justice, legal and
economic systems. They obtain and use different kinds of
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information, including the media, o form and express an
opinion. They evaluate the effectiveness of different ways of
bringing about change at different levels of society. Pupils take
part effectively in school and community-based activities,
showing a willingness and commitment 1o evaluate such
activities critically. They demonstrate personal and group
responsibility in their attitudes to themselves and others. (QCA,
1999, p.31)

1t is suggested that schools should have a whole-school approach
to citizenship, develop a policy, audit current work and identify
gaps. For example, under the section ‘A whole-school approach’
the initial guidance suggests that stadents may ‘participate in the
running of the school through school and class councils or
committees with a variety of voting systems ...” (QCA, 2000b, p.10).
It is recognised that the political literacy strand might be new and
that at key stage 4 the programmes of study might require discrete
provision (QCA, 2000b). But citizenship is also seen as contributing
to learning across the curriculum, for example:

¢ Promoting Pupils’ SMSC Development: moral development,
through helping pupils develop a critical appreciation of issues
of right and wrong, justice, fairness, rights and obligations in
society;

¢  Promoting Key Skills: working with others, through sharing
ideas, formulating policies and taking part in responsible action
in communities;

¢  Thinking Skills: through helping pupils to engage in social
issues that require the use of reasoning, understanding and
action through enguiry and evaluation.

Moreover, other areas and aspects of the curriculum are perceived
as related to the knowledge, skills and understanding to be
developed in citizenship, such as PSHE. (QCA, 2000c), careers
education (DIEE, 2000a) and an emphasis on a global dimension
(DEEE, 2000b).

In the most recent guidance, a citizenship work scheme for key
stage 3 (QCA, 2001), a document in the pack, ‘Getting involved:
extending opportunities for pupil participation’, includes a small
sub-section on student councils, suggesting strategics by which a
student team could investigate the effectiveness of their school
council. Unit 14 within the pack on ‘Developing skills of
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democratic participation’ enables students to work together to
develop a democratic group decision-making process, with specific
reference to school council practices.

Furthermore, the government has signalled its ongoing commitment
to citizenship education with explicit mention of school councils
in its Green Paper (DfEE, 2001). Under the heading “We will
promote “Education with Character’™ it announces support to:

Encourage schools to involve pupils much more actively in
decisions, not just about their own individual learning, but about
their class and their school as a whole. This can be done through
the establishment of school councils, through regular surveys
of pupil attitudes and a range of other means. (p.61)

1.2.3 The perceived contribution of school councils to
citizenship education: evidence from inspection
and research

Inspection

Prior to the statutory introduction of citizenship education, there
seems o be a greater consciousness of citizenship education and
sometimes of the potential confribution of school councils in official
documents. For example, the latest available Annual Report of
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools in relation to citizenship
in primary schools includes mention of school councils:

Social development is also effectively promoted in a large
majority of schools. Pupils are encouraged to take
responsibilities which increase as they get older. They help with
tasks around the school and take part enthusiastically in
activities such as school councils or for fundraising for charity.
(OFSTED, 2001, p.29)

Although school councils are not specifically mentioned in
HMCT'’s Report about secondary education, it claimsPupils’
social development in part depends on the extent to which
schools recognise and provide opportunities for the pupils to
play an active role in the life of the school. Such experiences
often continue to be confined to older pupils. (p. 42)

Placing these statements together identifies a paradox which
suggests that the level of responsibility sometimes given to primary -
students, such as in school councils, is not always transferred to, or
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built upon in the secondary context. Continuity of experience may
be an issue, which, in turn, suggests that schools at both phases
may need to pay attention to how effective education for citizenship
can be progressively and explicitly developed as recommended in
current national guidance.

Research

Several recent research studies, conducted to inform the
development of current policy and guidance on citizenship
education, incidentally provide some further insights into school
councils.

A study of citizenship education in England, undertaken as part of
an international IEA study in 28 countries, which included a survey
of the civic knowledge and attitudes of 3,043 14-year-olds, found
that the English students’ greatest difficulty was in answering
questions on civic content regarding democracy and government
(Kerr ez al., forthcoming). Students’ knowledge about the processes
and practices of decision making and government was poor. This
was especially the case in schools with a higher level of racial or
religious intolerance, suggesting the particular significance of
providing opportunities to experience participation in democratic
practices in such schools. However, students held positive views
about how working together could bring about changes in schools
and solve problems. Indeed, 70 per cent of all the young people in
the English study agreed that ‘electing student representatives to
suggest changes in how the school is run makes schools better’.
Yet only 18 per cent of the English students reported that they were
involved in a school or class council — a figure which may reflect
only those who saw themselves as direct participants, such as
councillors. By contrast, 89 per cent of 118 headteachers from the
same schools in the study claimed that their school had a school or
class council. And 735 per cent of 348 teachers in these schools saw
their main functions as to empower students to decide, solve school
problems (71 per cent), or provide opportunities for students to
participate in the political life of the school (50 per cent). Thus
there seemed to be a gap between the perceptions of students and
teachers. Most 14-year-olds did not see themselves as actually
participating in democratic school processes. The authors observe
that ‘Schools that model democratic values and practices by
encouraging students to discuss issues in the classroom and rake
an active role in the life of the school are effective in promoting
civic knowledge and engagement’ (Kerr et al., 2001, p.5).
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Other pilot studies support these findings. For example, a pilot
project on citizenship at key stage 3 (Kerr and Greenaway, 2000)
noted that school ethos was important in influencing how students
viewed their experiences of citizenship and there was a need for
schools to offer more positive examples of democratic procedures
and experiences of participating more fully in the running of the
school. In particular, there was a perceived need for developing
the skills of active citizenship — skills of discussion, debate,
analysing information and communicating ideas. Moreover, another
recent study, mapping resources for citizenship education (Kerr ef
al., 2000}, found that representatives of key organisations surveyed
claimed that there were gaps in the availability of published
resources to promote participation in school councils and political
literacy (at key stages 1 and 2} and communify participation and
democratic skills (at key stages 3 and 4). Thus in order to support
the development of participative and active citizenship, such as
through school councils, schools may need more resources.

1.3 A Summary of Research on School Councils

10

If school councils are being advocated as likely to make a strong
contribution to citizenship education, what evidence exists about
the extent to which school councils help young people to understand
their rights and responsibilities as citizens? Reference ismadetoa
previous survey of international research on school councils
(Halstead and Taylor, 2000), updated here with recent UK
references. Whilst we should be cautious about transferring to this
context the findings of research undertaken outside the UK,
nevertheless work elsewhere on pedagogical practices, such as ‘just
communities’ and ‘communities of inquiry’, which involve some
similar skills and approaches, can reveal relevant insights.

1.3.1 What is a school council?

A school council may take several forms, depending on its aims,
but it is always to some extent a forum for students to express their
views and possibly to facilitate school-wide change. Where there
is a school council, each class or year group usually elects
representatives (councillors) who take concerns and requests to the
full school council meeting. Issues typically discussed by school
councils include school uniform, facilities, school trips, food
provision, behaviour and bullying, fundraising, and possibly the
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curricalum and homework. Minutes of meetings are taken and
reports made to staff and class groups. There exist resource packs
for setting up a school council in primary and secondary schools
(School Councils UK, 2000, 2001) and guoides to making school
councils effective (Devon Youth Council, 1996). Several
publications provide descriptive case studies of school councils in
operation (Pupil Eye, 1989; Allison, 1991; Rowe, 1992; Power and
Power, 1992; Elton, 1994, SCCC, 1995).

1.3.2 Aims

A review of the international research literature available in English
on school councils (Halstead and Taylor, 2000) suggested that
establishing a school council may involve a number of aims:

4 helping children to understand democratic procedures and
awakening the motivation to engage with the exercise and
negotiation of the rights and responsibilities of citizenship in
everyday life (Bottery, 1990); Power (1992), who rescarched
‘Jjust community’ schools in America, calls this the
‘apprenticeship approach’, arguing that students need direct
experience of democracy if they are to become fully
participative citizens in society;

¢ recognising a duoty to respect children’s rights (as in the UN
Convention on the Righis of the Child},

¢ offering children opportunities for service (learning to care for
others);

¢ promoting better behaviour by giving students more
responsibilities and opportunities to express their views (Elton,
1989; NCC, 1990).

The diversity of these aims raises guestions about the extent of the
overlap between moral, social and political education, about the
meaning of democracy in a school context, and about possible
clashes between a philosophy of service and a philosophy of
empowerment (NSPCC, 1995).

1.3.3 Quantitative surveys

In 1992 an Advisory Centre for Education {(ACE) survey of 480
randomly selected schools in the UK found that about one-third
had school councils. They were twice as common in secondary as
in primary schools {Ashworth, 1995). Problem areas were feedback

11
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from staff to students, attendance of a range of school staff, lack of
a budget and reporting to school governors. Schools with school
councils were more likely to involve students in a range of
management issues, giving students a greater sense of ownership
and increased understanding of management issues, as well as
enhancing problem-solving abilities and improving behaviour.
However, a survey of student councils in British Columbian primary
schools found that they mainly focused on planning and organising
activities for fundraising (Robinson and Koehn, 1994).

Alderson (2000), researching students’ views about children’s rights
in 19978, found that about half of the opportunity sample of 2,272
students aged 7-17 surveved in the UK reported that they had a
school council. But less than one-fifth of these students said that
they had an effective school council. The students claiming to
have an effective council were more likely to have positive views
about their school’s social and academic activities in general and
to be in the primary phase. Alsoin 1998 the NSPCC, in partnership
with School Councils UK and ACE, conducted a questionnaire
survey on school councils of a random sample of schools in England
and Wales (Baginsky and Hannam, 1999). Of the responding
schools, 16 primary and 240 secondary schools had school councils
and provided information about their practices. Most of the
secondary school also provided student responses. The main
advantages identified by staff and students were that councils gave
students a voice, made a link between students and staff and allowed
students to have a management role in school and to work with
their peers of different ages. The only actual or potential
disadvantages mentioned (by about half teachers and students) were
lack of time for students and teachers to develop the council and its
work and for staff participation, lack of resources and some student
feeling that some decisions were disregarded in favour of what
teachers wanted. Whereas staff focused on developing a more
proactive student body and improved communication, stedents were
more concerned about the status of the council, their contribution
and effective training for participation. Time, staff resistance, trust
between staff and students and apathy were all identified as
development constraints.
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1.3.4 Qualitative research

Reviewing evidence from five studies in the USA, Hepburn (1984)
concluded that ‘democratic experiences in the school and the
classroom do contribute to the participatory awareness, skills and
attitudes fundamental to life in democratic societies’ (p.261; cf.
also Nadeau and Burns, 1989}, A case study of four secondary
schools in the USA (Mosher er al. 1994), which had operated
different forms of democratic organisation for several years, showed
that: debate in school councils could raise students’ levels of moral
reasoning and understanding (see also Mosher, 1980, p.296);
students learned self-governance and found solutions to school
problems; students developed skills, such as how to conduct
meetings, took others’ views into account, had increased
consideration for the rights of others and an awareness that their
actions could make a difference.

Importantly, a practice explicitly agreed by students within a
democratic school community was likely to have more influence
on the social behaviour of adolescents. By contrast, evidence
suggests that students in schools without democratic practices may
feel little or no responsibility for upholding school rules even when
they believe that violating such rules would be wrong (Power et
al., 1989). A case study of ten schools showed that school councils
were a key strategy m promoting inclusion and identified ways in
which they had a direct, semi-direct and indirect impact on
supporting the reduction of exclusions (Davies, 1998).

In the UK, John and Osborn (1992) suggested that the schools with
more class participation and freedom of expression had a stronger
influence on students” values than the ‘traditional’ school; in the
former, students were more supportive of race and gender equality,
but also more sceptical about the democratic operation of
government. An investigation into the Pupil Councils Programme
in five Liverpool schools (Khaleel, 1993) also showed that school
councils often have mixed effects. Positive outcomes were:
increases in stadent confidence, maturity, responsibility; shared
problem-solving; less antisocial behaviour, partly due to student
monitoring; a better school environment; better student—teacher
relationships; and greater participation in extra-curricular activities
initiated by students. Most councillors were seen to set a good
example to other students. Rowe (1996} found that there was

13




SCHOOL COUNCILS: THEIR ROLE IN CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

14

student disillusionment at the poor level of discussion, the low status
of the school council, the élitism of representatives, poor
communication between councillors and other students and lack of
action. Student councils were sometimes sidelined to a student
welfare role, with consultation on behaviour policies taking place
via tutor groups. The NSPCC study (1995) found that students
often felt that a school council gave an appearance of consultation
rather than real interest in students’ views. A small study of
children’s participation found that opportunities to express their
views and to be listened to were very limited even when school
councils were in place (Wyse, 2001).

1.3.5 Evaluation

Such mixed findings have led experts to be cautious with their
advice. Mosher et al. (1994) counsel that self-discipline and moral
development fostered by democratic school organisations need o
be supported by demecratic practices elsewhere in school.
According to Rowe (1996), the work of the school council needs
to be integrated with other forms of consultation, such as course
evaluation and tutor-group discussion. Research indicates that
school councils operate most effectively where there is a general
democratic ethos in the school and where teachers are committed
to consultation, shared decision-making and to promoting the active
involvement of young people in civic responsibility, through arange
of learning activities supporting citizenship education (e.g. Jones,
2000). In order to support the processes involved in school councils,
research suggests that explicit attention is needed by both teachers
and students to learning the significance and practice of relevant
skills, such as discussion and debate (see, e.g. Haydon, 2000),
consultation and participation (Ruddock and Flutter, 2000}, voting
procedures, and generating confidence among students that by
taking part they can make a difference and improve school life
(Kerr et al., forthcoming). Student participation in school councils
may also be effectively supported by a range of other local
citizenship education experiences between schools and in area
consultative and council groups (see, e.g. Baker and Sillett with
Neary, 2000).
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1.4 The Research Project

This sub-section addresses the following three questions:

¢  Given thata certain body of research on school councils already
exists, why was there a need for further research and what
particular contribution might it make?

What were the aims of the research?

4 How was it undertaken?

1.4.1 The relevance of the research

As we have seen in the previous section (1.3), published research
has mostly described school councils and focused on practical and
operational issues. Research has also often been sponsored by
interested parties engaged in promoting school councils. Existing
research has not focused in depth on students’ experience and
perceptions of school councils and their participation as an influence
on the processes and outcomes of their personal, social and
citizenship learning.

Thus it was intended that the research would help to inform policy
and provide practical guidance to schools. It was expected that it
would indicate the issues and tensions in giving students a voice,
airing their concerns about school matters, influencing change,
taking responsibility for implementing decisions, and thereby
Iearning the personal skilfls and social processes of becoming an
active citizen,

1.4.2 Aims of the research

The aims of the research were to investigate and provide evidence

of:

4 how primary and secondary schools see school councils as
contributing to their provision for citizenship education, the

life of the school as a whole and to the personal and social
development of students;

¢ whether, and if so, to what extent, students’ involvement in
school councils:

> gives them a voice in school matters and enables them to
act as agents of change;

15
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> facilitates their political literacy, especially their awareness
and understanding of democratic processes, practices and
participation; and

> encourages them to participate in civic activities in and
around their school community;

4 issues in the development, implementation and review of the
impact of school councils on young people’s personal, social
and democratic learning.

1.4.3 Research methodology

The research employed a qualitative case study methodology
grounded in a quantitative telephone survey of a nationally
representative sample of schools. The project was conducted over
three school terms in the academic year 2000-1. This facilitated a
methodology of breadth and depth. The segnence of research
activities was as follows:

¢ first, a broad picture was built up of the issues in running school
councils and teachers’ perceptions of their contribution to
student learning;

¢+ secondly, to provide focus and diversity, a selection was made
of schools with flourishing school councils which operated on
different models;

+ thirdly, case studies of school councils were undertaken over
two terms in primary and secondary schools.

Initially, the research drew on data from an earlier NFER-sponsored
project in which approximately one-third of respondents in almost
550 nationally representative primary and secondary schools
claimed that they had experienced staff development on school
councils as part of their work in values education. From a
representative sample of these schools, a total of 50 telephone
interviews (25 primary, 25 secondary) were conducted with the
teacher leader of the school councils. The telephone interviews
asked about background to the school council, how it functioned,
its status, teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the council, learning
outcomes and impacts on school life.

As aresult of these interviews, several schools with different school
council models, where there was said to be a flourishing council
with apparently genuine student participation, were approached for
permission to undertake case study work. Eventually seven schools
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(three primary and four secondary) allowed in-depth study of their
school council activities. The case studies took place over two
terms and, with one exception, involved at least two visits to each
school. A common programme of research activities, appropriate
to the circumstances of each particular school, was undertaken.
This covered:

¢ observation and recording of the school council meetings (15);

¢ group interviews (8) with selected school councillors about
their participation, perceptions of the council and its
achievements, implications of their involvement for their
learning, and awareness of the attitudes of teachers and other
students to the council’s activities; and

¢+ where possible, interviews with non-councillors (in one primary
and one secondary school) and with other members of staff
about their expectations and perceptions of the school council
and their evaluation of its impact on student learning and school
change.

Appendix 1 gives further methodological details on the sampling
and school selection, telephone interview and case study methods,
key characteristics of the case study schools and their school
councils (Table 1) and research activities in the case study schools
{Table 2}, Further information on the interview and observation
schedules may be available on request. The school background
and school councils of the seven case study schools (primary A-C;
secondary D-(3) are described in Appendix 2.

1.5 Structure of the Report

In this report, the quantitative findings from the telephone interview
survey are used as a framework in which to contextualise the
qualitative data from the case studies. We usually present the
broader numerical picture of school councils from the teacher
interviews first. Then the rich data from the school council
observations and interviews with students are used to offer detailed
illustrations of practices, perceptions and leamning outcomes.

In Chapter 2, we consider the establishment of school councils,

their aims and the roles of those who work with them. First, we
provide some background information about different types of

17
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schoo! councils and the roles of the teacher leaders. Then we report
on issues in setting up a school council, and distinguish four main
aims which schools claimed in establishing a council.

Chapter 3 reviews the issues of organisation, representation and
participation in maintaining a school council. It considers practical
matters such as; frequency, timing and duration of meetings and
whether the council should have its own budget; representation on
the council and the (s)election of representatives and preparation
for their role; generating ideas and agenda setting, topics discussed,
note taking and feedback.

Data from our observations of school councils, as well as student
perceptions, are used in Chapter 4 to describe and reflect on issues
which arise in the actual process of the council meeting and its
institutionalisation in the practices of the school itself. These range
over: practical issues concerning the conduct of the meetings; the
role of the chairperson, comparing and contrasting headteacher and
student examples; participation and non-participation of councillors
in meetings; the representation of others’ views or the expression
of a personal view; and evolution of the school council as a strategy
for institutionalised change.

Chapter 5 focuses on perceptions of the school council. First, we
set out teachers” and councillors” perceptions of the council and its
status, as well as their experiences as councillors. Secondly, we
examine the views of non-councillors about key aspects of the
school council, including councillor roles, election, feedback and
consultation, having a say and getting their views known. Thirdly,
we present some evidence of views of non-participating teachers,
other staff and governors about the school council.

Impacts on schools and outcomes for students are the subjects of
Chapter 6. First we consider the impact of the school council on
the school as a whole: teachers’ and students’ views of the benefits
and the disadvantages of having a school council. Secondly, we
hear the claims of teachers and councillors about the positive
outcomes and practical changes brought about by the activities of
the school council. Thirdly, teachers state their views on the learning
outcomes for non-councillors and councillors of having a school
council. The final sub-section importantly considers councillors’
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own views of their learning as a result of participating in the school
council. Evidence is cited of learning a range of personal, social
and problem-solving skills and of developing awareness or
understanding of democratic processes and practices. Several
examples of personal development are given.

Chapter 7 offers a summary of the findings and issues for primary
schools and secondary schools. Guidelines are offered for schools
wishing 1o set up a school council or to review their practices.
Finally, we evaluate the school council as a strategy for ¢itizenship
and personal and social education, and the implications for student
learning and school change.
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2. ESTABLISHING

A SCHOOL COUNCIL:

AIMS AND ROLES

We begin by focusing on the establishment of school councils,
drawing mainly on the telephone interview data from 50 schools.
We describe the types of school councils found; the roles of the
teachers leading the school council; their perceptions of setting up
the council; and, most importantly, the school’s aims for undertaking
this strategy.

2.1 Types of School Councils

Typically, a school council consists of a group of student
representatives from each year group. However, the structure of
student representation was different in some secondary schools in
the sample. Two of the ‘councils’ were in fact year councils as
opposed to whole-school councils, i.e. each class in each year group
had student representatives who met as a year council to discuss
issues. In over half of the 25 secondary schools, there was a year
council as well as a whole-school council (in which representatives
from each year attended whole-school council meetings). Five
schools also had sixth-form councils, two had a council for Year
9--11 only and another had a Year 11 council which discussed whole-
school issues.

Variation on the typical concept of a school council was more rare
in the primary school sample. One small school had a council only
for Year 6, which all Year 6 students attended and from which
captains were elected. In another school, the student councillors
were part of the governing body and attended a governors’ meeting
Once a year.

2.2 The Teacher Leaders of the School Council

20

In the autumn term 2000, 50 telephone interviews were carried ouat
with teachers in 25 primary and 25 secondary schools. The posts
held by the interviewees, normally the member of staff responsible
for school council, were as follows:
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37 members of the senior management team (SMT);
seven teachers with pastoral roles (e.g. head of year);

L 4
¢
¢ five curriculum managers;
*

one subject teacher.

Those in charge of the council tended to be at a senior level within
the school; in 29 out of the 50 schools, the headteacher or deputy
took on the role. In secondary schools, however, responsibility for
the school council was more likely to be more widely dispersed.
Leadership of the council could be indicative of its status; two
secondary headteachers specifically mentioned that they took on
the role themselves in order to give the council a high profile within
their school. But headteacher leadership could also be a matter of
keeping control of the topics of discussion and outcomes. Some of
the teachers interviewed reported that the headteacher made an effort
to attend meetings, noting that ‘ir is easier if you have the head’s
backing’. Another warned that it was essential to obtain backing
from the SMT to enable changes to be made, adding that ‘if vou
can’t make changes vou will lose siudents’ interest’. The extent to
which a member of the school’s SMT is practically involved with a
council may therefore be a key factor in determining its success,
especially at primary level.

A few interviewees reported that they had requested a council be
set up and/or had volunteered to run if, Some gave reasons, such
as: the idea of a school council fitted in with his/her personal
philosophy; a belief that ‘children should be able to channel their
feelings’; a desire to change the school’s culture; or a wish to see
changes within the school. On the whole, however, interviewees
held their post on the council because this was seen as relevant to
their other teaching roles, for example, as a Personal and Social
Education (PSE) or citizenship coordinator.

Interviewees’ roles on the council were usually those of facilitator,
coordinator, organiser, secretary (only in primary schools) or
chairperson. A few emphasised they adopted a ‘minimal’ role,
usually confined to facilitating or monitoring, rather than actively
directing the meetings. For example, one teacher reported that he
only intervened if it was necessary, such as if he was asked any
specific questions. However, observation of school council
meetings, both at primary and secondary levels, revealed that there
was usually a good deal of teacher intervention. As with other
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teaching and learning strategies, teachers may not always be fully
aware of their involvement and influence.

Two interviewees mentioned that they were jointly responsible for
the couneil together with another member of staff, although one of
these reported that this was problematic (see 2.3.1).

2.3 Setting up School Councils

22

The average length of time a council had been in place was six
years, although there were major differences between primary and
secondary schools in this respect. In primary schools, most councils
had been in place for between three and five years, with an average
of four years. By contrast, in the secondary phase, the length of
time of the establishment of a school council was more likely to
vary, with an average time of eight years. Furthermore, the oldest
primary school council had been in place for 11 vears; the oldest in
secondary schools had been in existence for 26 years. School
councils in general were therefore clearly much more established
in the secondary context. Even so, they were just as likely to be
starting up in individual secondary schools as they were in
individual primary schools (there were three school councils in
their first year in both primary and secondary schools). It may be
concluded that although councils were traditionally more common
in secondary schools — possibly becanse of age-related views about
student development and participation — councils are now appealing
more to both phases of education.

Judging from the responses given by those interviewees who were
eligible to answer this question, it appears that setting up the school
council was a relatively unproblematic process for the schools in
the sample. Less than half of the teachers reported encountering
any challenges at this stage. However, secondary schools were
more likely to have had difficulties than primary schools (13 out of
25, compared with eight out of 25 respectively).

2.3.1 Difficulties in setting up school councils

Staff Reluctance. This was by far the biggest problem in setting up
school councils in secondary schools. Eight secondary interviewees
mentioned this, compared with only two primary teachers (perhaps
because primary schools are generally smaller, more close-knit and
have a stronger internal support structure). Some interviewees
reported that there had been a lack of support from the SMT, and
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mentioned that ‘teachers didn't want to hand over the ropes’,
because they were afraid of student empowerment. ‘{The school
council is] difficult to initiate if staff feel threatened by children
expressing opinions... the opinions might be about them’.
Furthermore, a primary school interviewee reported that ‘some
teachers were sceptical. had to sell it to them during staff meetings.’
Teachers in one school were apparently deterred due 1o unsuccessful
attempts at a setting up a school council in the past, as well as time
pressures.

Finding a Suitable Time for Meetings. This appears to be the
biggest challenge that had been faced by primary schools (five
schools); this was not such a problem in secondary schools (two
schools}) at the initial stage. It was reported that holding council
meetings in either lesson time or lunch time caused problems. In
both of the secondary schools where timing was an issue, the
meetings were originally held during lunch, which was more
convenient, but were later moved to lesson time in an attempt to
heighten the council’s status.

Other problems included:

¢ Student Aparhy. This was largely to do with a lack of ideas,
rather than students not showing an interest; one interviewee
was planning to be more proactive to encourage students to
raise issues pertinent to them in an attempt to change their
perceptions of the meeting as *boring’.

¢ The Very Nature of a Typical School. As one teacher commented:
‘schools don’t lend themselves to democracy...students were
just talked at’.

One headteacher was conscious of the lack of democratic ethos
in her school. She herself wrote a constitution and introduced a
school council. However, she admitted that the traditional
approach of the school made this process difficult.

In contrast, however, another headteacher talked about how ‘the
philosophy was already there - it was just a matter of putting it all
into place'.

‘These examples imply that the established ethos of a school is likely
to be a considerable infiuence on how easy it is likely to be to
create a school council. In some schools the culture may need to
be changed considerably to accommodate a council. In others,
setting up a council is a natural progression given the culture already
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in place. In yet others, the existence of a school council may in fact
change the culture of the school.

4 Joint Leadership of the Council. This problem of joint
leadership of a secondary school council was eased after one
teacher left; the remaining teacher said: ‘Ii'’s easier to achieve
what you want to achieve if you are the only one organising
it.”

¢ Adjusting Fxpectations. Occasionally students or teachers
could initially have unrealistic expectations (‘These were dealr
with as they became apparent and as time went on.” ). The
idea and processes of the council needed to be absorbed into
school life.

¢ Lack of Training for Councillors. This was an issue in ong
primary school (see 3.5).

A few interviewees also reported that the council had to be ‘restarted’
after unsuccessful attempts at running it in the past. For example,
the council in one school had previously been regarded as a
‘fundraising forum’, and although successful in raising money, it
was being reformed with the broader aim of promoting democracy.
In addition, after trialling a council which had ‘a simple approach
and did not have a clear vision of its purpose’, one interviewee
had ‘come to realise that the childven need 1o see that they are
making a worthwhile input and having some influence in order for
the council to work’. This was leading to reform of the council.
The challenges fo setting up a school council bear some resemblance
to the disadvantages, or overall problems with having a school
council that some interviewees reported (see 6.1.2).

2.4 Aims of School Councils

24

The aims of the councils, as reported by the schools in our survey,
can be categorised under four main headings: giving students a
voice; enhancing students’ personal and social skills; making
provision for citizenship education as part of the National
Curriculum; developing the school as a community.

2.4.1 Giving students a voice

Giving students a voice was the most frequently reported aim.
Whilst this was claimed as an aim of establishing a council in
virtually all primary schools, only two-thirds of secondary school
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interviewees mentioned it. Teachers felt that it was important “fo
give them [stadents] the opportunity to offer their thoughts and
views on developments in their school’” and to allow them ‘1o have
a say about issues which affect them’. Some teachers claimed that
having a school council enabled staff to see things from the students’
points of view, and others maintained that they were keen to hear
about students’ views, perceptions and suggestions for improving
school life.

In addition, several interviewees stressed that they aimed to ‘involve
the children in a forum for decision making’, ‘help them to feel
part of the structure’ and ‘help them to understand the decisions
that are made in school’. The council was generally regarded as
‘part of the decision-making structure’, but a teacher in one school
emphasised that her council was not part of the decision-making
process; rather children highlighted things that they wanted to
change and then decisions were made by staff. In order to avoid
misunderstandings about its purpose and capacity, it is important
that the role, functioning and remit of the council be made
transparent to the school as a whole from the start.

Furthermore, some teachers pointed to the centrality of a two-way
process in the functioning of the school council. They explained
how staff were able to make specific requests to children, obtain
their views and suggestions on a particular idea, and then
encouraging students to monitor staff decisions. There was
considerable evidence of this in practice from the case-study
schools. For example: in School A the councillors were asked to
obtain the views of their classmates about the possibility of
introducing a school uniform; in School C there was a survey of
dinner provision.

2.4.2 Developing students’ personal and social skills

Several primary school interviewees reported that the aim of the
council was to develop students’ personal and social skills. By
getting them involved in the processes and procedures of the school
council, they aimed to give them a sense of responsibility, ownership
of ideas and activities, help them feel valued, allow them to compare
their values and beliefs, and improve their confidence and
communication. Teaching students how to debate, discuss and
resolve issues, as well as dealing with their personal problems were
also mentioned. Although improving students’ personal and social
skills was, in general terms, one of the main aims in secondary
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schools, it was given less emphasis. By comparison, secondary
school councils appeared to link social and personal development
with enhancing students” sense of contribution to the school as an
institution rather than the individual development of students
themselves (e.g. giving students responsibility for social aspects
of the school or for events (five schools) and instilling a sense of
authority/ownership (two schools)). Only one interviewee explicitly
said that one of the aims was to develop students’ abilities to debate
and make requests.

2.4.3 Developing citizenship education as part of the
National Curriculum

As might be expected, given current requirements, this aim was
much more likely to be stated by interviewees in secondary schools.
Several of these teachers aimed to connect the school council to
citizenship education, in particular the aim of developing an
understanding of democratic ideas and practices. The council was
described as ‘a vehicle for citizenship’. One teacher said that,
although the council had not been set up with this link in mind,
they were planning to ‘exploit if fo the full’. Another interviewee
reported that the new regulations for citizenship education were
borne in mind when the council was reformed. In other secondary
schools, the council aimed to allow students to experience
democracy and show them how it works. In primary schools,
however, a relatively small number of teachers mentionead
democracy or citizenship. One school aimed to give students the
opportunity ‘fo begin to appreciate democratic issues’. In another
primary school, the council was seen as making a contribution to
the speaking and listening policy. However, although the
development of citizenship education did not feature largely in
primary teachers’ original aims for the school council, there was
evidence to suggest that more recently some teachers were
becoming more aware of the potential of this association.

2.4.4 Developing the school as a community

Other stated aims can be broadly grouped as improving the school
as a community. In four schools, this meant ‘rackiing real issues’,
such as bullying and fundraising, and another three schools hoped
to improve relationships between staff and students. Other teachers
aimed to improve the school’s environment, for example by
encouraging ‘communal care and responsibility and helping 1o
Joster community spirit’ by enhancing a sense of ownership in




ESTABLISHING A SCHOOL COUNCIL

students. Whole-school issues such as ‘raising awareness of school
life and management’ and rewriting school rules were also
mentioned. A small number of interviewees had more far-reaching
aims of making the school as a whole more democratic.

2.4.5 Changing aims

According to our interviewees, the aims of the council were far
more likely to have been changed over time in primary than
secondary schools, This may be related to the fact that current
citizenship education guidelines did not play an important role in
the inifial formation of primary school councils” aims. Buz,
interestingly, one such council was being ‘seen more in terms of
citizenship provision’, and a headteacher said she was pleased to
realise that what they were doing was in line with citizenship
guidelines. Three primary interviewees noted that, although the
aims of the council had not changed, there was an evolving process,
with the council gradually being absorbed into the routine of school
life. By comparison, only one secondary interviewee specifically
reported that the council had become more democratic.

However, the picture that was obtained of the adjustment of aims
may not be entirely accurate. It was more common for teacher
interviewees in secondary schools to have taken over leadership of
the council after it had been set up and the aims had been set, and
consequently they were less likely to know whether or not the aims
had changed. It is possible, therefore, that the aims of more
secondary school councils had undergone a change in line with
citizenship education policy to a greater extent than explicitly
indicated,

1t is worth noting that the aims of sixth-form councils appear to
differ from those of whole-school councils. Judging from the two
schools which gave such details, they concentrate largely on issues
which affect the sixth form, such as the common room and study
periods. Items such as fundraising may also be raised. The whole
philosophy of a sixth-form council appears to be more advanced;
in one school ‘part of the idea is to understand the limits of what
can be done in the educational process’, as well as in the political
process. Helping students to appreciate their rights and
responsibilities in connection with freedom of speech and
developing skills, which could be mentioned on their UCAS forms,
were also mentioned as aims.
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Where successful, the evolving aims and processes of the whole-
school council appeared to be closely linked to school ethos. One
interviewee commented that the council had gradually become more
pastoral rather than business-like. Moreover, another headteacher
felt that the council had considerably changed the culture of the
school:

The school council has moved from a vehicle for complaints to
a more positive forum where people are congratulated, ideas
are developed and through which the school environment is
improved. It has moved the school on from where there were
difficulties to where children are given more freedom and
responsibility and an expectation to behave responsibly,

2.5 Key Findings and Issues
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3. MAINTAINING

A SCHOOL COUNCIL:

ORGANISATION, REPRESENTATION
AND PARTICIPATION

Having established a school council, what does it take to maintain
it in operation? Chapter 3 considers organisational issues: the
frequency, duration and timing of meetings and whether there should
be a dedicated budget. We then explore democratic issues of
representation — of students and adults ~ on the council, how the
former are elected or selected, and preparation for their role as
councillors. Finally, we review procedural matters: idea generation,
agenda setting, topics discussed, note taking and feedback. Here
we cite findings from the telephone survey with additional
llustrations from the case study schools.

3.1 The Frequency, Timing and Duration of
School Council Meetings

In most schools, council meetings were held once every half term.
However, the frequency of council meetings varied between
schools, from once a week to once a term. There were no major
differences between primary and secondary schools in this respect.
Once a month or once a fortnight were also popular timing options.
A teacher in one school believed that the council should not meet
more frequenily than once a month because such a period of time
is needed for classroom feedback and discussion. Another
interviewee mentioned that he tried to limit the number of meetings
in order to keep them meaningful. Both the telephone and the case
study interviews indicated that adequate time for feedback and idea
(re)generation should be important considerations in deciding the
frequency of meetings. In fact, it should be noted that, in at least
five of the sample schools, the frequency of meetings reported was
merely an ideal: ‘“We do not meet as regularly as I'would like.” This
appeared to be due to time pressures or, less commonly, student
apathy. Indeed, in three of the seven case study schools (one
primary, two secondary) the last scheduled school council meeting
towards the end of the summer term was cancelled, suggesting that
such meetings lack status, at least in the face of other demands at
such a point in the school year.
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In primary schools, the most popular time at which to hold meetings
was during lessons (15 schools), while in secondary schools, it was
lunchtime (ten schools). Furthermore, whereas councils in primary
schools largely met either during lunch or lesson time, there was
more variation in secondary schools, with a wider range of popular
times (1.e. lunchtime, after school, lesson time and (less frequently)
tutorial tire). In half of the secondary schools, the council meeting
took place in the PSE lesson. In one primary school, council
meetings spanned both lesson and lunchtime ‘so children do have
to give up some of their free time’, and in another, the school council
met during assembly.

There appear to be both advantages and disadvantages to holding
meetings during lesson time. In one school, the council was
organised in lessons to ‘create a reasonable business atmosphere
and give it status’, but in two other schools the disruption to teaching
time was deemed unacceptable. The latter view was supported by
some councillors in case study School C who unanimously reported
that they regretted missing lessons and were more than willing to
give up their own free time for council meetings. On the other
hand, some boys in School G, where the council met fortnightly at
lonchtime, regretted giving up their lunch break and reported
practical difficulties in obtaining their school lunch in sufficient
time before attending the meeting. This could be a consideration
in schools, such as this one, with a high proportion of free school
meals. A small number of teachers were clearly unsatisfied with
the timing of meetings in their school and were contemplating
changes.

The best time to hold council meetings is a ¢ritical issue on which
there appears to be no clear consensus in practice. If the council
meets during hunch or after school, students are required to give up
their free time and they may miss activities or clubs. Although
some may therefore be less willing to become a councillor, those
who actually do so are more likely to be genuinely committed. For
safety reasons primary school students are generally not expected
to stay after school, so this would not be an option for council
meetings. At the secondary phase, the means and time of travel
home from school might well be considerations against holding
the school council meeting after the school day. The costs of student
counciliors missing out on a small proportion of National
Curricuium time need to be weighed against the greater status the
council is likely to have if it meets during curriculum time. An
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approach might be to use a rotation method so the same subject in
the timetable is not consistently missed.

According to the telephone survey, meetings in secondary schools
generally last longer than those in primary schools: on average,
one hour in secondary schools compared with half an hour in
primaries. This is presumably because younger children are not
expected to concentrate for such long periods of time. The duration
of meetings ranged between 15 minutes (although in one school
‘this is not always long enough’) and one and a half hours. There
was no set time limit in two secondary schools — the duration varied
according to how much there was to discuss,

3.2 A Budget for the School Council?

Only one-quarter of schools (eight secondary and three primary
schools} in the survey had a budget specifically for the school
council. Budgets ranged from £50 to £3,000, with an approximate
average of £250 p.a. Some teachers reported that the budget was
for administration costs only (e.g. photocopying minutes), butin a
few schools such costs were subsidised by other aspects of the
school budget. School A’s budget was supported by fundraising
activities organised by the council representatives. The headteacher
reported that this process further enhanced children’s personal and
social development and motivation. The headteacher of School D
asked the council if they would like to have a budget of around
£2,000 p.a. which could be used to improve school facilities or
start new activities. One or two school councils obtained additional
funding from particular sources as required, for example from the
Parents’ Association. Several interviewees where the school council
lacked a dedicated budget mentioned that they obtained money if
needed, through the central funds of the school budget, organised
activities such as fétes, or in one school, through sponsorship.

In a few schools at least, however, it appeared that the budget was
not used to its full advantage. For instance, in two schools, the
previous year’s budget had not been touched and in another school
‘it doesn’t work very well because they {the children] don’t really
know what they want to do with it’. On the other hand, the fact that
the council had a budget could be a recognition of its standing as a
school institution; one interviewee was considering creating a
budget because it would “help 1o give the school council status’.
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In terms of opportunities for financial literacy, many of the
improvements to facilities which students and the school council
may wish to make have, often considerable, financial implications.
Exploration and explanation of these can be an ‘eye opener’ for
students and aid the development of financial and political realism.

3.3 Representation on the Council

32

School councils are mainly for students, but at least one adult usnally
attends. We were interested in knowing if there were different
patterns of representation of students on the councii and also how
many adulis other than the teacher leader were likely to be involved.

3.3.1 Student representation

In over half (29) of all the councils in the telephone sample, there
were two representatives from each class, or in smaller schools,
from each year group represented. This was the typical pattern for
both primary and secondary schools. But in a small number of
schools, there was only one representative for each class. And other
schools reported that there were four or five from each year group.
Judging from those schools that gave such information, the total
number of representatives on a school council varied from eight
to 26. Indeed, in school E, where any member of the school
could attend the meeting, but not speak, numbers approached
50. Some secondary schools had year councils as well as whole-
school councils. The total number of representatives on a year
council varied from ten to 20, normally with two students elected
from each tutor group, some of whom were then elected to the
whole school council.

A few school councils had substitute representatives, in case of
illness or other activities. In School E two representatives, a boy
and a girl, were elected from each class, partly for gender equality
but also to cover absence:

So there is a boy and a girl, so also if one person can’t come
then the other person comes, that’s the main reason why we
choose two. And the other one, is that instead of having fights
and that, we choose a boy and a givl.

From observation of the case-study school councils, these substitute
councillors do get called on to play a role in the council. This
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raises additional questions of preparation, participation and
continuity.

Primary schools were far more likely to exclude certain year groups
from the council than secondary schools. In the primary phase all
year groups were represented in less than one-third of schools. In
the majority (11 schools) the youngest age-group(s) were excluded;
sometimes this was the reception class only but in other schools it
was all of key stage 1. According to the councillors in School B,
in the younger years the teachers had ‘picked’ them, suggesting
some within-school differences based on age. In four primary
schools, only Years 5 and/or 6 were involved in the council, although
the reasons for this approach were not apparent.

However, the vast majority of secondary schools councils {23)
officially involved all year groups (although in one school it
normally ‘dies a death by Year 11 because of the GCSESs’ ). Years 7
and/or 8 were excluded in two schools because the school council
was thought to be ‘more appropriate’ for older students. In School
F the council was being extended to include girls from Years 7 and
8, together with Years 9 and 10, and the interviewees from Year 10
were wary of this:

Student ... now there is going to be a link with all of them. 1
think maybe they should have two separate meetings
with the Year 7s and 8s and 9s and 10s.

Student Well your opinions are going to differ, aren’t they,
berween the Years 7s and 8s to 9s and 10.

Student Yes, I think it is going to be quite hard to try and keep
track with all those people there.

Stodent The Year 7s are going to be a bit scared to speak
because of all of us bigger people there.

Evidently, younger students, whether in primary or secondary
schools, are more at risk from being excluded from their school’s
council. Judging from the evidence that a large proportion of
primary schools in the sample successfully ran a council, Year 7
and 8 students would be capable of being effective representatives
and would benefit from such a role. Primary schools, on the other
hand, need to consider whether very young students would
understand what being a councillor entails, and whether including
them would be of benefit to all parties concerned.
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3.3.2 Adult representation

As discussed in 2.2, teachers at a senior level were likely to play a
large role in the running of the school council in primary schools.
In the majority of cases (18), primary headteachers usually attended
meetings, while in the remainder of schools, the deputy head took
this role. In secondary schools, however, this was less likely to be
the case. Heads or deputies attended most of the meetings in 14
out of 25 schools, and in five schools a senior teacher attended. In
the remainder of schools (six), a member of the SMT did not
normally attend meetings.

In six secondary schools and 14 primaries, other teachers were also
involved (sometimes by rotation), varying from other members of
the SMT to teaching assistants. In just over one-quarter of all
schools, staff members were invited as appropriate, if an issue
directly concerned them. Non-teaching staff (usually school meal
supervisors or caretakers) were either permanently represented or
invited as appropriate in a small number of schools. This could be
useful in terms of improving relationships with students and making
changes. For example, in School C (primary), the cook attended
the school council meeting to discuss responses from a food survey
undertaken by students. By comparison, in School D (secondary)
the involvement was outside the school council meeting:

We have a lot of ideas about catering, i.e. a breakfast service
and more vendors so the catering people are very much involved.
Thev don’t come to the meetings but we are involved with them
because there is a lot of changes we wanted to make.

It seemed that, overall, parents had very little representation. They
were represented in one primary school, although it was not clear
whether they attended every council meeting. And in one secondary
school, they were occasionally invited to discuss a specific matter.

In four schools (three secondary schools), governors attended as
appropriate. A small number of teacher leaders of the school council
in primary schools expressed an interest in involving governors
with the council; but most also indicated that this would be difficult
becaunse meetings are held during the school day when governors
would be working. In School C, counciliors reported that a governor
had attended a meeting of the school council. In four other schools,
visitors, such as the police or youth workers, were occasionally
invited to attend a council meeting; for example, to discuss setting
up a local Youth Conference.
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3.4 (S)election of Councillors

In the vast majority of schools (four-fifths), classroom elections
were held to select representatives. In most schools, elections are
regarded as formal, sometimes involving mini-election campaigns,
hustings and secret ballots. In one school all representatives had to
sign contracts — ‘for the pupils it's like being a Member of
Farliament’. Three teacher interviewees in primary schools,
however, mentioned that the younger children ‘seem a bir lost
during the election process — ‘they don't really understand’. In
secondary schools where teachers linked the process to citizenship
education, elections were held during PSHE.

Alternative methods for the selection of representatives were used
in one-fifth of schools. In two primary schools, for example, the
class teacher chose the representatives. In one school, teachers
chose the youngest representatives only, and, in the other, the
headteacher ‘hoped to give children a greater say in who is selected’
even though this ‘teacher selection” method ‘worked well from the
beginning’. According to councillors in School C, different methods
were practised in different classrooms. In some, teacher selection
occurred — ‘She said I might have a lot to say’ — in others, there was
an election. This may have been related to the age of the students,
as the reception class was represented, and as it was reported by
teachers and councillors that there was much competition to be a
counctllor: “The girls in my class ask me can they swap, can they
be on the school council.” A rotation method was used in two other
primary schools so that ‘everyone gets a chance’. In one school,
children volunteered to become a councilior. And in another school,
every child (in the year group on the council) became a councillor.
If a school had a year council, representatives from this were then
elected to the whole school council (either by the whole year group
of just the year council members). In the remainder of schools,
representatives were ‘chosen’ or nominated; it is not clear whether
or not this was a democratic process.

Primary school students, younger students in secondary schools
and sixth-formers appeared to be the most enthusiastic about the
elections, judging from the responses given by the teacher
interviewees. Sixth-form councils were described as formal and
democratic, sometimes involving an elected ‘president’. Several
teacher interviewees, particularly those in primary schools, were
keen to emphasise the enthusiasm displayed by children about the
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elections — ‘being on the school council is much sought after and is
held in high regard; children will fight for this’. In School A, there
was an established election system and much competition for
election in which the candidates made a poster and an election letter,
as some Year 6 councillors described:

Student What we done was [voted for] who we really liked
and who we want to do the school council. We vote
Jor whoever because she or he is the best for a school
councillor.

Student They were choosing people and being sensible. My
Sriend said *You're the school councillor; you are a
sensible person.’

Researcher Did vou all have that feeling that they voted for vou
because you are sensible?

Students Yes.

Other Year 6 students, who had either been councillors in previous
years or failed to be elected, independently corroborated this
judgement in another interview:

Researcher Do you think the way in which people get elected is a
good way? Tell us about what happens.

Student It’s really good because you actually get 1o vote and
when you're alone you have a good idea of who you
could put. You could put yvourself, but if vou really
wanited this other person to do it and you think they
deserve it, vou could choose them.

Student I think voting is the best idea.

In School F, a girl in Year 10 described the nomination procedure:

Well what usually happened was that we asked somebody who
was one of our friends to nominate us and they would fill in a
Jorm and we’d both have to sign it. That is to say that we agree
and other people had to sign it to say that this person should be
on the school council. Then the form would be issued with the
names of people that had been nominated. Each person got
two vores.

The girls thought it would be something of a ‘popularity contest’,

but also that it was important to elect someone who ‘would speak
first’, because ‘if you don’t speak out there is not veally a lot of
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point in being there’. As with the primary students, friends were

significant voters, but peers also recognised merit: ‘So your friends

voted for you, people who sort of know who vou are. People who

don 't really know you that well if they thought vou would be good

on it

Researcher Were there other personal qualities do you think that
people would have looked for?

Student Well, I think you have to be fairly reliable and put
Jorward other people’s views instead of just your own.

Student Yes, you have to ask people if there is anything they
want to come up at the school council meeting.

Student I think vou have got to be guite approachable, quite
open and make people feel they can come up to you
and say can you bring this up?

Student 1 picked one person because 1 thought she was a good
speaker and could put her opinions forward in a way
that would make people listen to her.

This suggests that these councillors, at least, understood, to some
extent, the democratic concepts of ‘representation’, ‘consuitation’,
‘accessibility’ and ‘openness’. They also thought that volunteering
to be on the council was important: ‘It is aboutr who wants to do it
not who has to do it. I think that perhaps if somebody had to do it,
it would take away the appeal.’

However, elsewhere, standing for election and voting, were not
always taken so seriously; sometimes popular students who were
not perceived as responsible by peers could get elected. Candidates
would sometimes be voted in by their friends:

I think basically it’s how they view you, 'cos some people in the
school would elect you for certain things ’cos you’re their mate.
Basically I know this person so I'll elect them 'cos he’s my friend.
That’s not how it should be. (Chairperson of school council,
School )

In School D, two or three of the Year 9-=11 councillors interviewed
claimed that they had been (s)elected by default and lack of
competition from peers:

Student In my form, there was me and three boys and each
boy got two votes and I got the rest. So it was the
boys just wanted io say ‘Well, I'm a bov, I want fo
do it
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Student In our form no one wanted to do it at all so the teacher
said ‘Just vote for anybody’ and everyvone chose to
vote for X because he didn't want to do it

Student My class is very much ‘Does anyone want to be the
class rep this vear? No. Sowill Y do it again?’ So 1
really don’t have a choice. I don’t mind doing it. I
like doing it, but nobody else in my class will do it, so
it is shoved on to me each year and I just happen to
be re-elected.

Researcher Do you think that is because people are not generally
very interested or because they think vou are especially
good ar it?

Staudent I think they are intevested but they are not interested
for themselves. They wouldn’t want to give up their
lunchtime to vote and I don't mind.

Sometimes elections could produce curious results, In School D,
both non-councillors and councillors remarked on the election of
one boy:

Because he was like the one who always got told off, bur actually
he got picked.

Apparently he always has good ideas to put forward and is really
sensible and mature about it.

He’s a real rebel and vou wouldn’t expect him to furn up to any
meetings but he does. He comes every time and gives really
valuable ideas, so until you get there yvou don’t know what they
are going 1o be like. Surpasses all expeciations.

Seizing an opportunity to be a member of the school council counld
aiso be a matter of personal motivation. In School E, a Year 8 boy,
who claimed “In Year 7, I was naughty, very naughty’ and ‘Got
loads of detentions for not doing homework’ said that he had not
been elecied but,

...what happened was my friend he didn 't want to be in the school
council anymore and no one wanted to be in it so I came to
prove that I'm not as bad as I'm said to be. Evervone knew
me as a bad child so I thought that if I could be on the school
council and help people and not be naughty and show
evervone I'm not bad.

We did not discover any school where the votes for candidates had
been reported, as in a public election. Where this issue was
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discussed with councillors, they were aware of pros and cons in
making the number of votes cast public.

In the majority of schools, membership of the school council
changed annually. Variations were: once every half term {(one
school), termly (two schools) and twice a year (two schools).
Representatives in five schools remained on the council for the
duration of their school career, unless they chose to step down; “If
a team works well, why change it?” said the teacher in charge.
Similarly, several other teachers mentioned that representatives were
able 1o stay on the council for more than one year. It seems thata
balance needs to be found between allowing students sufficient
time to learn and exercise the skills involved in being a councillor,
and giving enough students this opportunity. One teacher
commented that even when membership changed annually, it ‘was
not enough time for them to fully benefit from the experience’,
although another mentioned that he was considering decreasing
the duration of membership in order to allow more children to gain
from the experience.

One secondary school adopted a flexible approach: in principle
the council representatives could stand down any time they
wished {with a minimum period of one term), but ‘as long as each
class is represented [at the meetings], it doesn’t matter how'.
This relaxed approach apparently ook the pressure off the
representatives to altend meetings when they had other
commitments. The interviewee from this schoot! also mentioned
that the Year 11 representatives rotated the responsibility so that
it did not affect their GCSE work.

In a few schools, there were procedures for removing representatives
who failed to regularly attend meetings or who abused their role
(see School A, Appendix 2) but there was generally flexibility about
attendance. Occasionally students wished to stand down, as in
School D where the lunchtime meetings conflicted with music club
on which one girl wished to concentrate.

Election of chairperson, where this was a student, was an important
process. In School E, hustings were held and the chairperson, a
Year 12 girl, was elected from the senior prefects after making a
speech:

1 think I was a lot familiar with the school before as well. 1 used
to do quite a bit of jobs, like helping at parents evening. I was
reliable and responsible I think I said I was and willing to do
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things and I haven'’t got a bad punctuality. Things like that do
matter and you know you have to be well known throughout the
whole school as well. Let them know that vou will be there, that
you will do things for them, so that's another thing.

3.5 Preparation of Students for their Role on the
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Council

In the majority of schools, students were given some sort of
preparation for their role on the council. This usually took the
form of a meeting (sometimes the first council meeting of the
academic year) in which the new councillors’ roles, responsibilities
and expectations were discussed. As one teacher in charge reported:
‘I set some ground rules and let them know that their role is both
positive and serious.” In some schools, the teacher in charge also
explained how to obtain the views of everyone in their class, the
importance of confidentiality and the functions of the council. One
headteacher regarded this as an essential aspect of having a school
counci and took it a step further by teaching them how to take
minutes and how to give feedback to their classes; ‘it is very
important to give them the skills they need to be effective reps’.

Preparation for being a representative was regarded by many
teachers in charge as an ‘informal chat’, whereas in others, it was
more of an ‘induction process’, with documentation and information
being given out to students, and occasionally with other teachers
helping with training. One headteacher was extremely keen for
the councillors to undergo externally provided training, but decided
that it was geographically inaccessible. ‘Preparation’ in some
schools took the form of talking to all students about the council,
either in class-time, assemblies or both (sometimes even before
voting took place).

A different approach to preparation was adopted in a small number
of schools: experienced or ex-councillors talked to the new
councillors (or in one case the prospective councillors) about their
experience, so that they would have an idea of what to expect. In
one school, teachers adopted the role of chairperson and secretary
for the first meeting to demonstrate how it should be done.

Preparation and/or training did not take place in ten schools; most
of the teacher interviewees in these schools believed that students
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learn ‘as they go on’ and receive ‘training on the job® and that it is
therefore unnecessary. A few teacher interviewees emphasised that
their council was ‘informal’. Two reported that students ‘are already
Jamiliar with it before they become a councillor’, and in one school,
‘they are welcome to come and sit in on the meetings and see what
it is like’. Elsewhere training was idiosyncratic, ‘according to how
enthusiastic they are about it’. Another three schools, all secondary,
were planning to begin training or improve the existing ‘informal
preparation’.

3.6 Idea Generation and Agenda Setting

In just over two-thirds of schools, councillors obtained ideas and
views about issues for the council from their classmates. However,
the level of formality of this process varied considerably, In some
schools, especially primaries, consultation of peers was carried out
under supervision in PSE or pastoral care lessons. In other schools,
more commonly secondary schools, councillors simply asked their
peers. In six schools, it was said that ‘issues are raised by pupils’,
although it is not clear whether this was done in class, or generally
through word of mouth.

Several other methods were used to decide which topics should be
discussed at the meetings. A notebook was passed around in
classrooms in a couple of schools “so that all children, even those
who are shy of voicing their opinions, can put down anything they
want discussed’. Five schools had a suggestion box, and one had a
‘worry and help’ box as well so students’ personal problems could
be discussed anonymously in council meetings. In one primary
school, councillors held a ten-minute ‘surgery’ every week to receive
ideas and comments from peers. Other sources of topics included:

matters from previous meetings (14 schools);

staff (normally members of the SMT, ten schools);
representatives themselves (eight schools);

vear council meetings (five schools);

the person in charge of the council (three schools);

open council meetings (three schools); and

* * ¢ > &+ > >

governors’ suggestions (one school).
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Some schools adopted only one of these methods (e.g. ‘ideas come
straight from year council’); other school councils used a variety
of sources of ideas and concerns. One interviewee described the
process as ‘self-perpetuating’.

In primary School A, Circle Time was used to generate agenda
items from some classes:

Researcher And before you have the next meeting, and that will
be next term now, will you discuss what goes on the
agenda? You know what an agenda is, don’t you?

Student What goes on in the meeting.
Researcher Yes, vou have a list of things for discussion.

Student Maybe they've discussed how thev’re gonna get the
stuff, equipment — how they’re gonna ovder it and,
like, everyone has to agree with the same thing.

Researcher So, are you able to make suggestions for the agenda
in the class?

Students Yeah.

Researcher Does the teacher ask you, or does the representative
ask you?

Student Both of them.

Student We say what we want fo get them to do.
Researcher And do you trust them to do that properly?
Student Yeah.

Student They’re really responsible. They're actually like
grown-ups sitting down asking us ‘What do you
want...?’

Judging from those schools which reported the way in which the
actual agenda for meetings was set, it seemed that the most popular
method was for the council members (or in some secondary schools,
the chairperson and secretary) to decide. In the remainder, the
teacher attending the meeting decided (in three cases along with
the students). In one school, a randomised system was used, with
discussion of one issue from each year in turn.

In secondary School I, the student chairperson and the senior
teacher who attended the meeting arranged the agenda together:
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Yeah, me and [the senior teacher] get together and we actually...
decide what we actually want to talk about, and then we talk to
people like Mrs X, who is head of catering.... I do let everybody
know. Thar was one thing I wanted to know from them all today:
is there anything that they would like me to put on the agenda,
or do they feel that I need to put something on? They should let
me know, so feedback is very important.

In fact she had been proactive and included in the agenda of the
meeting observed (see 4.2.2) the issue of the role of the school
councillor: ‘because there are some things that some of them were
not fulfilling so they weren't doing a lot of things®. She felt that it
was part of her role to get the councillors to consider how they
were carrving out their role (as did the head who chaired School
A’s council (see 4.2.1)). Also, she clearly felt able to veto further
discussion of mobile phones, which had been repeatedly raised, as
she knew there was no chance of students being allowed to have
them in school: ‘So that'’s why I said ar this meeting no we’re not
having it so there’s no point in talking abour it.’

The matter of idea generation for the school council is the mirror
image of that of feedback from the council (see 3.8.2). Both of
these processes require more explicit and formal attention in terms
of setting up an established system of structures and dedicated time,
which class or form tutors needed to respect and value.

3.7 Topics of Discussion

Figure 1 (overleaf) indicates the topics discussed by primary and
secondary school councils. The main topics dealt with by school
councils, as reported by teachers in charge, were:

e Provision of Facilities. This had been discussed in every one
of the secondary schools in the sample, and in nine of the
primary schools. Students had asked for lockers (six schools),
water fountains (six schools), additional sports facilities and
benches in the playground (three schools each). Other requests
included: payphones, notice-boards, a chess club, a tuck shop,
vending machines, a smoking room, a video and games room,
a memorial garden, more signs around school and a Learning
Resource Centre;
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Figure 1: Topics discussed in primary and secondary school councits
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o Playground Issues. These had been discussed by all 25 primary
schools, for example, markings, equipment, organisation/rotas,
shelter from the sun, and where and when football conld be
played and by whom;

e School Buildings. Improvements to the fabric of the school
building, normally toilets and/or cloakrooms were frequently
discussed. In some cases, the issue was about tidiness, but in
others, students felt that refurbishment or attention to hygiene
was needed (19 schools);

e Organisation. Discussion of organisation of lunchtimes,
activities, clubs or courses during lunch, break or after school
and assemblies often occurred (19 schools);

s  Fundraising. Charity events (mainly school discos), and
fundraising generally and to which charities money should go,
were topics of discussion (18 schools);

e Catering. The lunch menu, canteen food, catering issues (18
schools, 11 secondary);

e School Uniform. (17 schools,11 secondary). Two mentioned
the issue was about girls wearing trousers;
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e Bullying. In some cases policies on bullying were being
developed (13 schools, eight primary) and student counselling
was being developed in School D;

o Environmental issues and litter {12 schools);

e Teaching and Learning/the Curriculum (13 schools, ten
secondary). Three schools had discussed homework, three had
discussed staff and the remainder had discussed aspects of the
curriculum — the content or organisation (e.g. mixed-ability
teaching} of PSHE, citizenship, ICT and theatre studies;

e Running of the School, especially rules, ¢.2. the code of conduct,
rules for walking down corridors (eight secondary schools);

e  Friendship Groups and buddy systems (four primary schools);

o Travel Arrangements to and from school - buses (three
secondary schools);

s Sports (two secondary schools);

o Community Links, mainly to primary schools (two secondary
schools, one of which was helping students to set up a school
council);

o Home/school Agreement (two secondary schools);

o  Other Topics, mentioned by one school each, included: the
prefect system, school trips, redeveloping the school
prospectus, a community award scheme, changing the school’s
name, the behaviour of students, gender ineqguality and students’
personal problems.

It is clear that a vast range of topics was discussed, with increasing
diversity in secondary schools. Playground issues, which
preoccupied many primary school councils, were, not surprisingly,
generally no longer a cause for concern in secondary schools.
Instead, it appears that as students get older, they become more
aware of things that might improve their school life, and therefore
focus more on the provision of facilities,

A typical primary council meeting in School A for 50 minutes at
lunchtime discussed: matters arising from the previous meeting
{mainly how to keep toilets clean and whether councillors wanted
to take on the role of toillet monitors); the school charter for
children’s behaviour and anti-bullying, which was being finalised
and would be displayed in each ciassroom; how each class voied
1o spend £500 on playground facilities; and an item from governors
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who warted students’ opinions on ‘Making the school better and
saving money’ (which the headteacher used as an opportunity to
explain how much money the school spent annually on utilities).
In a subsequent meeting, energy-saving ideas from several
classes were discussed, councillors suggested how they could
help put these in place and it was planned to make posters in art
{o support these activities.

A typical secondary council meeting in School D for 35 minutes
covered: matters arising — tree planting commemoration involving
council representatives, progress on a time capsuie for the
millennium, opening of a five-a-side team by the local MP; catering
provision arrangements; activities day 2001, ‘ideas which both
sexes can do'; the sixth-form car park and the bike sheds; charities
to benefit from fundraising, ideas about local charities; the school
colours and other categories of merits — with some students
arguing that effort as well as talent should be rewarded; using a
school notice-board to display information about the council;
modifications to the school uniform.

As might be expected, secondary students were far more inclined
than were primary students to voice their opinions about the quality
of teaching they received. In fact, one head reported that he valued
students’ views about teaching and learning and encouraged students
to voice their opinions, It is interesting to note some examples of
school council discussions of teaching and learning and the
curriculum:

+

In one school, there was discussion about PSHE as some
students thought they were being taught certain things at too
young an age;

In another school, ‘raising levels of achievement’ was seen as
an important topic, and the council had discussed ‘barriers to
learning’, such as unhelpful text books and a lack of library
books;

In one primary school, the interviewee reported that the children
‘wanted more fun in the teaching and learning environment’;

The number of lessons in the school day had also been
considered by one council;

In a secondary school, the school council had amended the
drug education policy and rewritten a policy on peer-group
counselling in relation to bullying.
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In the school council in School F, there had been some discussion
about curriculum organisation:

Student ‘Why do we need five science lessons a week when

RE and ICT have been cut off the Year 10 and 11
curriculum and they have stuck two extra science
lessons in their place?” and he said ‘That's because
you need more time to do the course — there is so much
content in the science double that you need five lessons
a week to do it

Student There is sort of one issue though with the ICT because
there is no GCSE ICT; quite a few people liked 10 do
that.

Student I mean the GCSE RE was on the options list bur ir

didn’t run, but the GCSE ICT wasn’t even on there,
wasn't even an option.

Researcher So could you have raised these issues?

Student 1 think we did actually and he said there wasn't enough
funding or whatever.

Student They were going to do it next year.

Researcher So vou can raise these things to say that you have
noticed?

Student Yes, they listen to what you are saving.

A few schools mentioned that students were allowed to discuss
anything — ‘there are no taboo subjects’. Generally it appeared
that many students have some sense of boundaries not to be crossed.
But in certain schools some topics were taboo.

4

Staff. In three schools, students were not allowed to discuss
individual members of staff. Other interviewees mentioned
that it was awkward when students did raise concerns about
teachers, but commented that ‘ir mustn’t be ignored’. ‘In a
broad sense they understand that you don 't talk about individual
teachers and children in the school council’ (Head, School B).
Interestingly the councillors supported this: ‘It feels like vou
are saying something offensive to someone and it’s better not
to say it for the fact that they might get hurt’, claimed one
student. In School F, girls understood they could not discuss
that ‘we want so and so sacked, not personal things’.
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¢ Uniform or Conduct. Another teacher said that he directed ‘them
away from cerfain subjects that are not possible 1o change,
such as non-uniform’. In School D, one councillor commented:
‘We are allowed to discuss anything, But [ think if we said
anything like major breaking of the rules or changing the school
conduct completely, then it wouldn't be perhaps considered.’
In School C, councillors suggested they would not be allowed
to discuss having mobile phones in school, although they
claimed some students did actually bring them to school

Though a few teachers in charge of school councils or other
members of school staff may not have fully realised or accepted i,
the existence of a school council in principle permits issues to be
raised. Unless certain topics are explicitly acknowledged as, and
stated to be, taboo, all kinds of provision, practices and procedures
are open to discussion and change. However, there were some
indications that some teachers were not entirely amenable to open
discussion of school practices and procedures and, in consequence,
vetoed debate, thereby limiting the role of the school council as an
agent of change or as making the running of the school more
accountable. Aclear and consistent policy about the appropriateness,
or otherwise, of commenting on staff and the suitability of topics
for discussion needs to be developed, made known and adopted by
the council.

3.8 Note-taking and Feedback to Others

48

In order to ensure that the school council functions as a viable
institution for the whole-school community and that all students
feel involved and able to participate through their membership of
the school community, attention must be paid to communication
within the school. The processes of taking notes or minutes in order
to inform non-councillors of the discussions and action points from
the school council meeting, and more active methods of giving
feedback and involving the student body as a whole in further
deliberations, are critical to the vital functioning and well-being of
a healthy school council which is a truly representative of all
students.
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3.8.1 Note-taking

According to the telephone interviews, the person (or people) in
charge of recording details of the school council meeting varied
according to whether the council was in a primary or secondary
school. In the majority of secondary schools (17), a student secretary
(usually voted in by the council along with the chairperson and
sometimes a vice-chairperson) took minutes during meetings (as
in Schools E and G). This method was only used, however, in
seven primary schools, where the secretary was normally in Year 6
(asin School B). In most schools, this person remained the secretary
for the year, but in a few schools, a different student acted as
secretary each week, or all the representatives took notes (as in
School A, C, F). One interviewee mentioned that minutes were
written in ‘pupil speak’, and that they were anonymous.

In School G, one of the boys acted as a secretary: '...he writes it
all down, he types if out. He writes about what has happened
during the meeting and he fypes that up and gives it toc me and
matters arising, the stuff we talked about at the last meeting he
does it. ... and when I get that back I say “Ah right, this point was
highlighted last week in the meeting so this is what we will bring
forward today™’

Initially, the minutes went to the chairperson and the teacher in
charge, then with a letter about the date and time of the next
meeting to the form groups. Feedback to the form appeared to
occlr on an ad hoc basis in registration, with questions and
suggestions from other boys.

In School C, the head had provided counciifors with badges, a
notebook to recerd action and consultation points and an agenda
on which to obtain class views in advance of the meeting and
any notes. In fact these symbols of office were one of the reasons
the councillors thought some of their peers also wanted to be
councillors: ‘I think its because we've got our school pens and
folders. * You get a folder and notsbook and more work to do.
The headteacher told students when 1o write things down in order
o inform and consult their classes.

In primary schools, however, it was much more common for an
adult to take the role of secretary — this was the case in 17 primary
schools, but only eight secondary schools. In three schools, the
teacher in charge took minutes; one said that a student used to, but
‘it is important that detailed minutes are taken for feedback’. In
another three schools, the teacher in charge ‘nofes key points’ (as
in School D). A school secretary or another member of staff tock
minutes in a couple of other schools.
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3.8.2 Feedback to peers

Three main methods were used to feed back information from the
school council meetings to other students:

¢ Representative(s) Giving Feedback to their Peers, sometimes
with the help of minutes. In some schools, there was a scheduled
classroom slot for feedback (mostly during PSE, or tutorial or
registration periods); in other schools, giving feedback was a
much more informal and ad hoc process which representatives
themselves had to initiate. In fact, three teachers interviewed
admitted that it ‘might not always happen in practice’.
Encouragingly, however, a small number of schools provided
discussion time in class (e.g. in Circle Time) after the students
had received feedback from the meetings;

¢ Distributing Copies of the Minutes to each class, pinning them
1p on a notice-board or filing them for reference;

¢ Reporting back through School Assemblies, mostly by the head,
sometimes by council representatives. This method was
slightly more common in primary schools.

In a few schools, councillors gave feedback to their year councils,
with the idea that the information ‘cascades down to the other
pupils’. The student newspaper was also used to disseminate
information about the council in a couple of schools.

In School A, the head, who chaired the council meeting, frequently
stressed the need for councillors to ‘nag’ their teachers for time to
consult their classes.

Researcher [I'm very interested to know about the things that {X],
the headteacher, kept referring to — that you should
go back and consult with the other children in vour
class. He kept emphasising that. So how does that
happen?

Student In Circle Time. Evervone has a chance 1o talk and we
go back to the class and tell them about it.

Student The teacher tells us first what we have to say about
and she goes around the whole circle to see if there is
any ideas.

As observers of a specific Circle Time feedback session with a
Year 3 class straight after a school council meeting, we were able
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to witness that the most enthusiastic representative had a very clear
picture of what was talked about at the meeting, what was decided
and what she had to ask her class. Though we had some reservations
about the degree of understanding and participation by some
members of the class, those non-councillors we interviewed seemed
satisfied with the procedures and practices and felt well enough
informed and consulted:

Student  Yeah and Charlotte [a councillor] is my friend so she
tells me I think some things a bit earlier.

Student  In Circle Time... sometimes when there’s something
important...on Friday we had a vote.

Student  We had some spending money on the playground. I
think we had £500 and we had 10 vote for what we
wanted in the playground.

In School E, where the meetings were held once a term, the form
representatives played a key role in relaying issues from the
meetings and getting feedback on a feedback sheet (see example
below) which was then placed in a folder in the main office. Both
the SMT representative and the student chairperson reminded
councillors of this responsibility: ‘the school’s giving vou the chance
to put your needs forward’ . The feedback was also used as a source
of agenda items for the following meeting. In between meetings it
was the responsibility of the form representative to liaise with the
prefects on the school council about urgent issues. They also saw
as part of their role the need to explain to peers that they could not
always get what they wanted and the reasons why.

SCHOOL COUNCIL: FORM FEEDBACK
Date: Name: Form:

Points from Councit Suggestions/Comments from Form

TO BE RETURNED ASAP TO SCHOOL COUNCIL FOLDER iN THE OFFICE

g seey ety
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Feedback to peers was a key issue in the successful involvement of
all in the school council and its vitality. Several examples from the
case study schools highlight some challenges and perceptions.

In some schools, such as School D, the lack of formally structured
feedback time meant that students had different experiences of
participation, consultation and influence, depending on whether
their form tutor allowed time for it or not.

We meet in registration in our vear base and talk about the
meeting. Then they will go to their classes and talk to their
classes. Then we'll meer again and they will give the year reps
the ideas that they will back and then they write them down and
bring them back to the council meeting... In our class the teacher
always reminds the rep to talk to the class, make sure they do. It
depends what teacher you have,

Our teacher doesn’t normally remember so the year council
person whenever they see the members will mention it to the
class (Councillors, School D).

There also seemed to be variable practices as to whether minutes
of the school council were distributed to the year heads or to the
form representatives. Two councillors had ideas about how the
feedback process could be improved:

Better feedback might help and may be a time. They could set a
time when people could come to their form reps and the form
reps could be somewhere at a certain time on a certain day so
that if you had an idea vou could go to them.

1 think also set times for vear council meetings rather then when
its just the vear head’s whim because that is really frustrating
irying to get everyone there and then you have five minutes to
discuss everything. Usually they tell us just the date or the
morning that you have got to go now. So if you know a week in
advance then you can make sure that you didn't have any
homework to do at registration that dayv. Or even every vear has
a year base. Somewhere you can put your ideas on subjects
and then the vear reps can look through them or two chosen
class reps can look through the ideas.

The lack of structured opportunity to feed back issues from the

school council meetings and to gain comments and new suggestions
was a major disadvantage in School F. The councillors seemed to
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operate on an informal basis. This was further complicated by a
system of form leaders who were supposed to link between the
form and school council. Some were both form leaders and school
councillors, who had a wider role to represent the year group, and
not every form had a direct representative.

Student

Student

...we do social education once a week. If every class,
like once a term, had a chance 1o put their ideas
Jorward and the school council could take it further.
That would be a good idea because we don’t really
get much feedback from people. Well, we do
occasionally bur not very often.

It is only occasionally I get people coming up to me
and saying ‘There is something wrong here’ or ‘Could
you say this?’. So from that point of view I think that
sometimes people don 't quite understand exactly what
we do, So they feel they can'’t come to us and say
what they want, because perhaps they feel it would be
a bit trivial for a school council meeting.

Much seemed to depend on informal networking, also in terms of
communicating decisions to the whole school:

Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

And even then it is only the big decisions that are
known to them, like the one with the trousers which
were put on the uniform list this teym. It is only the
big decisions they actually know about. Any smaller
decisions they will find out about by word of mouth
and nothing else and that is only if they are interested.

Do you think that matters or do you think that is just
a reflection of real life democracy?

Well if they are interested they will ask, won't they,
and if they are not then they’ll probably find out some
other way anyway whether they like it or not.

Do you think that relates in anyway io what is being
discussed in this General Election that the parties are
concerned about the voters not turning up to elections
because of being apathetic? Do you see any relation
between those two things?

Yes, because some people in school really don’t care
what the school council does, like some people are
leaving soon and say ‘It doesn’t concern me so what
do I care.’
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Student I don’t think many people actually realise how much
detail vou actually go into.

Student Idon't think they even know how that works, do they?

Smdent They don't really realise how much, like the trousers
issue, how long that actually went on for; they just
think it came up in one meeting then it sort of
happened.

Stadent I think quite a few people know what actually happens
in the school council meeting but theve are a few who
have no idea at all.

Researcher Do you think that is part of vour role to get to them
a bir?

Student Well, we would but we don’t really know how to, do
we? We don't have a chance. We don't really know
because there isn't a set time.

Despite this, the girls were unanimous about recommending to other
schools that they have a council: “’cos it allows the pupils to have
some sort of connection with the teachers’ or ‘more with the head’ .
On the trousers issue, the teachers had to say whether they actually
agreed. This had highlighted the fact that there was no structure
which allowed teachers to listen to the girls’ points of view: “The
teachers don’t really hear us as a group; they don’t really hear our
points of view.” This school was in the process of extending its
school council to include the lower forms.

Generally, the system and structure for feedback to all students
needed more explicit and consistent attention in schools, with more
formal checking and monitoring procedures in place.

3.8.3 Feedback to teachers and governors

Several methods were used to provide feedback to staft members.
The most common was to give them a copy of the minutes, although
several teacher interviewees mentioned that only the SMT or
headteacher received the notes. It seemed that more teachers were
likely to receive minutes of meetings in primary schools. Several
teachers reported that they heard about issues when they were
discussed in class or assemblies, or were able to read the minutes
on a notice-board (and were therefore not given copies themselves).
A few schools held staff meetings if an important issue arose which
needed teacher consultation. In a couple of schools, teachers did
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not receive any feedback at all, and in an additional four schools,
although topics were discussed with individual staff as appropriate,
there was no formal feedback. One interviewee felt that ‘there is a
gap....it [feedback] could be made more prominent’, and two
emphasised that feedback was very informal.

The issue of teacher feedback was generally underdeveloped and
we did not have the resources or opportunities to pursue it
adequately. In School E, a senior teacher was present alongside the
chairperson at the council meeting. He saw it as his role to refer
any issues he could not deal with back to the senior management
team and this was also the perception which counciilors held:

[The senior teacher] goes back to semnior management on
Mondays when they have their meeting and he explains what
has happened at the council meeting and they discuss it. That’s
why he always knows and he goes to speak with the headteacher
and depury head.

Governors of primary schools were much more likely than
secondary school governors to be given feedback from the school
council. But it appeared that the governors in only half the sample
of schools received any feedback at all. Furthermore, interviewees
in several schools said that governors ‘are not officially given
Jeedback, but if something comes up they might be told informally’.
The main ways in which governors were informed was through
headteachers’ annual reports, governors’ meetings, receiving the
school council minutes, or occasionally via the councillors (usually
sixth-formers) if they were invited to governors’ meetings.
Conversely, governors did not generally seem to use the school
council as a mechanism to consult students; the most frequent
example concerned school uniform.

The matter of feedback to students, teachers and governors appears
to be a weak link in the practice of having a school council.
Opportunities for information-giving, developing awareness of
democratic procedures and building coherent consultative practices
do not seem to be consistently followed. There often seemed to be
a gap between the focus on elected councillors and the school
council meeting and the body politic. But the value of instituting a
structure to facilitate the full and meaningful participation of all
students should not be underestimated if the school council is to
have standing, purpose and relevance.
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4. SCHOOL COUNCILS IN
PRACTICE

In the course of the case study research, we observed some 15 school
council meetings, seven in the three primary schools and eight in
the four secondary schools (as detailed in Table 2, Appendix 1).
With one exception (School E), in each school, at least two school
council meetings were observed, and in two schools (C and D),
three council meetings were viewed. We employed a structured
observation schedule that also allowed for a sequential description
of the school council meeting (see Appendix 1). Our observations
provided some rich material, which complemented and raised
questions about the claims and perceptions of teachers and students,
councillors and non-councillors. Chapter 4 addresses a number of
issues which arose as a result of reflecting on the school council
meeting observations: practical issues; the role of the chairperson,
as undertaken by the teacher leader or a student councillor;
participation and non-participation in meetings; the representation
of views or the expression of personal opinions; the school council
as a strategy for institutional change.

4.1 Practical Issues

Observing some meetings raised some practical issues concerning
the conduct of meetings:

¢ Place. Finding a relatively quiet self-contained meeting place
was important.

In School C, meetings took place in the hall, which was an open
throughway incorporating the library and access to classrooms as
well as the offices. A procession of passers by could overhear
discussion and their movement could distract the councillors,
Unfortunately, in this school there appeared to be no other more
appropriate meeting place.

It may also be important to have a consistent and known meeting
place for the council in order to give it status and standing. However,
at least three of the case study councils met in different places
over time.

57




SCHOOL COUNCILS: THEIR ROLE [N CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

58

¢ Space. Layout conld be significant for the functioning of the

meeting as it was important for all councillors to be able see
and be seen by the chairperson to get attention.

in School F, girls contrasted one crowded meeting in the library with
Year 7s being recruited to the school council and the usual iocation
in the hall. Eye contact was thought to be really important as ‘it was
pretty much impossible to figure ouf who was speaking and where'.
'It's got to be somewhere guief where you won't be disturbed, but it
also helps if you can see everybody’

Time. When to hold a meeting was a problem that had different
implications however it was solved. If a meeting was held at
lunchtime, it could conflict with councillors® other
extracurricular interests, so that they had to choose. Or it could
even put off some potential councillors from standing for
election. The wide catchment of most secondary schools did
not permit them to hold meetings after school (School E was an
exception). And holding a meeting in curriculuzm time would
mean that councillors were penalised and had work to catch up,
as well as incurring the displeasure of some teachers — who might
in any case not be in favour of the council ~ at the loss of teaching
time. Length of the meeting was also an issue in some cases; it
appeared that infrequent meetings of half an hour were
inadegunate and left unfinished business. Some councillors
wanted more frequent meetings.

Duration and Appropriateness of Topics. In some councils, the
same topic could run and run: ‘You say vour ideas and they just
get mentioned at every meeting, how bit by bit it’s working.’
This could prevent a range of issues or other significant issues
being discussed, as in School F: “Some issues run for a long
time and there isn't time to discuss things of lesser importance,
Like the trousers, we discussed for weeks.” In some school
councils, the appropriateness of topics for discussion could be
an issue, as in School A, where students wanted to report matters
more suitable for the caretaker (see also School E, 3.6). Both
teacher and student chairpersons had some sense of discretion
about these. AOB items could stimulate councillors’ suggestions
as they were reminded by others” comments or had an
opportunity to demonstrate the ideas collected from their forms.
One enthusiastic girl in School C outshone her peers with such
items: ‘I've got still more!”
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¢ Status of the Meeting. During our fieldwork and the practical
arrangements which this entailed making with the schools, it
appeared that in most cases, especially in secondary schools,
the school council meetings were not timetabled at a regular
date known well in advance, but appeared to take place on an
ad hoc basis. This could have an impact on planning and
consultation. In addition, especially towards the end of the
summer term, school council meetings were prone to change or
cancellation. This suggested that they were rated as of lesser
importance, especially when other ‘one-off” or annual events
competed for priority in an over-subscribed time-scale.

4.2 The Role of the Chairperson

In four of the seven case study schools, the school council was
chaired by the headteacher. But this role was undertaken by a student
in two secondary schools (School E (Year 13 Asian girl) and School
G (Year 10 Afro-Caribbean boy)) and one primary school (School
B (Year 5 Asian girl)). It was most interesting to observe the different
styles of the respective chairpersons, both to compare and contrast
the approaches of the (head)teachers leading the meeting, and as
distinct from the leadership styles of the student councillor
chairpersons.

4.2.1 The (head)teacher as chairperson

Headteachers could have a very influential and sometimes
seemingly dominant role. It would have been interesting to calculate
the proportion of teacher to student talk in some of the teacher-
chaired meetings; our impression was that often teacher talk seemed
to predominate. We were interested to try to find out how the
students themselves perceived the role of the head as chairperson.

In School A, where most of the students were from cultarally diverse
backgrounds, the headteacher took on the role of facilitator. He
spent quite a lot of time in each meeting facilitating the process:
introducing the agenda items; explaining clearly and slowly;
checking that the councillors understand; asking them if they wish
to speak (‘Do vou agree with that?’ ‘Do vou think anything is
missing?’), encouraging and appreciating their ideas, but also
checking they were not just an individual student’s view;
summarising issues; asking them to write decisions or matters for
discussion in their notebooks; and stressing consultation with their
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form groups. He reminded them of the importance of what they
did between council meetings; ‘ff vou don't talk to vour class, you
let other people make the decisions.” When asked if halfway through
the year it might have been possible to swiich to a student as
chairperson, the councillors were clear that they needed the senior
input and benevolent support of the head:

Student We needed [the headteacher] because he knew. .. like
when to stop the discussion and he understands what
we say. Sometimes, the older year was a bit bossy,
but only sometimes.

Researcher Do vou think any teacher could do i1, or is it important
for [the headteacher] to do it?

Student [the headteacher] or [the deputy].

Student ... Say for example [the headteacher] ain’t here and
[the deputy] is here, sometimes it ain 't actually sorted.
So I think thar [the head] should do it all the time 'cos
he’s got the main ideas plus he know what we need
and what we don’t need and he agrees with what we
don’t want and what we do want.

Similarly, in School D, the headicacher was perceived by both
councillors and non-councillors as ‘a very nice man’, ‘we all think
he is a really good headreacher’, and he ‘tries ro bring in people
and opinions’. The councillors thought that his presence as
chairperson was important to the smooth running of the meeting,
where he had an informed input to the agenda and discussion. He
conducted a lively paced and good humoured informal meeting,
reporting back after consulting teachers, confirming understandings,
checking opinions, offering guidance, indicating possibilities from
a range of options and noting when there was a need for
consultation. As with the head of School A, the head of School D’s
evident benevolence and interest in the students were appreciated.
In turn, their respect reinvested his authority as a first among equais.

Student If we didn’t have someone there to dominate it then
we wouldn't get anything done because we would all
be sitting about with our friends. We would all be
arguing about different points whereas he can bring
control to the situation.

Researcher Do you think if has to be chaired by the head or even
a teacher;, or do you think it could be chairved by one

of vou?
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Student It should be done by the head because he does have
the most influence in the school. He has mainly the
final sav.

Student I think that older people like Year 11 and sixth-formers
would talk a lot more than ninth years if they were in
charge. They would dominate ir.

In School F, a senior teacher was giving way to a junior teacher
chairperson. Girls interviewed thought that in their school, where
the head appeared distant and somewhat autocratic to them, it was
necessary to have a teacher chairperson:

Well it would probably be easier for some of the younger people
to discuss what they wanted to say, but I don’t really think it will
work. I think it is easier for a member of siaff to talk 1o {the
headteacher].

The current chairperson’s role was very much to act as a ‘go-
between’, from girls to headteacher and vice versa:

Well if he thought [the head) would definitely say ‘No way’then
he’d tell us and we’d either forget about it or completely revise
our idea.

4.2.2 Student chairperson

We were able to explore the role of the student chairperson in School
G, who had been elected chairperson by fellow councillors at the
first meeting of the year. In describing his duties as chairperson of
the council, he alluded to the balance to be struck between what
needed to be done to keep the council operating smoothly, with
meetings every fortnight, and his academic responsibilities:

I go around sending letters to teachers or to the head, talking
about what we 're going to talk about next at the council meeting
and how we’re going to go about it. It’s kind of a hard job, you
could say, because when you have your coursework and other
stuff to get in when you're in Year 10, it's kind of hard to keep a
balance, so I try to do things when I have the chance, not trving
to waste some time, because when you're in Year 10 you can’t
do that.

He appeared to act with authority during council meetings, for

example keeping boys who were not elected representatives out of
the meeting room, suggesting that the councillors should act as

81




SCHOOL COUNCILS: THEIR ROLE IN CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

62

monitors at lunchtime and commenting maturely on some issues.
ftems were included on the agenda from members of staff and
different form groups, some of which were much more proactive
than others. As the meeting was quite large — about 21 boys — the
chairperson found it helpful to stand up in order to see everyone,
but even so he acknowledged it was easy to overlook someone
who had raised a hand to make a point. The teacher acted in a
strong support capacity and signalled if she wished to speak, for
instance to remind them about consulting form groups, or when
she had information to give, for example about awards, or to explain
about problems. The student chairperson also recapped and
summarised and explained issues in a way that students could
identify with and understand and exhorted them to get feedback
from their forms. It was obvious in the meeting and from the
interview group discussion that there was quite an informal network
of activity, negotiation, opinion forming and jockeying for position
behind the scenes, just as in local council meetings. The chairperson
took a proactive role between meetings in liaising with appropriate
staff about certain items. As it turned out (see 6.4.3), he was
something of a reformed character and appeared to gain his standing
from the authority of the role, his personality and his behaviour.
But he experienced tensions between his role as perceived by
teachers and his loyalty to his friends (see 5.2).

In School E’s council meeting, the student chairperson and senior
prefects on the council seemed to have something of a ‘go-between’
role, negotiating boundaries between the interests of younger
students and the likely predicted responses of teachers and
administrators. In this, they engaged in quite delicate social
perspective-taking:

Chairperson It's never that you can't talk about it; it's the fact that
nothing ts done about it. You can'’t do nothing about
it and you keep raising it over and over again, so there
is no point ... If’s like the issue raised today about the
hot drinks machine downstairs. Imean the little kids
running around, they are always running around
really hyperactive, so it'’s health and safety reasons,
because we’d be very careful here and we’re not
allowed to drink it anywhere else, just in this room
[the sixth-form common room], but they want it
downstairs in the canteen.

Researcher So do you see that as part of your role — to explain
things like that? Because I noticed vou did that several
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times. And I thought maybe that was actually
sometimes difficult for you in a senior role because
vou could be seen by other students as taking the part
of the staff in the school.

Stadent We understand where they are coming from because
a couple of years ago we were in the same situation,
we were Year 11, we wanted to go out af lunchtimes
so we do understand where they are coming from. But
then also, like you said, because we are prefects we
interact with the teachers quite often — we can
understand their point of view as well. But the younger
vears do feel comfortable talking fo us rather than
the teachers.

This Year 13 chairperson was observed managing a meeting of
about 50 students; sometimes as many as 80 students were present,
as the meeting was open to all to attend, though not 1o speak. She
acknowledged that a large number was sometimes difficult to
control and the SMT representative sometimes intervened to help
her discipline the ongoing murmurs throughout the meeting. She
thought it important in order to have a broad spread of views and
opinions and to ‘make a very good relationship with the younger
years’. In this large public forum, young people also had to be
prepared to advance, defend and stick to a point of view (see 6.4.1)
and there was evident sympathy and support for younger speakers.
The student chairperson was expecting to induct her successor and
suggest some strategies for chairing such a meeting. She appeared
to be organised, well prepared, confident, calm and at ease with
her role. She had to be sufficiently dominating to control meetings,
keep them on track and earn respect, empathising to see things
from teachers’ points of view, relaying these to students and getting
them to see issues from different perspectives, but also being their
friend and on their side. Her peers testified to the range of personal
qualities and skills needed:

I think she is really good because she’s not got a big mouth
but she can still control them all and still gets her points
across as well.

There’s a lot of work that is hidden and no one gets 1o see what
she does, we don’t know. Like all this week she has been
preparing the agenda and lots of things, posters, making sure
that the head of catering knows what's going on. So she has
actually coped very well.

83




SCHOOL COUNCILS: THEIR ROLE IN CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

64

She’s responsible as well, so when she says ‘I'll look into that’
she won't pass it by, H know that she will look into that issue and
she won't forget about it.

I think the chairperson is the strongest person in the school
council because of the way they control and handle it. There's a
lot of work that we don’t see.

Committed. You can’t be forced info it; you have to be commiited.

Like today, she’s goes up to you and sayvs ‘It’s school council
meeting today. Are you coming today? School council meeting
today.” She remembers everyone.

Most notable of all, however, was the Year 5 student chairperson
in School B. At one meeting she seemed to take the presence of
four visiting adults entirely in her stride and in interview she claimed
to be ‘used to it, we had a lot of visitors. Sometimes we have had
other schools come in with the children asking us about how we do
things to see if they can improve their school council. ... They started
the school council meeting, kind of new for them, and they came to
s with some questions to answer.” The headieacher was present at
the council meeting but left the conduct of the meeting up to the
student chair from the beginning and only spoke if the chair asked
her a question (usually on a point of information) or if she had put
up her hand, like the councillors, to request to speak, usually to
add some relevant information (e.g. re the school grounds) or to
ask them a question {e.g. whether they thought more children would
attend the breakfast club if it were free). The chairperson was not
clearly distinguished from others in the circle, but seemed to have
the moral authority to be in charge of and speak for the whole group
and conducted a calm and quiet but fast-moving and structured
meeting, even though it appeared to have no agenda. However,
before asking other representatives for their comments, she could
not resist giving her personal response to issues first {(even though
the head had apparently asked her not to), especially if they seemed
to her to require an expression of sympathy (on health and safety
matters) or, as if she was the teacher, to exhort her peers to take
care of school property or to uphold school rules: *We don 't want
swearing.” On the other hand, she demonstrated her knowledge
about and concern for the school and appeared mature and to operate
with common sense in seeking solutions. The councillors paid
attention to one another and had many ideas and suggestions, though
these did not necessarily build on others’ ideas to lead to a clear
way forward. At the end of the meeting, the headteacher resumed
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her role, commended them for their ideas and remindad them to
take the issues back to their classes.

4.3 Participation and Non-participation

A significant issue in several, if not most, council meetings was
the extent to which all or most students actively participated in
terms of voicing a contribution. There was often a sizeable minority
of students who made no contribution. In School F, for instance,
where there was an attempt to widen participation to include Years
7 and 8 girls, this meant changing established hierarchies in the
school according to age. As the following dialogue shows, the
Year 10 girls were aware of the initial difficulties younger students
were likely to experience and also thoughtful about how they might
be encouraged and included.

Student

Student
Student
Student

Student
Researcher

Stadent

Student

Researcher

Student

Student
Researcher

Student

Well I think that as the younger students come to the
meetings more, they will get more confident when they
see we don't bite.

When we first went it was like a little bir of shock.
Yer, like, “Sit back and shut up, Year 11s are talking?”

‘cos the Year 11s were talking all the time but once
vou got used to being there, like in the second
meeting...

You have to get used to the pace, don't you?...
Is that quite hard to learn how ro do that?

Well not really hard to learn; you just slip into it. It is
just getting  used to the pace and knowing when to
put your hand up: ‘I'm here. I want to get a word in.’

I do think it would be havd for the Year 7s, though. ..

So is there anything you could do 1o help prepare these
new people coming on to the school council?

I think we need to try that, when we are talking we
need to try and involve them ... get their feelings.

Like maybe ask them what they think.
Is that possible within the structure of the meeting?

I think we have to ask them what they think because
some of them might think ‘No, I don’t agree with that’,
but they are too scared to say ‘I don’t agree.” I think
some of them might need a bit of a prod.
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School C included reception children in its council, though they
were very quiet and hardly said a word even when asked by the
chairperson. But the headteacher thought they were paying attention
and learning by observation. Occasionally they made a contribution
which showed they had been following the discussion. Others who
were also quiet sometimes spontaneously wrote down notes for
their forms when the more vociferous had to be reminded. There
were also examples of older students helping younger ones in the
meeting and of councillors thinking about the implications for year
groups other than their own.

Size of the school council meeting and whether the chairperson’s
style was actively consultative were other factors in opportunities
for councillors to take an active role in meetings. In School E, where
about 50 councillors and other students attended a meeting, the
student chairperson managed to adopt an inclusive manner. During
the course of the meeting, according to the topic under discussion,
she addressed relevant groups of councillors (e.g. year groups, or
groups differentiated by gender) for their opinions on an issue and
supported new members in expressing their views, She also
reminded councillors of the need to signal if they wanted to
contribute to the discussion and the member of the SMT who
attended pointed out if a councillor was trying to get her attention.

4.4 Representation or Expression of Personal

66

View?

Representation is a key concept in an elective democracy, but may
be one which is particularly difficult to grasp, especially at school
age. Are councillors elected to represent the views of their peers
or to speak on their behalf using their own voice? Are they self-
conscious about this position? Do they have any preparation for
this role? How do they handle being lobbied by peers? As one way
of exploring the question of representation of peers’ views, some
students were asked in interview whether they would be prepared
o put forward anything suggested by other students, even if it was
something with which they disagreed.

Often there seemed to be informal lobbying by students, as well as
the structural mechanism within the class context. One councillor
in School D mentioned:




SCHOOL COUNCILS IN PRACTICE

Some of the boys come up to me and say ‘Can vou ask at the
school council if we should have this or if we can have that, get
another vendor?’ I would mention it and it would go from there
and people will discuss.

In School B, one girl claimed:

Well, normally I just say ‘I will discuss it with the school council
and see what they say, then Iwill tell you.” I've had some message
that they want the school council chess club.

She also said she would bring an idea to the school council even if
she did not think it was a good one ‘because it would be a problem
to that person’.

In School F, one girl described what she would do in such a situation:

Well, it has never happened to me, but I think that if 1 truly
disagree with something somebody was asking me to say I would
ask them, probably, ‘Why do you want me to say that?’ or ‘Why
do you feel that is necessary?’ And then if I thought their reasons
were justified then I would put it forward.

An interesting example occurred in School C when councillors were
reporting back on a survey of food options from their forms for
discussion in the council meeting with the cook. One child reported
the form’s choice of broceoli, whilst also pulling a face. The
headteacher chairperson remarked: ‘You don’t like the options, but
you 're reporting back from your class so vou have to tell us.’

An awareness that the process of representation needed more
attention may have been at the root of the emphasis laid by some
teacher chairpersons on the necessity of consultation and liaison
with the form or year group in order to represent their view. This
was a form of ‘on the job learning’. School E even had a discussion
on “The role of a school council representative’ as part of a council
meeting. One new Year 8 councillor was clear about his duties:
‘getting information from my class and sometimes friends and trying
1o help them get what they want’. Further student reflections on
‘learning how to be a representative’ are given in 6.4.2.2.
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4.5 The School Council as a Strategy for
Institutional Change

68

During the two terms over which we visited the schools, some of
the school council meetings evolved noticeably.

In School B, for example, the students mentioned how over the
three years of the school council’s existence, they had gradually
come to have more influence and took over the roles of chairperson
and secretary. During our fieldwork, the council itself was
beginning to change its practices. It started to have an agenda and,
at the head’s suggestion, each class had a book in which the typed
council minutes of the items and actions to be taken were inserted.
This went to the class council on alternate Fridays for feedback
and discussion. The councillors then took notes about the class
discussion and about ‘the issues that need to be sorted’, and this, in
turn, was taken back to the school council meeting.

In School F, there was an ongoing issue about students eating in
the classrooms and leaving a mess with rubbish over the floor, even
though there was insufficient room for them all to eat in the dining
hall. As one gir! said:

I think the mess is partly a statement, though, because people
know they are not allowed o eat in the classroom so they are
making a statement to show that they do eat in the classroom
and they should be allowed ro.

As a result, a teacher attended one school council meeting
suggesting that a working party be formed to discuss the issue.
Several girls offered to join this but no one was selected. The
working party was another structure cutting across the school
council and potentially undermining its democratic basis. However,
it was seen by the girls as

... a form of progress that they have actually neticed and want
to come to some sort of compromise because most teachers would
Just say ‘Well sorry, hard cheese, you are not eating in there’,
but obviously it is being discussed and they are willing to come
to some sort of compromise.

School D had had year councils for many years but had only recently
also instituted a whole-school council. Councillors and non-
councillors considered that changes had occurred and that the
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improvements were now applying to the school generally:

Student I know from before because my sister was on the
council when she was in the school and she said thar
quite often they would have an idea and Mr X would
come into the meeting and say ‘No, it’s not going to
happen’and then walk out. They were mostly uniform
changes. But now we get them like the sixth form.

Student Much more of a democracy.

Student The sixth form didn’t used to be able to wear shorts
or things like that and they tried fo change that so
they tried to change the sixth form’s uniform rules
and jewellery rules. Gradually they have changed a
bit but a lot of things were turned down.

Researcher The head actually introduced the idea today about
changing the uniform ...

Student He is responding better than he used about what
people are saying.

Student He values whar we think.

Researcher So when you said, just now, it is more democratic,
can I press you a bit on that? What makes vou actually
come out and say that? What did you have in mind
that makes vou think it is democratic?

Student Just the fact that we can say what we like and our
ideas are thought about, mulled over, whereas if we
were just there for formality and our ideas weren't
considered at all then it would just be us there to look
good whereas we actually do make changes.

At the penultimate council meeting of the year, the headieacher
chairperson in School D raised the issue of the review of the
structure and processes of the school council, considering its
achievements over two years. In order to increase involvement of
non-councillors, the head was asked to discuss with staff the
provision of a specific day and time for liaison between year and
council representatives for two-way feedback and for tutor group
discussions, and for each year council to have a chairperson to
organise these meetings. Ways of making the council more effective
were a topic of the final meeting of the school year.

These three examples — changes to the conduct of the school council
meeting and consultation processes, establishment of working
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parties and of whole-school councils integrated with year councils
- are all instances of valuing greater student participation in the
running of the school. In turn, if the ethos of the school is supportive
and nurturing, such practices can enhance the democratisation of
school procedures.

4.6 Key Findings and Issues
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5. PERCEPTIONS OF

SCHOOL COUNCILS:
THE VIEWS OF TEACHER
LEADERS, STUDENT
COUNCILLORS AND OTHERS

Chapter 5 addresses perceptions of the school council and its
functioning. Firstly, we consider teacher leaders’ perceptions of
councillors’ attitudes to the school council, and then the councillors’
own perceptions of their experience. We take account of teachers’
perceptions of the attitudes of non-councillors to their school council
and we explore the attitudes of two groups of non-councillors, one
primary, and one secondary, from the case study schools. Finally,
we look at the teacher leaders’ views of the attitudes of their
colleagues and others to the school council,

5.1 Teacher Leaders’ Perceptions of
Councillors’ Attitudes

According to the teacher leaders interviewed, it would seem that
the majority of councillors viewed their school council in a
favourable light and were enthusiastic about their role. It was
reported that councillors felt important, responsible, valued, trusted
and proud, and enjoyed being representatives. Evidently, they were
also pleased to have a voice, to be listened to and to be able to
contribute to the school, particularly when ‘issues are dealt with’,
‘they take their job seriously....they feel like they have real power
to make some changes’. In many schools, particularly primary
schools, being a representative is seen as a privilege: ‘there is status
attached to being a representative’, ‘it is an honour for them to be
chosen’ and they are therefore ‘mostly very committed’.

Many schools had taken steps to promote the status of the council
and the councillors by giving them badges, displaying their
photographs and publicising the council in assemblies. But having
a badge of office could be problematic.
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In School C, at each council meeting the headteacher made a
point of asking councillors why they were not wearing their
badges. She reminded councillors that they attended the meeting
on behalf of their class; ‘You wear your badge everyday so they
know who you are -~ so they know who fo go fo.

Also in School E, where councillors had badges, one said:

Most people do wear them; its just that in the sixth form we ave
wearing different clothes every day and we are just changing.
It’s a bit more difficult for the sixth form. But most of the lower
school get a certain sense of pride of wearing the school
council badge.

Another way of increasing the status of the school council in
secondary schools was to automatically make prefects or form
captains representatives on the school council. Conversely, in
School G, the councillors had informally adopted the role of class
prefect, though this could have its disadvantages (see 5.2) .

A few teachers also mentioned students’ increased awareness of
the skills required to be a representative and how much they were
learning by having that role. For instance, in some secondary
schools, the older students took the opportunity to record their
experience as councillors in their record of achievement. Even in
primary schools, increased awareness of responsibilities was
sometimes reporied, as in School A: “They all realise that being
responsible is quite demanding — some of them start flagging, but
they all keep going.

However, not all of the comments were so positive, especially in
secondary schools. A few teachers in charge reported that smdents’
views about the council were mixed: ‘Some [representatives] are
happy 1o turn up and sit there and say nothing, but others are too
enthusiastic.” Some teachers mentioned that some see it as a
convenient way of missing lessons. One school was suffering from
student apathy: ‘Gertting names on paper is not a problem, but
getting them to attend at meetings is a problem in practice.... We
can't persuade them to take part.” In contrast, however, other
teachers mentioned that representatives became disheartened when
it had not been possible to hold more frequent meetings.

Furthermore, some students became ‘disheartened’ when things
could not be changed, or if they took too long to change: “They
don't always understand the reasons why. One teacher leader
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reported that when she explained the financial constraints to the
children, they were shocked, as such issues had never occurred to
them before. Others noted that councillors were grateful to receive
an explanation if something was not possible. One teacher felt that
children became disappointed because their ideas were sometimes
too ambitious, but she also suggested that ‘perhaps adults are too
negative too often’.

A few of the teachers in charge made remarks which suggested
differences in attitudes between the age groups. In primary schools,
it was noted that some of the younger children find the whole
process of the school council quite difficult (‘they are a bit bemused
by it all’). In secondary schools, some of the younger students
were reported to enjoy participating in the school council the most.
Perhaps, therefore, the involvement of students in key stages 1 and
4 needs more monitoring and support.

Another issue is that a school council may ‘aitract certain children’,
described by one interviewee as ‘goody-two-shoes’. According to
one teacher, those who stand for election to the school council ‘are
likely to be the ones who are more active in other areas of the
school community’. However, the attraction of belonging to the
school council seems to depend on the image the council has within
school: whether, for example, it is an *€litist’ club with academic
and well-behaved representatives who are popular with teachers
(as one teacher put it, ‘a club for cliguey students™), or an accessible,
dynamic organisation with a mixed cohort of students. In contrast,
in two schools, the council’s influence was used to advantage: in
one school, the council ‘had a very positive effect’ on students
‘renowned for having a [bad] reputation’ who had been elected
(see 6.4.3); and in another school, a teacher had encouraged pupils
to vote for a boy with very low self-esteem.

5.2 Student Councillors’ Perceptions of their
Experience

Many of the councillors interviewed reported that their peers
generally held a positive view of the school council and there was
often strong competition to become a councillor. But this did vary
from school to school: ‘Some are really desperate to be on the
school council in the first place — some really want to be on it.’
Where there was competition, the councillors had the idea of being
privileged.

73




SCHOOL. COUNCILS: THEIR ROLE N CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

74

Their expectations of the council were variously formed: ‘because
miy brother was on the school council’; "My friend told us about it
Occasionally, however, there was a misperception: ‘7o be serious,
most people thought it was missing work’ (Year 6 student, School
A). The desire to be a councillor was often apparently altruistic:
‘So vou can give ideas about the school and how vou should respect
the school and other children.” One student in School B wanted to
be a councillor because it “feels like good to know what is going on
in the school and it feels nice that you are helping the school to
make it a better place’. In School C, for example, the primary
students thought the school council and being a councillor were
good and that they were ‘helping [the headieacher] run the school’.
They liked ‘debate on what you really want and what you don't
really want’ and ‘to get new things for the school’. They felt “a bit
different’ by being councillors and that the headteacher, whom they
saw as improving the school, “is giving us the opportunity to find
out about things'. Even older students could share such motivations.
Interestingly, some councillors seemed not only to feel the role of
councillor as a responsibility but claimed to be motivated by the
idea of responsibility itself, as in the case of one Year 7 boy in
School G, who claimed he wanted to be on the council ‘because I
like to take responsibilities like this "cos it may help me in the future
because when you be working, it might help you’.

However, being a councillor was not all plain sailing, as the
following examples show. In School D, some of the councillors
interviewed felt a degree of frustration about the lack of involvement
of some of their peers in generating ideas:

Student I know the people in my class. IfI stood up there and
asked them 1o give me an idea, nobody could because
they don'’t care: just the fact that I am the only one in
the whole class that could even try to be on the vear
council is enough evidence. Sometimes I give ideas
to the class but sometimes I just know no one will
give an idea because they don't care what happens.

Student They want the ideas brought to them to whether they
agree or disagree with them but they are not so keen
on just saying things. They don’t want to get up and
say anything themselves.

Resecarcher Are they shy?

Student I don’t think they are shy; its laziness. 1 think it is
partly something they might have an idea but they
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might not want to say it in front of everyone else in
the class and they might think it will make them look
stupid.

In School E, the councillors were aware that they were trying to
meet diverse interests, which could not all be met:

They can have a say but then they ger upset if they don't get
what they want.

Every choice affects somebody in some way and what we have
to try and think about is not the benefits that will help us but
will help them too.

The group of councillors interviewed in School G discussed the
additional responsibilities being a councillor and a prefect could
bring in the class situation, specifically the tension between loyalty
to friends and being seen as responsible in relation to the norms of

the school.

Swudent

Researcher
Student
Researcher

Student

Student
Student

Well, if I misbehave I am conscious of being told ‘Oh,
you're a council rep and you should have more
responsibility.”

Teachers tell you that?
Yes.
How do vou feel abour that?

Sometimes because you have got all the responsibility
of the class and it'’s unfair on the one person or the
two people taking it.... It’s kind of like, it’s not just being
responsible as being honest. Some of the teachers ...
when they see someone ... they want to know who did
it. {They ask] specifically atf thar counciilor and say
Just remember you are a councillor, you have to be
honest. Who was it?’ It’s kind of hard, because you
hesitate a bit, because you either lie or snitch on your
friends, and to have that responsibility and your friend
actually getting told off or upset and in trouble, it’s
kind of hard as well.

Because you normally end up telling the teacher.

Normally I do tend to snitch on my friend. I don't
really want fo but then again I want to improve on
behaviour and how people view [the school] and at
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the end of day if I didn’t and they found ous, then I am
the one who's going to be ashamed... Ifitis something
that the whole class has seen they would say and that.
If I did tell the tutors they [other students] would go
to me ‘Why, man, come who's your friend?’ and I say
to them 'Hey listen, I'm on the council, I am the
chairman, I have got responsibility to uphold; I can't
be going around lying and doing this stuff.’

Moreover, by key stage 4 there could be conflicts of interest between
full participation as a councillor and coursework and exam
commitment:

It is very difficult when you reach Year 10 and 11 because you
have got other commitments like coursework and revision for
exams. We have got exams coming up so the school council
isn't always your top priority which really it should be but you've
got other things to think about (Councillor, School D).

5.3 Teacher Leaders’ Perceptions of
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Non-councillors’ Attitudes

According to the teacher leaders interviewed, it appears that, overall,
other students in the school were somewhat less positive about the
council than the councillors themselves. However, over half of the
teacher responses to this question referred to students’ awareness
of the council itself or of the potential of their influence over it:
‘They are aware that they can express their opinion and it will be
considered,” On the other hand, a few teachers said that the students
were unaware of the council. Some staff were hoping to increase
awareness by publicising it, for example in assembly.

Several teacher interviewees reported that students’ opinions of the
council very much depended on its results; they were more positive
about it when they witnessed positive changes and consequently
‘it is more difficult when things can't be done’. This was borne out
in School A (see 5.2).

Other teachers reported that students held mixed views and that
‘some see it as a real and dynamic way of expressing their views
whilst others do not show an interest’. One inlerviewee pointed
out that students’ opinions depended on their personalities, how
much they cooperated during feedback sessions (a few interviewees
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said that some students provided very useful ideas and comments),
and whether or not their form tutor was supportive.

Overall, only a small number of teachers reported that the students
who were not councillors held distinctly positive views: for
example, the students were said to appreciate being able to go to a
peer rather than someone in authority. But, equally, only a small
number of teachers relayed negative views. In one school, the
‘muted response’ from other students encountered by councillors
was described as ‘a hurdle’, and, in another school, the students
were said not to be interested. Such reluctance was relatively
common ~ ‘we can 't always get them to use it’ — although not always
SO extreme.

Despite this lack of wider interest, there did not appear to be a
problem in recruiting councillors, at least in most of the primary
schools in the sample: “There are always plenty of candidates willing
to stand for election.” Although membership of the council was
seen as a ‘rite of passage’, in one school (where there were
councillors in Year 6 only), many teachers acknowledged that ‘some
[students] wouldn't want to be on it

It might be considered significant that a small minority of
interviewees felt unable to say what students in general thought
about the council. One reported that this ‘is nof monitored’. More
encouragingly, one or two teachers commented that they had not
thought to find out students” views in general and that they would
make a point of getting to know.

5.4 Non-councillors’ Perceptions of School
Councils

In two of the schools, one primary (School A) and one secondary
(School D), we were able to explore in detail the perceptions of a
group of non-councillors about certain aspects of the processes and
practices of their school councils. Both groups of students tended
to focus on the role of councillors, elections, and, increasingly in
the case of the secondary students, issues of idea generation,
feedback and consultation. These students’ observations are offered
as mini-case studies of non-councillors’ views. As it happened, their
experiences and attitudes were largely positive.
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5.4.1 School A: observations of four Year 6 non-
councillors on their school council

The four Year 6 non-councillors in School A perceived the role of
councillor as responsible:

Student

Student

Student

Researcher

Student

Student

... what [ know about the school council is that it’s a
very big responsibility and it's really hard going to
other places and giving speeches...

I think the school council is a very good idea and they
can tell their headteacher the ideas we got about the
things we can do in school as in playground
equipment, inside school, games... And, as X said,
they have to have a big responsibility. They have to
listen to us, we have to listen to them, and...

It’s hard to think about things 1o have in school ~ fo
be a school councillor,

Why do you think it’s hard?

Because they have to think about all these things —
special things for the school.

It’s very good. They help sort out bad things in the
school ...

These non-councillors also seemed attracted by the idea of
responsibility and cited this as among their reasons for having
wanted to stand for election.

Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

One of my brothers, he was actually a councillor last
year and he told me about the school council. I thought
it was really good so I said 'I'm going to try it’. Sol
gave it a try, but..,

What was is that he told you about it that made you
really want to stand?

Twanted to have a little bit of responsibility so I could
do that next vear maybe in secondary — the same thing.
I'll get move responsibility and I'll get the idea of how
school councils are.

So you’re not frightened of the responsibility. And why
did you [to another student} really want to stand?

The same thing ~ being responsible. Giving them ideas
and them giving me ideas. I like listening to people
and I like people listening to me so...
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Researcher But you [another student] didn't want to stand?

Student Yeah I did. I was on it last vear. It’s really fun...to
have responsibility and to listen to them and then you
have to make decisions on what they say.

Concerning elections, the non-councillors in School A seemed to
think that the right people were elected. They were also aware that
the councillors sometimes had a wider role beyond that of the
immediate school community in trying to resolve some inter-school
issues:

Researcher And on the whole do you think thar sensible people
get elected?

Student Yeah, because they say what they're good at. They
have to be good at listening, giving speeches in front
of thousands of children because they go to different
schools and give speeches at secondary schools. Last
vear they went to [a nearby secondary school].

Researcher Why did they go to the secondary school?

Student It was about bullying — not to bully and the school
councillors gave a speech.

Researcher What was the idea of the councillors going to the
secondary school?

Student How we wanted to sort it out, and how we wanted the
older children to help us sort it out without going to
the teachers.

5.4.2 School D: observations of six Year 9-11 non-
councillors on their school council

In School D, an upper school, where non-councillors from Years 9,
10 and 11 were interviewed, they appeared to have a keen
understanding of the established processes of class elections, year
councils and representation on the recently formed whole-school
council.

We have people who want io be the class representative. And
everyone in the class votes on who we think will best represent
them, and then all the class representatives and the entire year
votes who they think should go on to the school council.

Well, in our class nobody really wanted to be the representative
apart from one person, ‘cos it is at lunchtimes usually. And so

that name just went in for our class...
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They are really putting in their free time to do this. So they've
really got to really want to do ir.

They also felt involved in idea generation, feedback and
consultation,

I think it'’s because most people don’t particularly like school so
they want to make as many changes as they can to make it as
good as it can be for them.

Most people have something to say about what's going on even
if they don’t actually want 1o go to the meeting. It's important to
be able to say something.

We have a representative to each class, so if you have an idea
voui can jusi speak to them and they might mention it at a meeting.

It’s either the morning before or the morning of the thing [council
meeting], that the representative asks the class if there’s anything
they want to have mentioned, and then write it down.

What they do [in the school council] is come up with a list of
ideas, and they say, ‘Do vou want this one or this one? You
choose which is the most popular.’

It’s good because everyone gets to say what they think, and gets

1o vote.

Both councillors and non-councillors recognised, however, that the
degree and nature of consuitation and involvement varied from form
to form, as there was not necessarily a set time for feedback and
consultation.

I'd say really when an issue actually comes up, there’s not really
a set time, its just when something actually happens that you
want to have your say about.

Non-councillors trusted their peers as representatives:
We do have evidence that ideas do get put forward...

We know they’re our age so they know whar we want as well.

And they meer with the teachers so they can’t just say anything,
they can’t say what they want, they say what everyone wants.

Because the teacher knows what was said in the class.
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They also felt part of the democratic process and that they could
have their say:

Since I have been here I don’t think there has been any decision
made which lots of people disagree with. I think most stuff done
has been voted for.

Yes because we get to make the decision that we want to happen,
as opposed to what teachers think.

I think it's good, "cos its getting everyone involved. Ii’s not just
them deciding. It's more democratic.

..we all get our say and it’s not just the people, representatives,
who just go off and don’t tell us anvthing. We are all involved in
the school, which makes us want to be here...

These students knew about current issues being discussed and also
linked some aspects of the council’s work and their contributions
in the form with their PSE and citizenship curriculum, public
speaking debates as part of English, and learning how to construct
an agenda in ICT.

Interestingly, these students in School D saw the year and school
councils as being among several channels of communication and
ways of getting their views known;

Our year heads are quite into communicating as well. We can
go and talk to them as well. I am quite good friends with our
representative so I can talk 1o her about anything. She will note
it down, then perhaps ask all the class.

There is somebody in Year 11, just the other day ... he talked to
[the headteacher] about the canteen, about like the club queues
designed to let the people in the clubs go first, but it ends up
they still have 1o wait,

These non-councillors perceived the headteacher both as the key
person in the school council, as its chairperson, and also as central
1o the informal network of student communication:

Student He’s got like the fund setting, but as shareholders we
can input our ideas.

Stadent He just wants the school to be what we want, he’s not
really like our headteacher because we can talk io
him about anything. He's a really nice man, more
our friend than our teacher.
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Researcher How do you get that impression of him?

Student Because you see him in the corridor and he will siop
vou and say something, not school related, like, ‘I
see yau've got “A”, or something like that,

Student He knows evervbody.
Student He gets involved in everything ...

Student People are not scared to put forward ideas. Also on
the school council the younger kids, he makes sure
they get their say, I think.

Stadent Younger ones, sitting at the back and the sixth-formers
at the front. Asks them what they want.

Student But if an idea is really rubbish then obviously he won’t
stand for it, because he won't let us have whar we
want all the time.

Researcher What do you think about that?

Student I think that's correct, because if it is a really bad idea
but a lot of people want it ...

Student He won't just say ‘Oh no’. He will wake it into
consideration first and explain why and try and
change it. He won't just say ‘No’. He will explain
why.

Student Have a different option to it which when vou think
about it is a lot better...

Student ... he will just give a different suggestion as a good
example, like constructive criticism.

In School D, these non-councillors and the councillors alike seemed
to have a sense that having a school council made 2 difference to
how they experienced the school:

Because when you look round the school vou can think, weil I
voted for that and it happened.”

It is so much different because I went 1o [another school] and
it’s different there because basically decisions are made there
without very little input from the students. Here is so much
different.
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5.5 Teacher Leaders’ Perceptions of the Views
of Other Teachers, Staff and Governors

It would seem that the views of teachers’ leaders of a school council
very much depended on whether they were in a primary or
secondary school. In the sample, the vast majority of primary
interviewees reported that staff generally thought that the council
was a good idea, informative or worthwhile. By contrast, only
one-third of teachers in secondary schools said their colleagues
were likely to have positive views of the council. There are at least
three likely explanations for this phase difference. Firstly, secondary
schools are usually larger, and therefore staff may be less aware of
the council’s activities, concerns or its potential benefits, especially
if good feedback mechanisms are not in place. Secondly, there
may be more curriculum and examination pressures in secondary
schools, so teachers are less likely to dedicate time and energy to
‘non-essentials’. Thirdly, as mentioned by a couple of interviewees,
some teachers may be afraid of students having too much influence
through the school council.

On the other hand., it appears that senior staff (or in one case, pastoral
staff), particularly in secondary schools, were more in favour of
the council than their junior colleagues. As one headteacher said:
‘Myself and the deputy see it as being more important than the rest
of the teachers do, mainly because it has an impact on policy making
and spending.’ Teachers in six primary schools claimed that other
teachers ‘see it as an opportunity and make use of it’, for example,
by linking speech-writing for election campaigns to literacy, and
valuing the students’ help in running the school.

In several schools (mainly secondary), however, apathy about the
school council appeared to be a problem for many teachers, largely
due to time and/or curriculum pressures: ‘like a lot of things, it's
Just seen as an addition rather than nitty gritty’; *it is not on their
list of priorities’. It appears that this attitude extended into the
classroom as some teachers found it difficult to allocate time in
registration, tutor period or PSE to school council feedback.

Other teachers in charge reported that staff were indifferent towards
the school council, did not *fully understand it’, or took ‘a polite
interest’, mainly becaunse they felt it did not affect them personally.
Encouragingly, however, three interviewees mentioned that some
teachers had recently become more supportive.
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On the other hand, a minority of teacher leaders interviewed reported
teacher opposition to the school council. rather than merely
reluctance towards it. Some teachers thought ‘ir was a waste of
time’, ‘pupils shouldn’t have a voice...they don’t want them to have
power’, or that ‘students get too big for their boots’.

Non-teaching staff were only mentioned by two interviewees; one
said that they were supportive and the other said that they were not
mvolved.

On the whole, those governors who were said to be aware of the
school council were claimed to be i favour of it. Their degree of
enthusiasm varied, however, from ‘supportive’ to being actively
involved, either by inviting representatives to attend their governors’
meetings or by attending the council meetings themselves. In
School C, a parent governor had attended a school council meeting.
Several teacher interviewees, however, reported that the governors
were merely aware of the council, and did not express an opinion
about it. Six teachers were unable to comment on governors’ views,
as they were vnaware of their opinions. A lack of governor
involvement was emphasised in some schools, where they had
‘never expressed an interest’ {although one teacher admitted that
‘they had never been told either’ ) and where ‘it is a job to involve
the governors in anything'. However, one headteacher reported
that she “would like them to learn more about it’.

Interestingly, where students, even non-councillors, had a positive
view of their council’s achievements, they were likely to think that
their teachers would be similarly ‘impressed’ ‘because you're doing
a big job for the school’. But, not surprisingly, councillors’
perceptions of their teachers’ views about the council were varied,
as in School D:

1 don’t think my class teacher cares particularly. He just says
‘Oh you should do it really’, but he doesn't really care what the
outcome is because it doesn’t really affect him.

A lot of the teachers think it is valuable to get their point across
because it is not always the pupils, it is the teachers who tell
fthe headteacher] ideas and he asks us to ask the student body.
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5.6 Key Findings and Issues
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SCHOOL COUNCILS
ON SCHOOLS AND
OUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS

This chapter looks at the impact of school councils on the life of
the school as a whole and the learning outcomes for students, both
councillors and non-councillors, from their experience of school
councils. 1t draws on data from both the telephone interviews with
teachers and the case study interviews. Firstly, we consider the
benefits and disadvantages of having a school council, as perceived
by the teacher leaders and students. Then we review the positive
outcomes and practical changes attributed to the activities of the
school council. Finally, and most importantly, we record the student
learning outcomes from experience of having a school council. This
section reports on teacher claims about the learning of both non-
coungcillors and councillors. Most significantly, we draw directly
on the students’ own testimonies of their learning. particularly the
kinds of personal, social and problem-solving skills and their
awareness and understanding of democratic processes and practices
developed as a result of their experiences as councillors.

Impact of the School Council on the School
as a Whole

In this section, we consider, from the perspectives of teacher leaders,
councillors and non-councillors, both the perceived benefits and
disadvantages of having a school council for the life of the school
as a whole.

6.1.1 Benefits of having a school council

The teachers who led their school council thought that the main
benefits of having a council for the school as a whole were:

¢ Having an Established Forum in which Children are Able to
Discuss their Views and Concerns’ (24 schools). Several
teachers emphasised the importance of listening to everyone’s
views, giving the children a voice and encouraging this “two-
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way process’. ‘It enables children ro appreciate that they are
an instrumental part of the school and can influence the general
tone.” One interviewee mentioned that it helps the staff as the
students ‘deal with the niggly things’,

¢ Improving the School Ethos (21 schools): ‘Ir creates the
environment’; *It makes everyone feel part of the school’; ‘It
bridges the gap so there is not so much height between the
adults and pupils’; ‘Creating a morve liberal environment’;

¢ Allowing Students to Contribute to the Running of their School,
giving them ownership and ‘a say in how it moves forward
(13 schools). Two teachers specified that the council helped
children to understand the actions of staff: they realised ‘thar
we are ol human’. It was also claimed that as a result of this
sense of ownership children ‘look after things more’; for
example, in two schools there was said to be less vandalism
and fewer break-ins;

¢ Promoting Mutually Informative Communicaiion. The school B
council enabled teachers to be aware of any problems and to
hear students’ ideas (12 schools), In some schools, the
information flow was two-way and teachers told students their
ideas also. Some comments were:

They come up with ideas we wouldn’t have thought of:

We do what we think the children want us to do, but what
they actually want is different to what we think they want;

Year 7s view things differently from Year 11s;

Issues that arve small to us can be very big to them.

¢ Facilitating Practical Changes that had been made to the school
(eight schools);

¢ Fulfilling Policy Commitments to Citizenship and/or PSE
(seven schools). One deputy headteacher claimed that since
establishing the school council he ‘subseguently saw the
connection with citizenship’, although the school council had
not been ‘formed or revamped to fit with that’ ;

¢ Improving Students’ Personal and Academic Skills (three
primary schools);

¢ Enabling Year Groups to Mix and “bringing the whole school
fogether’ (twa secondary schools);
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4  Benefiting the School in Other Ways (each mentioned by one
secondary school): ‘treating them like young adults’; enabling
the school to operate a democratic system; and contributing to
the local community by organising social events.

There are numerous student testimonies throughout this report to
the benefits of having a school council in the school and, for the
most part, to their experience of the activities of the council.
Specifically, the young students in School B were quite clear about
the benefits of having a school council: ‘It's a good thing, vou have
more nice things at school and less bullying.’

Councillors in School G were also clear of the benefits to the school
as a whole and would have been prepared to recommend to another
school that it have a council for the sake of the students:

Good thing for other people to have a conversation. More
opportynity. It’s really good to have a school council because
it’s what the students would like, not just what the adults think.
I think that's one of the main reasons that we have a school
council to get the points of views of the youngsters.

And in School E, the school council was seen by some councillors
as bridging the gap between school managers and the students:

And I think the important thing is the bridge between the students
who don’t normally get to speak to management ... people like
the headieacher and senior management, and bridging the gap
... knowing that what they are saying now is going to be
discussed with the headteachers probably makes them reassured
that they are being listened to.

6.1.2 Disadvantages of having a school council

Despite all the perceived benefits of having a school council, most
teachers in charge of school councils reported some disadvantages
and difficulties with having a school council. Only a quarter of all
the schools in the sample had not encountered any problems or
disadvantages with having a school council.

Out of those that had experienced challenges, pressure of time
appeared to be the biggest drawback, with approximately half of
the teacher interviewees specifying it as a problem. Time pressures
were related to: finding a suitable time for meetings, increased
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workload or paperwork (for example, preparing agendas), general
organisation of the council, *being organised enough to follow things
through’ or reduced contact time. A few teachers in charge were
concerned about students missing lessons or after-school activities.
And some councillors in School C, for example, said they would
have preferred to be in their lessons rather than at the school council
meeting, even though they were positive about their experience.,
In several cases however, positive attitudes were displayed, either
in terms of suggesting solutions or by realising that sacrifices had
to be made: “... but it is worth it - it’s not a disadvantage’ .

The other most common problem in connection with a school
council that schools had encountered was student disillusionment
at a lack of positive changes or the rate at which they expected the
changes to be made. Teachers in ten schools said of pupils ‘They
all want results quickly” Some teachers warned about raising
students’ expectations: ‘We want ro [make changes], but it is
frustrating if you don’t have the means to do things...sometimes it
feels like 'm fighting a losing bartle.” Another teacher warned that
‘if [student expectation] needs to be handled with sensitivity”. This
appeared to be a much bigger problem in secondary schools than
in primary schools, perhaps because older students’ desires for
change are more ambitious, and they are more aware of ways in
which their school life could be improved. In an incident in School
E’s council meeting, a non-representative, who was allowed to
attend but not to speak, spoke out, accusing the council of ‘not
geiting anything done’, but councillors supported the student
chairperson who contested that they were ‘here to see things done’,
and others suggested that ‘the school council is trving and we
should respect it that ‘it puts forward pupils’ views and if it weren 't
here everyone would be complaining’, and that ‘it helps our form
to know what'’s going on in school’.

Even where there were very positive views of the council and its
achievements, some non-councillors and councillors criticised the
pace of change:

In the playground we had this climbing frame. It was quite
wobbly. But they took it away last vear and they took it to
Foundation 1 so the little children can play with it. And since
then we didn’t have anything else to play with so I think they
need to move a bit more faster in getting something... [to replace
it]. (Non-councillor, Year 6, School A)
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And, in consequence of the slow pace of change, they also wanted
a more diverse agenda:

Researcher And have you got any ideas of how it [the council]
could be better?

Stndent I think if vou could bring different suggestions up in
the Friday meetings. Because if we're on one subject,
say we’ve got some spending money, it's like we have
to stay on that subject for the whole meeting. So if
vou could just stay on that subject for five or ten
minutes and then bring up some other subjects.

Student This year they're getting slow at changing things
because of the classes, they’re not voting...we don'’t
have much time... speed it up.

Researcher [To another student] Do you think speed it up?

Student I think yeah, a bit, because when they come to talk to
us they say things that are really boring... like they
started two years ago and we've still doing it.

In School G, even though council meetings were held fortnightly,
some councillors thought the council counld be improved. One boy
suggested: ‘Have more meetings. Make them longer. Keep to a set
place. It’s quite rushed. Have a meeting twice a week and make it
longer’

Teacher leaders in a small number of schools reported cases in
which the role of councillor had been abused: ‘sometimes they may
think they have more influence and power than they actually have’.
Some teachers commented: ‘you have to be careful with the high
status going to their heads’ and ‘they must not feel that they have
the power to radically change the school, but that they do have
some voice’. One interviewee described a case in which one boy
with ‘verv right wing opinions’ kept ‘dominating the meetings with
his own opinions’ and was subsequently “sacked” following a council
vote. In another school, a boy was reported to have started bullying
other children, with the excuse, ‘I'm a representative, I'm allowed’.
In School E, there was a perception that some form representatives
were not seriously involved with the development of the school
community, but being a representative was more for their own good:
‘I think people are only with it because you get a badge and it does
look good when you are going on to jobs or whatever and they just
come to sit there.” And in School C, one small vocal giri clearly
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thought she had a policing role: ‘I like being on the school council
because you can tell [the headteacher] what has been going on
because some of the children misbehave in the class.’

Another problem faced by three schools was continuity or ‘keeping
the momentum going’. One school said that this depended on the
collaboration between the group of councillors that were on the
council at any one time: ‘some want fo work hard at it and some
don't — they want to be doing other things. It’s an up and down
process.” Furthermore, if councillors did not attend meetings
regularly, ‘they find it difficult to get into the swing of it’. Councillors
could perceive attendance as an issue, even where there was in fact
a large group present at meetings (see School B).

Other challenges, identified by one or two interviewees, included:
¢ the support of the SMT,;

¢ the view of the council held by non-representatives. In one
school, the council was regarded as ‘a bit élitist’, and in another
the students did not always see the need for it — the teacher in
charge reported that it was sometimes a struggle to keep the
profile high when ‘others are already satisfied’;

¢ a student chairperson attempting to chair a large group of
councillors;

¢ incompetent representatives — ‘if they are unsuitable for the
Job there will be problems’;

¢ theestablishment of distinct roles: the *house captains’ believed
that they should be the council representatives;

¢ staff resentment if they attempted to set up year councils in
their year, but failed;

¢ representatives benefiting much more (by learning and
consolidating skills) than other students,

6.2 Positive Outcomes - Practical Changes

In this section, we provide evidence from the claims of the teacher
leaders of the school councils and from students themselves as to
the positive outcomes and practical changes which had come about
as a result of the school councils® activities.
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6.2.1 Teachers’ views

Teacher leaders in most schools were able to report at least one
practical change as a result of the operation of the school council.
But a few struggled to do this, and others admitted that to date the
council had not been successful in implementing changes. The
changes that had been made in schools appeared broadly to
correspond with the issues that were reported to have been
discussed, with one important exception. Thirteen schools had
discussed some aspect of teaching and learning or the curriculum
(see Figure 1, p.44} but related changes had only occurred in two
secondary schools (see Figure 2). This implies that, although issues
about pedagogy or subject content might arise as items for
discussion by the council (see 3.7), in practice there were barriers
to the implementation of change. Difficulties varied but included
the statutory conient of the National Curriculum and staff opposition
to change.

Figure 2: Changes and improvements as a result of the school councit

M Secondary schools

Number of schools
5
il

B Prmary schoois

Area of change

o2

As shown in Figure 2, changes which were reported by the teachers
in charge of the school council included:

s New/more Equipment and/or Facilities, e.g. sporting facilities,
social areas, payphone, drinks machine, homework club,
lockers, water fountains, bike sheds, car park for the sixth form,
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jungle gym, notice-boards, playground equipment (27 schools,
twice as many secondary schools as primaries);

o Improvements to the Organisation of breaks, lunch and/or
football, or to school svstems/procedures, e.g. school rules,
prefect system, privilege system, staff supervision, assembly
arrangements and the corridor system (18 schools);

o Improvements to Toilets and/or Cloakrooms, e.g. locks, more
space (13 schools, twice as many primary as secondary
schools);

o New/improved Uniform — four interviewees mentioned that as
a result of the school council intervention girls could wear
trousers (12 schools, only one of them primary);

o Improvements to Catering/lunch menu, e.g. a wider selection
and healthier food (two mentioned the introduction of a salad
bar), a change in catering contractors or the availability of
mineral water (12 schools, two-thirds secondary);

o New Ideas for Fundraising Whole-school Events (10, mostly
secondary schools);

o  More Benches/Ouiside Eating Areas (seven secondary schools);

e A Change in Recycling procedures or Other Environmental
Issues (six schools, equally primary and secondary);

e Steps to Combat Bullying, ¢.g. buddy system, bully box,
heightened awareness, bullying statement (six schools, only
one secondary);

o New Playground Markings (five primary schools);
o Introduction of Tuck Shop/fruit stall (three primary schools);

e Links with the Local Community, e.g. work in local primary
schools, setting up Youth Conferences and liaison with the
local council about safe cycle routes (three secondary schools);

e  Changes to the School's Iimage, e.g. new prospectus, newsletter
and school name (three schools);

e  Other things, each mentioned by one school, included: more
school trips, peer counselling, changes to the content and
structuring of PSE, the restoration of the school’s garden and
developments to the home — school agreement.
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6.2.2 Students’ views

During our research, councillors in the group interview were asked
to give some examples of changes which had come about in their
schools due to the involvement of the school council. In School A,
as in many schools, the councitlors had been involved with bringing
about improvements to the playground and its facilities:

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher
Student

Researcher

Student
Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

Tell me about a time you got some things changed
because of what was put through the council.

Last year we wanted more things for the playground
and we did get them.

What soris of things?

Basketball nets, tennis things, racquets and stuff and
cricket and  about school lunches, what we wanted,
what we didn't want. We got what we wanted.

So how did thart feel when you got what you wanted?
Very pleased, very happy.

Do you think that was because you brought the ideas
to the school council or do you think you would have
goft them otherwise somehow?

Yes. Well, we have to tell them.

There was [the time when] people said that they want
a chart up who goes inte the football pitch. Monday
is Year 6 boys, Tuesday is Year 6 givls and it carries
on.

How did you work that out?

There is four classes and five weeks so on the last day
there will be extra so it could be mixed, anvone who
wants to go can.

Was that your suggestion which you brought to the
council that you needed a rota?

It wasn't {the head’s]. We need more staff in the
football pitch. There were too much people.’
(Schoot A, Year 6 councillors)

Councillors in School C were also pleased to have been able to
make some changes, such as improvements to the toilets, and the
school gate: “And they raised the gates, because we asked for gates
because someone could just walk into the school with their dog
and the dog could bite someone.’
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Elsewhere, in School G, there was ongoing discussion about how
to spend some money left by a benefactor to the school. It was the
privilege of a student nominated for good punctuality, attendance
or helpful behaviour, who received a ‘special award’, to choose
how it would be spent:

One boy, Wayne, he’s normally a lunatic, but over the past few
months he’s been helpful 'cos one time rain came and it
flooded the other site in the hall and he actually helped the
caretaker and a few teachers mop that stuff up and that’s
what he's been elected for last month. Because of his helpful
behaviour towards that.

Like the payphone, for instance, in the council meeting we
had....people have many ideas for how they want to improve
the school but don't have the money to do it and what we
then do because of the [special] awards if any of us has been
chosen for that they could decide "Well I want the money
spent on whatever, new text books for French, new kevboards
for music....’

As aresult of school council intervention, councillors in this school
reported successful changes, such as the introduction of non-
uniform charity days and modifications to the award scheme for
merits and certificates. But they also recalled requests and ideas,
which had not been met or come about, such as installing a vending
machine, including girls in the school, and arranging a dance with
them.

In School E, the school council had managed to get a tea and coffee
machine installed 1n the sixth-form commeon room, and another
success story had been the improvements made to the toilets:

1 think another major change is the ioilets. A real big change is
the toilets because they were in a bit of a dodgy.... They weren't
in a bad condition but they weren't in a good condition either.
The school council raised that and then they were totally
refurbished and they look a lot better now.

As in other school councils, however, students recalled some issues
with which they had not made progress, such as the plan for a
millennium garden in the previous year, and other instances where
changes had not occurred, as in the following example:

I think one of the issues was, there is a mobile phone mast on
top of the school and recently there were some health concerns
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over radiation and stuff like that. We raised that with the school
council, I think this is probably last vear, and the school
explained why they couldn’t do anything about it and we accepted
that but I think people might have really wanted it changed.

These latter examples raise the issue of decision-making, which is
often central to the real influence of the council but not often in
practice transparent or clearly embedded in its procedures and
practices. In our observations, the school council was not usually
the place where votes were cast or decisions actually made by
students; rather it was a forum for discussion and recommendation
or request by the students to the headteacher, senior managers or
governors, from whom a response was later received. If these
recommendations or requests fitted with legal requirements and
school managers’ perceptions of appropriate changes to the culture
of school life, then they were successful; otherwise explanations
needed to be given. It appeared that teacher leaders in the primary
councils were more prepared to go into explanations. The
boundaries and the necessary limits of such a forum as the school
council probably needed clearer and explicit discussion with
students, both councillors and others, as part of their learning about
institutional procedures. This was done occasionally, as in School
I when a member of SMT attended a council meeting to explain
the process involved in changing the school uniform. On the other
hand, there was scope for incorporating the school council’s
business more overtly in these procedures.

6.3 Learning Outcomes for Students
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If properly constituted and structured into the life of the school, the
practices and processes of a school council should aim to fulfil
many learning objectives for arange of personal, social, citizenship,
communication and other learning objectives, as national guidance
suggests (see 1.2.2). This section importantly explores, from the
perspectives of a national sample of teachers leading their school
councils and from the reflections and testimonies of the students in
the case study schools, the extent to which the kinds of aims which
schools expressed in setting up their school councils (see 2.4) were
realised in learning outcomes.
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6.3.1 Teachers’ views on learning outcomes for non-
councillors

Not surprisingly, according to the teacher leaders of the school
council, students who do not become members of the council do
not benefit as much as the councillors themselves:

If they are not a member themselves then it does play down the
participation element...it is more beneficial to the
representatives. Once you ask for delegates then the number of
those benefiting decreases.

Indeed, four teacher interviewees saw the fact that ‘some [students]
benefit more than others’ as a real problem. This was clearly
explained by one teacher:

It would be good to get more children involved or elected but
we also have to give each elected group a reasonable length of
time fo operate on the council.

There is a significant issue here in terms of providing equal access
to learning opportunities and abiding by established democratic
procedures and practices. Getting a balance between making the
experience of participation and representation available as an
opportunity for as many students as may wish to be councillors
and allowing representatives sufficient time to act together as a
council is an issue relating to provision for learning through schools
councils. Schools need to consider this explicitly and carefully in
their own coniext.

Several teacher leaders of the school council were ‘unsure” about
what non-councillors gained from the school having a council, and
others responded in vague terms, such as, “hopefully it has a knock-
on effect’. Several teachers responded that stadents knew that they
were able to report their views and that they would be considered.
A couple of teacher leaders felt form tutors bore some of the
responsibility to involve non-councillors, but they were not sure
how much time was dedicated to follow-up discussions in class.
Encouragingly, one teacher in charge was planning to become
actively involved with feedback sessions. Feedback, as we have
seen (in 3.8.2), is an area of operation of school councils where
students consider some improvements could be made if they are to
feel seriously involved. Indeed, learning objectives, the processes
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of engagement and skill outcomes for the whole student body as a
result of having a school council seem to have been neglected and
need more explicit consideration.

Nevertheless, several teacher interviewees were able to identify
ways in which non-councillors were said to benefit from the
existence of a council. Only a minority mentioned that non-
councillors gained from the changes made in school as a result of
the council, although these presumably are benefits for some, most
or all students. Other responses were more in terms of the skills
that had been learnt, Fifteen interviewees felt that students ‘gained
an insight into the democratic process’ through participation in
elections, Furthermore, half of these respondents thought that
students learned to ‘choose those who would best represent their
views, not just the most popular ones’. Teachers in primary schools
thought that older children benefited more in this way.

Seven teacher leaders interviewed thought that non-counciliors
benefited by learning ‘the same kinds of skills’ (such as speaking
and listening) as those developed by councillors during class
discussions in between council meetings. Furthermore, developing
skills, such as making reasonable requests (‘learning fo put requests
into verbal form is a skill in itself , ‘they are encouraged to think
about the quality of their questions’, and having realistic
expectations (‘they realise that everything they want is not always
possible’) were also mentioned. In addition, two interviewees
believed that students had ‘more knowledge of what's going on in
school’ as a result of the council.

6.3.2 Teachers’ views on learning outcomes for
councillors

Benefits for councillors were more readily identifiable and legion.
The main benefits for representatives identified by teachers in
charge were:

¢ Speaking, Discussion, Articulation and/or Debating Skills (32
schools): ‘They participate in challenging debates and have
learnt to think their way through disagreement to making a
decision.” Five additional schools specifically mentioned
learning to express opinions: ‘They learn quickly if they are
the sort who shout without thinking”;
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Experience of Meetings, minutes, agendas and being a
chairperson (24 schools). Only seven of the respondents
mentioning these forms of experience were primary teachers,
for, as one primary teacher said, ‘17 is an unusual opportunity

for children’:

Political Grounding, an increased understanding of the
democratic system or political liferacy in general (18 schools).
Two primary teacher interviewees said that although children
were aware of this, it was not important to them, and one
reported that they learn it on an ‘age-related developmental
basis’;

Gaining Responsibility and/or Maturity (16 schools, ten of
which were primary schools): ‘The school council matures
children amazingly.’;

Listening Skills (13 schools);

Increased Self-confidence (12 schools): ‘They appreciate what
they can do if they put their mind to it.";

Speaking and Listening Skills (ten schools; in addition to those
who mentioned these skills separately);

Representing (and Respecting) Others’ Views other than their
own, and empathising with them (ten schools), However, by
contrast, a couple of teachers mentioned that ‘they are not too
good [at this]. They are more influenced by the rest of the
council group during the council meetings.’;

Key Skills or Citizenship Skills in general (four schools);
Problem-solving/ Decision-making Skills (four schools);
Organisational Skills (four schools);

Independence (three schools);

Being Discerning (one school): ‘Somerimes pupils come up
with silly ideas and the representatives have 1o be able 1o tell
the difference. They have to listen to what is being said and
have their own views on things.”;

Other Skills were mentioned, including: teamwork, research
skills, data logging, social skills, communicating with people
of all ages, accepting that some things can’t change (‘It is not

Just a case of "I want”.’}, gaining a sense of ownership,
financial literacy and participating in the community.
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A few teacher leaders mentioned that younger or quieter children
still benefited from being part of the council, although sometimes
they had to be encouraged to participate. One headteacher was
evidently fully aware of these benefits as he was planning to
decrease the length of membership in order to give more children
the opportunity to gain the benefits. According to one headteacher,
‘they don’t realise they are actually learning’. However, in our
research we discovered that councillors could identify their learning
from their school council experiences when given time and asked
to reflect on them.

Indeed, it is clear, from the learning outcomes claimed by teachers
above and the demonstrations of learning from the testimonies of
student councillors which follow, that where they are inclusive of
and value students’ contributions to the life of the school, school
councils can be an effective contribution to citizenship and personal
and social learning. The school council can also contribute to moral,
social and cultural development: key skills (especially
communication, working with others, and problem solving); and
promoting other aspects of the curriculum (especially thinking skills,
entrepreneurial skills and education for sustainable development).
Generally by learning through the experience of being councillors
{(and to a lesser extent for non-councillors through efficient and
structured processes of consultation and communication inn school),
students can develop the knowledge, skills and understanding
required of citizenship education, namely: becoming informed
citizens; developing skills of enquiry and communication;
developing skills of participation and responsible action
(QCA,1999). Forexample, by key stage 4, or in some cases earlier,
through experience with school councils students could learn to
‘express, justify and defend orally ... a personal opinion about
issues, problems or events’ in their school context; ‘contribute to
group and exploratory class discussions and take part in formal
debates’; ‘use their imagination to consider other people’s
experiences and be able to think abour, express, explain and
critically evaluate views that are not their own’; ‘negotiate, decide
and take part responsibly in school and community-based
activities’: and ‘reflect on the process of participating” (QCA, 1999,
pp-15-16). The evidence from student councitlors which follows
exemplifies many of these skills.




THE IMPACT OF SCHOOL COUNCILS ON SCHOOLS AND OQUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS

6.4 Councillors’ Views of Their Learning from
School Council Participation

As part of the focus group interviews with the councillors in each
school, they were asked to consider two lists of possible learning
outcomes. The first list comprised personal, social and problem-
solving skills, which might be learned through the processes and
experience of being on the school council. The second list
comprised democratic concepts and practices of which councillors
might have awareness or understanding as a result of their
experiences (see Appendix 1). These lists were constructed on the
basis of claims commonly made in the literature about the benefits
for students of participating in school councils (see 1.3). The groups
of councillors were encouraged to discuss the lists of items amongst
themselves as part of the ‘interview’ experience. Indeed, it was
interesting to observe how the various student groups approached
this task and the degree of teamwork exhibited. Particular care
was taken to ensure that the primary school councillors could read
and ‘understand’ the items, though, not surprisingly, they were more
likely to have extra difficulty with the ideas relating to democratic
concepts and practices.

6.4.1 Personal, social and problem-solving skills

Students as a group were shown the following list of skills and
asked to identify the three most important skills they had leamnt by
being a school counciltor:

1. How to discuss things
How to take responsibility
Being part of a team
Making decisions
Listening

Working out what to do
Finding things out

Negotiation
In Scheool A, the four Year 6 councillors who attended for interview

demonstrated how they worked as a team in considering the list of
possible skills learnt:
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Researcher What do you think are the three most important things
vou have learnt by being on the school council? You
agree between yourselves,

Student Being ateam. Tuking responsibility. [The headteacher]
said that ‘now you're school council you take
responsibility’ and you have to come with that idea as
guickly as you can. Responsibility, team discussions.

Researcher What do vou think? Do you two agree?
Student Yes. Having to take vesponsibility.
Researcher You all think that is one of the things you have learned?

Student Yes. And the team member of a team. Discussing
things. That'’s what we always do.

Researcher Do vou think that is about right? How to take
responsibiliry, discuss and work as a team. Can you
think of an example of when you took responsibility?

Student When we had to take things from [the headteacher]
what he said to the class and remember it and take to
the class at Circle Time.

‘Being responsible’ was also cited by older students as a learning
outcome of being a councillor. One boy in School G, for example,
said that he often had to take responsibility for the other
representative from his class who did not want to attend. In School
D, a girl who had been a councillor in her previous middie school
claimed: ‘It feels like I must be there, you're responsible, becaiise
vou've taken all your friends’ ideas into account.” Others in this
group also noted an apparent change in one boy who became more
responsible after having become a councillor: *...it was weird when
[X] was picked because he was like the one who was always got
told off. But when he actually got picked apparently he always had
goad ideas to put forward and is really sensible and mature about it

In the interview in School G where the councillors had all
individually stated what they had learnt, a quick group discussion
was all that seemed necessary to negotiate and identify their learning
skills from the list:

Student What do you think? You said negotiation. Most
important one is this one, teamwork. It has to be two,
three and five [responsibility, teamwork, listening].
Which one do you think?
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Student

All

Well definitely this one, ‘How to take responsibility’,
that’s one of the things we have all been doing.
Negotiating we’ve always been doing that, haven't we?

Yeah.

Listening was another skill frequently identified by councillors as
part of their learning experience.

Being a councillor makes vou know how to work with each other
and to listen. They expect you to have to listen and you have to
consult people that makes you listen.

To respect each others’ beliefs and views of what they think and
to listen as well as respect. (Two boys, School G)

In secondary School E, the councillors interviewed identified ‘how
to take responsibility’, “listening’ and ‘negotiation’ as the main skills
learnt. They particularly stressed listening:

Student
Researcher

Student

Student

Student

Student

Researcher

Student
Student

Student

That one’s important, isn't it? Listening to other people.
Why do you think listening is so important?

Especially in a school like ours which is pretty diverse
in terms of race and background, things like that, 1
think its important that we tolerate other people's
views. And I think the council is such a forum where
people can express their views and they are not
expected to be prejudiced on any grounds. I think
that's very important.

We all get together to discuss things and we have
learnt to listen to everyone’s views in the conmmunity.

Even Years 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, I3, between 12- and
18-vear-olds there is a massive difference.

We are listening to what they say; they are listening
to what we say.

So when you said we learnt to do that, how do you
think the learning happens?

I think we know how to listen but it’s improved.

It’s communication really because we have got a
strong communication within this school and it’s good.
The years have gone closer together, they discuss
things and respect that.

We are just considerate and we listen to them
considerately.
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These are surely important testimonies to the learning outcomes
from imvolvement in a school council in this mixed multiracial
school. In addition, it was evident from the fact that the Year 12
and 13 stadents included a Year 8 boy in the focus group and their
treatment of him during the conversation that they practised
considerate listening. Furthermore they mentioned that doing plays
in assembly and participation in public-speaking competitions had
also helped develop their communication skills.

In School B, the primary students decided how to take responsibility,
making decisions and working out what to do were the main skills
learnt. In particular these skills had been learnt when they had
planned how to improve the facilities in the playground, a task
which had been incorporated into their curriculum.

School C’s councillors identified how to be part of a team, how to
take responsibilities and how to discuss things as the skills they
had learnt most by being on the council, and much more than being
in their classes. In fact they thought it was important that
representatives from the reception class were included in council
meetings: ‘If they don’t do it they won't learn’; ‘It’s a good idea
because they learn how to discuss with older children.’

Problem-solving, working out what to do, and learning to
compromise were skills learnt by the councillors in School F, often
in response to the headteacher’s reactions:

Student Then if she said ‘No’ or if she said ‘Yes’ to that idea,
then we would discuss it and say how we would do it.

Student Or if she said ‘No’ we might discuss how we could
evaluate the idea and sort of redesign it — perhaps do
a COmpromise.

Student Yes, because there was a thing with the sanitary
machines wasn’t there, we had to say because there
were two different costs and one was more expensive
to buy, but the sanitary products were cheaper, 1
suppose, and we had to decide which one they wanted.

Researcher So how did you do that?

Student Well each one had pros and cons, like one was more
expensive. But the one that was more expensive, it
would have been refilled by the manufacturer, whereas
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another one was cheaper but the school would have
had to refill it with its own funds. Each one had its
pros and cons.

When we actually discussed that issue you had to go
back to your class and discuss it with your year as
well.

Later in the interview, the girls recalied how they had learnt ‘how
to make decisions, how to work out what to do, how fo negotiate

Student

Researcher

Student

Student

Student

Student
Student

Researcher

Student

Yes we've had to learn to negotiate with [the
headteacher]: often she wants one thing and we want
another, and we had to learn to come to some sort of
halfway house.

How do vou do thai?

Well, we just play with different ideas until we find
something that works for everybody. 'Cos some ideas
we think are perfect, but she thinks are awful, and the
other way round.

With the trouser issue we just wanted trousers, we
didn’t really mind. But [the head] wanted a certain
kind of trousers. Se we had to decide on what kind
of trousers. She doesn’t want everyone looking
differenti...

We have to figure out what is relevant and what’s not
and what will work and what won’t. Making decisions
like whether the sanitary machines, we had to figure
out which one would be better and more practical for
the school.

Teamwork because we had to work as a team. ..

And listening as well "cos you have to listen to other
people’s [ideas, views], yes and when they have
finished other people waiting to come in.

So you think there needs to be recognised process and
procedure. So you have 1o learn those skills, do vou?

Well, you have got to have learning skills, but it is
developing what you have already got.
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6.4.2 Awareness and understanding of democratic
processes and practices

Students as a group were shown the following list of democratic
processes and practices and asked if they had become aware of or
understood about them by being a school councillor:

1. How to ask other people’s views
2. How to make proposals

3. How to be a representative (put forward other people’s
VIews)

How to argue a point of view
How to take many things into account to make a decision
That not everyone gets what they want

N e vk

That some things get priority over others

Not surprisingly, it was generally harder for councillors at the
primary level to identify the democratic concepts of which they
had gained an understanding through the school council processes.
This is a complex cognitive operation. Our experience with the
councillors fits with the findings on the civic knowledge test of the
IEA Citizenship Education Study which showed that 14-year-olds,
‘although they live in a democratic country, they do not appear o
understand fully what the term “democracy” means’ (Kerr et al.,
forthcoming, p. 48). The following example shows how it was
difficult to introduce the idea of democratic skills and citizenship
to primary students and ask about their learning:

Researcher Can I show you another list now. It's a bit more
difficult. This is about what have you learnt. There
is an idea about school councils that suggests that
they should help you to learn about democracy. That’s
a difficult word, isn’t it? About being a good citizen —
have you any idea what that might involve? Has
anyone talked to you about citizenship in school?

Student Not bullying.

Researcher Well that could be, yes — good start. [To another
student] Have vou got any ideas?

Student You have 1o take control of things.

Student You have to take control of your awn actions.
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Researcher What do you think happens when vou have an election
outside of school, like the other week there was the
General Election? Did any of vour parenis go to vote?

Student Yes.

Even some secondary students lacked an awareness of democracy.
As one asked us: "What is democracy? Because I have always heard
that word, but [ never really know what it means.” This also chimes
with another of the IEA study’s findings that 14-year-olds in
England were much less likely than their teacher or headteacher to
think that they had learnt about democracy (Kerr et al.,
forthcoming). Nevertheless the councillors in our study were able
to provide examples of their learning from participating in their
school councils which illustrate a range of key democratic skills
and practices, as suggested by the above list. This suggests that
schools need to do more to explicitly explain the key components
of democracy and its procedures and practices so that students are
mote conscious of them as such,

6.4.2.1 Learning how to ask other people’s views

In School B, for instance, the councillors were good at asking other
students their views and collecting ideas. They were helped by
time being set aside regularly in the class groups to do so. (The
school council and class discussion/feedback were held on alternate
Friday afternoons.) There was also a reported consensus that
‘everyone asks the same thing’ . They felt that their classmates
were very involved: ‘They are half like a school council’; *They
have responsibility as well’; *If they want to say anything, they can
say anything’.

In School F, the girls recalled the importance of getting to know
what everyone wanted in order for it to be practical:

Student You have to think about what everybody wants, it can’t
Just be something you want.

Student Do you remember when somebody said they wanted
hot chocolate in the canteen in the winter. It was so
cold outside. And it flopped, because whilst at the
time people said it was a good idea, when it actually
happened hardly anybody wanted it and there were
often a lot of leftovers, so it stopped.
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6.4.2.2 Learning how to be a representative

One of the key concepts in undertaking the role of school councillor,
as in any democratic institution, is that of representation. It may,
however, be a difficult concept to convey to students and the skill
of impartially representing a point of view, or others’ points of view,
needs to be developed. In practice, young people may find it
particularly difficult if their own view does not coincide with that
of the majority whom they ‘represent’, or if peers hold a range of
diverse views which need to be conveyed. Representation may
have to be learnt on the job.

it was evident that councillors in School C were still learning how

to be representatives:

Student We have to be representative, 1o put forward other
people’s views,

Researcher Right, ves. Anvbody else learnt that, how to be a
representative? What do you think about being a
representative then?

Student I feel great actually.

Researcher s if difficult or not difficuls?

Student At first it was difficult, but it is getting easier.

Researcher Can vou say why it is getting easier?

Student Because I put more action info it and put more effort.

Researcher Why is that?

Student Not at first you haven't got to be skilled for doing it.
Itis just ...all your effort.

Researcher So how do you know you are being a representative?

Student Just by putting my point of view or the teacher’s point
of view.

Researcher And you collect the ideas from the others, do you?
Now what do yvou do if the others suggested something
that you really didn't think was a very good idea or
that you didn'’t agree with?

Student I'd just leave it to for them to decide whether it is
right or if it isn't.

Researcher Who is the ‘them’?

Student The rest of the school council.
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Researcher So you would still propose it? You'd still mention the
idea?

Student Yes.
Researcher Would you say if you didn’t agree with it?

Student I'd just leave it.

Yet many of the councillors did have a basic understanding of
representation, as in School A:

Researcher Do you know what it is to be a representative? What
does that mean?

Student We're representing the school, our class.
Researcher Whar do vou think that involves?
Student Ask them whart they want.

Student And what they want us ro do as a school,

They were clear about the significance of all students voting for
what they wanted and that was what they should try to get.

We look in each class and see the thing most people want to
vote for and we do it then. If someone wants something and
someone says they want another thing {the headteacher] mighs
try and get both of them. (School A)

By secondary age, students were clearer that they should not just
put forward their own view:

In a council group perhaps most of ideas we get are from a
class; you can’t just say something you would like and not vour
class. (School G)

Indeed, there was an element of commitment and persistence for
some represeniatives in trying to assert the views or wishes of their
class or year group:

Researcher Sometimes is it difficult arguing? Say vou put the
idea up and {X}, as the chairperson on the council,
said, ‘We can't really do that because of so and so’
would you then stick up for what your class wants ro?

Student Well, I would have to do it once. I could just stop, tell
him ‘Could you please trv?’ If he said ‘No you can’t
do that’ I could just talk to him while we are going
home or something and just tell him ‘Please try even
if it doesn’t work’.
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Student

Yes, this thing is part of being responsible because
you listen to the class, what that one likes and what
the other likes. What we have to do is listen because if
that one says something it might be useful. {School G)

Indeed, one student from School G identified *how to be a
representative’ as a learning outcome from being a councillor:

How to be a representative — you never know whatever job you
might take in the future vou might have fo be a representative
over something especially if you have to argue a point ftoo ...
then he will know the basic skills that will be needed and what
to expect if certain things arise.

Knowing how to criticise the majority view, or how to deal with
the majority view if the councillor personally did not agree with it,
were more difficult skills to learn and practise. Students in School
D, for example, had different views of how they would handle this:

Student
Student

Student

Researcher

Student
Researcher
Student
Student

Student

You learn to appreciate other people’s ideas.

You have to be quite sensitive that vou put forward
the right kind of idea, not be too forceful.

And you can’t just put forward things that you want.
You have ro put through evervthing. I don't
particularly think the school’s colours idea is that
wonderful, but people who I have spoken to do so 1
have to put that. [ just don’t put my opinion I have to
put the majority opinion as well,

But you are obviously aware of the point about
representing other people’s views, so this is
particularly difficult sometimes when vour own
opinion is in a minority.

You conflict with everyone else’s ideas.
So what do you do then?
You just say whar they think.

No, you also put forward your ideas because there
might be some people who agree with you that you
Just haven't spoken to. There is always other people.

You have just got to put both sides of the argument
aCross.

This episode in itself demonstrated some democratic skills of
discussion, argument and negotiation. Students also need to learn
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that democratic practices and procedures, as well as oufcomes, are
also essentially contested and to learn to be able to handle
differences of view and unsuccessful outcomes of representation.

6.4.2.3 Learning how to argue a point of view

In meetings, knowing how to present, argue for and stick to a point
of view are necessary and valnable skills when operating in a
democratic context. The normal learning environment does not
foster development of these skills, but certain strategies, such as
debate and role playing, may enhance learning how to argue a point
of view. School councils could offer another opportunity for
developing such skills. In School E’s council meeting, a few students
who felt strongly about their viewpoints continued to argue back
when being laughed at or other students were arguing back.

In School F, learning the skills of how to interject in the discussion
or to make a point and stick to it were also recognised as skills,
which some councillors had developed. One long-standing issue,
which had eventually had a successful ouicome for the school
council, was that of being able to wear trousers in school. A
contributory factor was that about one-fifth of the girls in school
were from Asian backgrounds and some had applied for permission
and had been allowed to wear trousers on cultural grounds. But
this dispensation had not automatically been extended to other girls
on equal opportunities grounds. Three councillors had attended a
governors’ meeting to argue the case:

Student Definitely learnt how to argue your point of view,
because when we had to do presentations to the school
governors about wearing trousers we had 1o select
various points.

Student Yes we had a meeting and we all said why we wanted
trousers.

Student And then we had to select the ones that we really
thought...and make a speech about it to the school
ZOVErnors.

Student I went and two Year 11s went. [ think we only got
about ten minutes. What we had done was meet up
together beforehand just to organise what the three
of us would talk about, like 'You talk about this, you
talk about this and I'll talk about this.” We managed
to get it so it would all fit together, and we had only
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selected the most important of issues, because of there
not being a lot of time. ... We just had to pick the bits
that were most important and we had to have good
reasons to back it up, because if we had said ‘We want
trousers’, they would have said "Why?’ and if we'd
gone blank vou wouldn’t have got anywhere. You had
to back it up what you want.

Student They had io take many things into account to make a
decision.

The councillors were proud of the fact that the council had been
very instrumental in bringing about the change in uniform and asked
it the council could be mentioned in assembly when the
announcement was made.

6.4.24 Learning that not everyone gets what they want

In a democracy where the majority view prevails, by definition,
not everyone gets what they want. This applies even when people
have striven long and hard for what they believe in and think right
and appropriate. Working through the democratic processes of the
school council may be one of the few opportunities young people
have to learn such a lesson.

Councillors in School E cited the ongoing issue of the mobile phones
as an example of not getting what they wanted. Also they had
failed to persuade the school to make chips available at break times,
to extend the availability of email access, or to get the school o
reconsider lunchtime arrangements which gave priority to sixth
formers, though not all councillors understood the reasons why.
Mobile phones were also an issue in School C, but apparently had
not been openly explored in the school council. One councilior
there identified ‘that not everyone gets what they want’ as an
example of learning about democracy, citing in illustration the fact
that the headteacher had said it was not financially possible for the
school to buy more playground and PE equipment. This is quite a
sophisticated concept in political literacy for councillors to reflect
on as part of their experience and needs further exploration at school,
year and class level with the student body as a whole.

6.4.2.5 Learning how to be accountable to others

Another difficult and related concept is that of being accountable
to others. Councillors in primary School C identified this as part of
their learning. They needed ‘to tell people why they can’t get what
they want’. In fact, being on the council could involve a go-between
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role, some degree of accountability and even, apparently, setting
an example: ‘I like to be on the school council just to show to oiher
people in a common way how they should react to what things they
can get and what they can’t get’, said one student.

Int School A, the councillors interviewed identified the issue of being
accountable to others — though they did not name it as such — when
asked if there was any way in which their school council (which
they otherwise thought was ‘good as it is’) could be improved:

Researcher Do you think there are any ways in which you could
make it [the school council] better, by what vou do?

Student Yeah, when we're voting [electing councillors], people
[the candidates] go a bit mad and say ‘I'll get you this
and that’. And then they [the students] look at it and
say ‘Would you really get me this?’ and if you say
Yeah'and they vote for vou and in the end they don't
really get anything, it’s a bit disappointing. People
shouldn’t promise what they know they can’t get.

Researcher Do you sometimes get put in that position?

Student Some people...say they’ll do this and thev'll do that
and it hasn't happened.

Researcher That's what I was meaning earlier by asking vou about
being accountable, because if vou say ‘Vote for me,
I’'m going to do this’ and then it can’t happen for some
reason, you’'ve still got to explain to people why it
hasn’t happened, haven't you?

Student But they will understand.

This, again, was an issue that could benefit from attention from
class teachers or form tutors in preparation for elections and with
the subsequent preparation of the councillors for their role.

6.4.2.6 Linking several key democratic concepts and processes

A few secondary student councillors had reflected sufficiently on
their experiences so as to develop integrated perspectives on their
experience and learning. In School E, the chairperson of the council
saw several of the democratic concepts as linked in practice:

That'’s important, isn't it, how to be a representative. I don’t
think you can represent everyone in your form’s views; I think
you've got to use a little bit of your own conscience in the
situation. But I think that is important and how to ask other
people’s views, I think, is linked to making decisions and the
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Jfact that not everyone gets what they want. [ think a lot of people

... perhaps in the younger vears ... I remember when we did it
we slightly resented the sixth form and that they got their own
common room and stuff like that. But I think as vou get older
and progressing vou realise that the situation for the sixth form
and lower school is totally different ... I mean, diffevent facilities
and stuff.

As aresult of reflecting on her experience, a councillor in School
D had also developed a more sophisticated understanding of the
democratic process:

You see the process that it takes from an initial idea to actually
being integrated into the school and it does show you the way
to get things changed without being too offensive or forcing
your ideas on other people to get things done.

6.4.3 Character development

As well as particular learning outcomes, such as the development
of skills and understanding, councillors could develop personally
by means of their participation and involvement. Occasionaily
being a member of the school council could help a young person to
have a better self-concept or self-esteem: ‘I suppose it does give
you a bit more confidence to say stuff in front of the whole year to
get things done, but no special skills.” In School D, a girl who had
suggested a change to the colour of the PE shirt so that it was
differentiated from the school uniform shirt was surprised that her
idea had been accepted through the school council:

Student It just happened to be an idea. No one has said, *Well
done, you've come up with a wonderful idea.” Not a
lot of praise, but I'm not worried because it was just
an idea and I didn’t expect them to actually change it.
[ am happy that they did.

Researcher Why didn't you expect them to change it?

Student Because I thought it was a major part of the school,
and [ just didn't expect them to make such a drastic
change from just a little idea from me.

Researcher Did vou feel quite good abour it?

Student T'was happy that they had considered my idea valuable
enough to make a change.




THE IMPACT OF SCHOOL COUNCILS ON SCHOOLS AND QUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS

Occasionally participation in the school council, perhaps by having
a ‘star role’, could be the catalyst to transform a young person’s
behavicur and provide opportunities for character development.
This appeared to have happened in the case of the student
chairperson of School G’s council.

Student it was only when I'was in Year 9 that I realised that
school was something that was going to help me.
When I was in Year 7 and Year 8, I used to muck around
alot. Iwasn't that responsible. My form tutor when I
had him in Year 9 he told me that... He knows that I
was good at working, but [ was just like, you know,
chatty, chatty, you know, so he told me to go and be
on the school council. When I heard that I was losing
my lunch ... I didn't want to do it, but as soon as I got
there, I thought it was interesting and I started getting
involved more in school council and helping people
and teachers as well. And when I was being elected
Jor school chairman, they did ask us to say, if we were
chosen what would you do. We didn’t have no speech
prepared or anything we just... you know...

Researcher On the spot?
Student Yeah.

Researcher Whar did vou think it would be like to be on the council
before you were on it?

Student Well when I was in Year 7 and Year 8, I used to think
its all long, really, it's not that good wasting your
break for... — I had «a veal thing abour that. But as
soon as I got in there I realised rhat it’s helpful for all
of us because most of the school’s decisions are
actually made on the school council. So when I heard
that I thought that maybe I could help as well and by
doing this I could show... I could change in my life...
I could show to my mum and dad and other people
that know me that I can be a responsible person.

This student’s interest had been kindled by ‘the decisions they used
to make’, and an engagement with the school council’s attempt to
change school uniform, which he personally hated — ‘one thing I
really wanted to do was change the school uniform’. Later, by
becoming chairperson of the council, he demonstrated responsibility
in many ways, including telephoning us with the date of the next
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school council meeting and an invitation to attend. As he also
claimed:

One of the things I think we have all learnt as well whilst being
on the school council is being humble and politeness. We are
polite when one person’s talking, we don't go like this or like
that. We wait until that person is finished; as I said, it'’s being
responsible, being polite, rather than as we used to go around
and like barge people out of the way or if I see someone needed
help I'would just leave him while other people laugh at them. It
helped me to improve the way I behave amongst people.
(Chairperson School )

6.4 Key Findings and Issues
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND

RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 Summary and Issues
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This final chapter comprises three distinct, but interrelated parts.
Firstly, we offer a summary overview of the research findings, given
separately for primary and secondary schools, highlighting points
of contrast where appropriate. We aiso offer some practical
guidelines for schools establishing and maintaining a school council
based on our findings from the research. We end with an evaluative
overview of the contribution of school councils to personal, social
and citizenship education and school culture.

7.1.1 Primary school councils

Schoeol councils in primary schools appear to be given a relatively
high status: it is normally the headteacher or the deputy head who
is responsible for the council. It does not appear to be too
challenging to set up a school council, although it can be difficult
to find time for it and keep up the momentum. The main aims for
primary schools of having a school council are to ‘give pupils a
voice’ and to improve their personal and academic skills. The aims
generally do not change during the course of a school council,
although when they do, variations are subtle and may be in line
with intended changes in school ethos.

In most schools, meetings are held once every half term during
lunchtime for half an hour, although there is much diversity between
schools. Sometimes the youngest year groups are excluded from
the council, although in many schools all year groups are involved
(normally with two representatives for each year). The headteacher
and/or the deputy head usually attend the meetings. In some schools,
other members of staff (teaching and non-teaching) attend. Parents
and governors are occasionally involved.

On the whole, representatives are formally elected by their
classmates and retain membership for the academic year. Before
meeting as a council, they are normally given some form of
preparation, although the extent and depth of this varies
considerably,
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Issues to be discussed are raised by all students in one way or another
(e.g. class discussions, suggestion boxes), and in most schools, the
actual agenda is decided by the representatives. The most common
topics are playground-related issues, fundraising, the provision of
facilities and improvements to the school building. Minutes are
taken during the meetings, normally by the teacher member
responsible. Feedback is given by representatives in class,
distributing the minutes, through school assemblies or, in the case
of staff, through meetings. If governors are given any feedback, it
is generally by means of the headteacher’s report.

The vast majority of schools do not have a council budget, although
they obtain money through different methods if it is needed. The
general school budget is one source. According to the teacher
interviewees, councillors are very positive about the council and
feel valued and honoured. However, when asked about the attitude
of other students, their responses were rather more ambivalent —
mainly in terms of awareness. The vast majority of staff members
were said to be very much in favour of the council, although a
small number of negative views were reported, The governors who
are aware of the council are claimed to be in favour of it, although
most are not involved.

The benefits of having a council were mostly described in terms of
improvements to school ethos, having a forum through which
students can express their views, and sharing of information between
teachers and students. The main benefits for representatives were
said to be: speaking and listening skills, greater responsibility and/
or maturity, greater understanding of democratic issues and
increased self-confidence. The benefits for non-representatives
were somewhat less apparent; on the whole, they knew that their
views would be considered.

Of those schools that had encountered challenges, time constraints
were the biggest problem, although a relatively large number had
not experienced any disadvantages at all. In fact school councils
appear to be successful in initiating positive, tangible change within
primary schools.

7.1.2 Secondary school councils

Those in charge of the school council are most likely to have a
senior position within the school, and are often a member of the
SMT. Councils have, on the whole, been in place for longer periods
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of time in secondary schools than in primary schools. Whilst the
setting-up process is likely to run relatively smoothly, staff
reluctance is more likely to be encountered in secondary schools.
As with primary schools, the most common aim is to give students
a voice, and it appears that this aim prevails.

In most secondary schools, meetings are usually held once every
half term, during lunchtime for an howr, although there is some
variation to this pattern. In the vast majority of schools, all year
groups are represented, although in some schools year councils
complement or replace a whole-school council. This can result in
a broader spread of responsibility for a counci] through the
hierarchies in a secondary school. It is less common for the
headteacher or deputy to attend a secondary school council meeting;
there may be only one member of staff present, although other statf
may attend as appropriate.

In line with practice in primary schools, elections are normally
held to select the representatives who stay on the councit for at
least one year. Councillors usually receive some preparation before
they take up their role, and in some schools this is a fairly formal
process (e.g. a meeting with documentation).

Secondary schools use a number of methods to obtain the views
and suggestions of all the students; in a few schools, staff contribute
as well. In line with primary school practice, the representatives
tend to form an agenda at the beginning of each meeting. By
contrast, however, topics for discussion in secondary schools —
provision of facilities, school lunches, uniform and teaching and
learning/the curriculum — differ from those that are most popular
at primary level., Minutes are normaily taken by a student, and
feedback is given by representatives in class, by displaying the
minutes, through school assemblies or via year councils. Teachers
may be given a copy of the minutes, or may simply hear about it in
class. When govemors are aware of the council’s business, the
teacher in charge or councillors inform them.

Most schools do not have a school council budget, aithough those
that do are generally given more money than are those in primary
schools. As with primary schools, it appears that councillors are
normally very positive about their role, but that the views held by
the rest of the students largely depend on the outcomes of the
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council. Staff reluctance and/or negativity seems to be more
pertinent in secondary schools, although governors were marginally
more likely to be reported to be supportive of the school council
than in primary schools,

The main benefits of having a council were seen to be giving
students a voice, improving the school ethos and the positive
changes that have been made. It was reported that councillors’
speaking skills, etiquette for meetings and knowledge of the political
process increases. As might be expected, the major difference
between primary and secondary schools is that by the secondary
stage ‘meeting etiquette’, and ‘responsibility and/or maturity® are
not so much of an issue. Once again, it appears that non-councillors
do not benefit nearly as much as councillors do from the experience
of having a council in school.

In contrast to the primary schools, the majority of secondary schools
faced some kind of problem in maintaining their school council,
the most common being time pressures and student disillusionment.
On the other hand, as a result of school council activities most
secondary schools had benefited from several noticeable changes,
particularly improvements to facilities, uniform and catering.

7.2 Guidelines for Practice

As a result of the survey and case study research, we offer some
guidelines for schools wishing to establish a school council or to
review their practices.

7.2.1 Concerning the status of the council
¢ Give the council a prominent status within the school by:
> displaying photographs of representatives;

= giving representatives badges (which they could design
themselves);

> having a school council budger if possible;

> mentioning the council and reporting positive outcomes
in assemblies and in the weekly bulletin/newsietter,

> allocating class time for feedback and class discussions;

> providing a council notice-board.
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A member of the SMT in charge of running the council gives it
status. As a teacher in a secondary school said, ‘The council
will only succeed if someone on the SMT is actively involved.
If the person responsible is paid on a lower scale, they will
have to fight through bureaucracy to get anything achieved,
which leads to frustration.’

Hold staff meetings to discuss issues as necessary, and ensure
that all staff members (including non-teaching staffy are fully
aware of any important conclusions or decisions that are made
during council meetings. Consider that the timing of a council
meeting might influence the timing and extent of feedback in
class. Listen to staff views and explain the purpose, running
and benefits of having a council, particularly how it could help
them, e.g. easing their burden by giving students more
responsibility.

Encourage governors to become involved:

> make sure students understand who the governors are {e.g.
by displaying photographs of them), and what their role is;

> invite governors to attend council meetings and provide
at least an annual opportunity for councillors to reportto a
governors’ meeting, as well as a chance to make a
presentation regarding a major and special issue for the
council;

> give governors regular feedback from meetings by sending
them copies of the minutes so they can check on progress;

> mention the school council and its current activities in the
curriculom report.

7.2.2 Making the most of the council

+

Set clear, achievable aims for the council from the outset after
explicit discussion with council members themselves and make
these widely known. Encourage the staff involved to refer to
the aims every so often, and to be aware of how objectives
might change as the council progresses and of how the council
might be affecting school culture.

If elections are held, make the most of them to encourage

political literacy:

> explain the processes and how they mirror those in the
wider world;
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> encourage students, if they wish, to hold campaigns and
hustings;

> link activities to the curriculum as appropriate, e.g. PSE
and citizenship (rights, democracy, voting), literacy/
speaking and listening (speech-writing, public speaking;
responding to points of view), IT (typing minutes and
agendas) and art (posters, badges, campaign material);

> explore the characteristics and qualities needed in a good
councillor and encourage students to think hard about who
would make a good representative before they vote. Draw
on the existing councillors to describe and evaluate their
experiences and offer their opinions.

Include school councils in joined-up PSE and citizenship
education provision. School councils are a potentially strong
resource for personal, social and citizenship education, but they
need to be explicitly and coherently tied into other provision
and practices, so that the learning objectives are clear and the
outcomes evaluated, recognised and valued.

7.2.3 Concerning meetings and organisation

+

Decide the optimum frequency, timing during the school day
and length of meetings, but expect these to be a process of
‘trial and error’ and keep them subject to ongoing review.

Invite non-teaching staff, parent and governor representatives
to attend meetings (where appropriate). Welcome and introduce
them, explaining why they are present and invite them to offer
comments when appropriate.

Find a balance between giving as many children as possible
the chance to reap the benefits of acting as councillors, but
also making the length of membership long enough for them
to gain sufficient experience of the council.

Be aware of potential financial resources, such as the Parents’
Association and sponsorship. If the council has a budget, be
prepared to include students in deciding on details of
expenditure (for example, weighing up the financial as well as
practical pros and cons) and regard it as an opportunity to
improve their financial literacy. Encourage students to organise
events, such as discos and fétes, themselves to raise money for
the school council.
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4

Take practical steps 10 overcome time constraints.

> take brief minutes and note action points (primary schools)
or teach the councillors how to take comprehensive
minutes (secondary schools);

> make effective use of administrative staff and older
students (for example, typing up minutes could be used as
an IT exercise);

> do not let meetings run on for too long;

> share the responsibility of the council with one or two other
members of staff so there is a coherent and continuous
support structure.

7.2.4 Concerning councillors

+

Be prepared to explain things carefully and give special
consideration to younger students, particularly reception
classes, if they are to be included in the council. Encourage
them to speak up in meetings. A sensible approach, adopted
by one school, was to have two key stage 1 students
representing their own class as well as any vounger students
in the school.

It seems to be helpful for ex-councillors to talk to prospective
councillors. Additional preparation also appears to be
necessary and valuable: some form of induction to explain the
purposes and procedures of the council, the councillors’ role,
particularly that of ‘representation’, to explore expectations
and institute good practices, such as note-taking.

Try to cultivate a school ethos in which being a councillor is
regarded as a respected and sought-after role. Invite potential
representatives to observe meetings. Define the role of the
representative clearly, and keep an eye on individual councillors
who may abuse their position.

7.25 Concerning non-councillors

¢

Give all students the opportunity to make suggestions, a
suggestion box appears to be a good way to offer an equal
opportunity to all, irrespective of age, to include shy children
and facilitate comment on sensitive issues. Encourage all
students to think analytically about the guality of their
suggestions. Be open to suggestions from any source, for
example governors, parents and other staff.
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¢ Do not rely on students to provide feedback io classmates
without initiation and support from a teacher. Require class
teachers to provide a scheduled slot during class time for both
idea generation and feedback. This could be tied in with Circle
Time, Literacy Hour or PSE. Give out a sheet of paper with a
prepared framework with space for comments from class
feedback (see 3.8). Be aware of the skills that are being learnt
by councillors and try to cultivate the same skills in other
students during class discussions, for example by giving them
the chance to prepare and present an argument for response
and decision making by classmates,

¢ Insure that each classroom has an ongoing record of council
decistons, keeping a file with copies of past minutes of council
meetings for reference, and hand out copies of the minutes to
each form after meetings.

¢ When something is changed, ensure the idea is attributed to
the class where it originated to make them aware that they can
make a difference. However, be careful not to raise children’s
expectations too much initially; set the parameters in the first
meeting. If an idea is not acted upon, explain the reasons fully.

7.3 School Councils as a Strategy for Citizenship
and Personal and Social Education:
implications for Student Learning and School
Change

Many claims have been made in the literature about the potential
positive contributions of school councils to student learning,
particularly about the practices of citizenship, and to institutional
change. It is clear from this research that many of the practical
issues associated with establishing and maintaining a school council,
identified in research on school councils over the last decade, still
exist in some schools. Moreover, there is evidence of mixed effects
on student learning, especially as between councillors and non-
councillors, and in terms of school outcomes. Setting up a school
council is not necessarily a goarantee of student participation,
positive attitudes or progressive practices in school. School councils
are only one strategy for whole-school development, learning about
becoming a citizen and creating or enhancing a learning
environment of mutual responsibility and respect.
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As the literature on school councils and our own research focusing
on the processes, practices and perceptions of school councils also
make clear, to flourish and succeed in achieving their own goals,
school councils must be embedded in school-wide relationships,
structures and actions which are disposed towards consultation,
respect for the views of students and staff, participation in the school
as a community, respect for reason, democracy and the possibility
of change. It is not enough for the school council itself to be the
only marker of such attitudes and behaviours. The school council
needs to be one of many, albeit one of the most potentially fair and
equal, opportuntties for the exercise of students’ rights and
responsibilities within the experience of social and academic
learning. The school couneil and the school community as a whole
need periodically to review the council’s aims and outcomes by
engaging in self-evaluation.

The evidence of students and teachers involved in this study
demonstrates that participation in school councils can promote key
skills, personal and social skills and some awareness and
understanding of democratic practices. Although we did not study
in detail how schools’ aims for their school councils linked with
their wider school and curricular aims, schools were not explicit
about the contribution a school council could make to delivering
personal, social and citizenship education, to the development of
particular learning outcomes for students, or in any focused way in
relation to the realisation of a school’s mission statement or the
development of its ethos. There was a sense, rather, of schools
discovering the potential of school councils, and the model or form
which best suited their school culture.

Schools need to be more explicitly self-conscious about how the
school council fits with wider decision-making approaches in the
school (e.g. in relation to the SMT and governors’ meetings), as
well as with learning goals for students in various groups and as
individuals. Could the school council have a role with respectto a
school’s OFSTED inspection? As a result of participation through
the school council, how could individual students’ learning be
documented and recorded in their portfolio of achievements? Our
evidence suggests that some ‘unlikely candidates’ had the potential
to become good school councillors. There may be unplanned and
incidental benefits for such students and opportunities to deal with
issues of inclusion and equal opportunities. Schools need to
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incorporate the processes, practices and endeavours of their school
council into their joined-up thinking about students’ experience at
school and to realise its potential as a resource.

The school council is different from other school practices that
recognise and support students in that it offers students a collective
voice, or voices, and a sense of agency in contributing to an effective
and enjoyable experience of school. Many schools saw a main
aim of their school council as ‘giving the students a voice’; but
what exactly does this mean? And what are democratic skills in a
school context? Through its processes, not just in its meetings but
also in class-wide discussions, the school council can provide
students with opportunities for reflection on experiences of school
life and learning. The school council can offer the possibility,
through democratic means, of influencing and facilitating change
in a way which positively affects the school environment. This
can produce a sense of student empowerment and ownership, which
may, in turn, generate other powerful attitudinal outcomes. Having
a school council may, however, also raise expectations beyond what
is realistic within the framework of the school, and this may need
explanation as part of the realism attached to the democratic process.

The existence of the school council introduces another layer in the
structure of authority within the school. Its key concepts, such as
consultation, representation and active participation towards change,
are pot those traditionally associated with the role of the student or
of school life. Its practices demand inclusive structures, open lines
of comumunication, transparency and accountability, not always
notable in school procedures. Communication systems — a
recognised and valued loop of idea generation, meeting discussion,
feedback and comment - are essential tools of student involvement.
These require the support of teachers and training of both teachers
and students. They demand that students be seen as able to
contribute to the decision-making processes of the school in relation
to practical problems and situations, which may also have
implications for principles and policies.

Participation may bring about change in students and teachers, as
well as the ethos and environment of the school for which they
have to take at least some responsibility. In terms of the citizenship
education strand of political literacy, the actual experience of the
school council, as a councillor, and to a lesser extent as a member
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of the school community, importantly complements teaching in the
formal curriculum about democratic concepts and practices.
Students may develop skills of listening and speaking, discussion,
negotiation, teamwork, asking for others’ views and representing
them, arguing a point of view and taking a range of information
and attitudes into account in decision making. Where the council
works well, students may develop a sense of collaborative learning,
which also fosters mutnal respect and a sense of community.
Importantly, schools could do more to make explicit the links
between the kind of learning which results from experience of the
school council and other aspects of the formal citizenship education
curricuium.

These experiences through the school council may embolden
students to challenge the traditional avthority structures and
decision-making processes, outcomes and implementation in the
school. The school itself may become more democratic. Thus the
existence of an effective school council can play an important part
in a change in the school culture, with implications for pedagogical
practices and teacher and staff relationships with students.
Instruction and authority may make room for discussion and
negotiation, which recognise the rights and responsibilities of the
students as learners and citizens in their own community. How the
school and teachers cope with these changes says much about the
school as a moral and social institution and teachers as moral and
citizenship educators.

The Crick Report stopped short of recommending that school
councils should be a statutory provision of citizenship education in
schools. But it opined that this possibility should be kept under
review, provided examples of school councils in practice, and
indicated that school councils should be an object of comment by
OFSTED and the LEA in terms of the performance of a school asa
whole (pp.25-6). A school council can be an important catalyst
for change but it is not a panacea. Where it is incorporated into the
structure of the school and the relationships within it, through its
focus on democratic processes and practices, it can facilitate the
recognition and expression of children’s rights, their involvement
in, and some responsibility for school life and the development of
positive attitudes to school and learning, as well as the enhancement
of key skills. By beginning to experience democratic practices in
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the school, young people may develop good habits of involvement
in community and civic life which may also be transferred to
voluntary civic activities outside school. Thus, as indicated in many
of the examples in this report, the school, through the positive
experiences it may provide of civic engagement within its own
community by means of the formal structure of the school council,
may contribute to the development of future citizens, willing and
better able to exercise their political and social rights and
responsibilities.
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9. APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In 1997, the project, Values Education in Primary and Secondary
Schools (sponsored by NFER, SCAA and the Citizenship
Foundation), provided some coincidental information on school
councils from a quantitative survey (see Taylor, 2000). From a
nationally representative sample at that time of 1,000 schools (600
primary and 400 secondary), 546 schools (337 primary and 209
secondary) responded to the questionnaire, providing a broad picture
of provision, practices and perceptions about values education, Of
these, respondents in 169 schools (30 per cent) said that they had
experienced some form of staff development on school councils.

In July 2000, after checking the NFER national databases, there
was some attrition in this number to 154, possibly due to school
closures. Of these 154 schools, 46 (30 per cent) were primary and
107 (70 per cent) secondary, thus suggesting that school councils
are more common at the secondary level. Four-fifths (80 per cent)
were county schools, ten per cent were Church of England schools
and seven per cent Roman Catholic schools. Regionally they were
distributed as follows: North 25 per cent, Midlands 30 per cent ,
South 39 per cent, Wales 6.5 per cent.

9.1 Sampling and School Selection

In order to undertake the telephone survey in this study, a
representative sample of 25 primary schools and 25 secondary
schools in England and Wales was selected, bearing in mind
geographical location and type of school, From the initial primary
sample, 17 interviews were achieved and eight schools were
substituted, for various reasons, such as: it proved impossible after
several attempts to contact the school; it was not possible to
undertake an interview with the teacher in charge; or the school no
longer had a school council, or had never, in fact, started one. From
the initial secondary sample, 14 interviews were achieved and nine
had to be substituted, for similar reasons.
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8.1.1 Characteristics of the primary schools telephoned

The average number of students in a school was just over 300;
student numbers varied from 110 10 489 students. Nine out of the
25 schools were for students aged 3-11, six were for 4—11-year-
olds, four were for 5—11-year-olds and another six were for 7-11-
year-olds. The majority of schools (17) were inurban areas. Several
interviewees described their school’s catchment area as ‘ethnically
and socially mixed’; many schools were located in relatively
deprived areas. The remaining schools were either in rural or
suburban areas. The types of schools varied; most were county
schools, but six were denominational schools.

9.1.2 Characteristics of the secondary schools
telephoned

The smallest secondary school in the sample had 200 students, and
the largest had 1,500 students; the average number of students was
approximately 900. The majority of schools were for students aged
11--18, although a few did not have a sixth form, and there was one
middle school (9—13) and one upper school (14-18) in the sample.
Most were located in urban areas, but some were in rural or suburban
areas. A few teachers interviewed specified that the school was
situated in a socially deprived area, whereas others mentioned that
their catchment area was mostly middle class. The vast majority
of schools were mixed comprehensives, aithough there were two
selective grammar schools, two Catholic schools and one
technology college. Four schools were single sex (two girls” and
two boys’ schools).

9.2 Methods
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The two main methods of the research were telephone interviews
with the teacher leaders of the school councils and case studies
involving school council meeting observations and student focus
group interviews.

9.2.1 Telephone interviews

Telephone interviews, lasting at least 30 minutes but often 45
minutes or more, were conducted with the member of staff
responsible for the school council in the 50 schools during the
autamn term 2000. In the majority of cases, the interviewee was
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the teacher who originally set up the council, took responsibility
for it, oversaw its running and attended most of the meetings. In
eight schools, however, the interviewee had taken on their role after
the council had been set up, and so was unable to provide details
concerning the establishment of the council.

The telephone interview schedule focused on school councils and
covered: teacher background in relation to the school council; key
school information; background to the school council (length of
time in existence; challenges in establishing a council; council
aims}; functioning of the council (frequency, timing and duration
of meetings: representation; (s)election; preparation of councillors;
idea generation and agenda setting; topics discussed; note-taking
and feedback); status and perceptions of the council (support; views
of councillors, non-councillors, teachers, other staff and governors);
and outcomes and impact of the council (benefits for councillors
and non-councillors; disadvantages for the school; positive
outcomes).

9.2.2 Case studies

As a result of the telephone interviews, we selected 16 schools
(eight each, primary and secondary) with apparently flourishing
school councils where there seemed to be some chance of achieving
permission to undertake case studies of the school council meetings.
We chose schools where there seemed to be some genuine student
participation in school life, and evidence of students having a voice
and influence in their school community, and of effecting change
through the processes of the school council. We also wanted to
include schools that would illustrate a range of practices in the
way in which their school councils were organised and functioned.
In the event, it proved slightly more difficult than anticipated to
achieve access to observe the council meetings and interview
students. To an extent we were influenced in our selection by
geographical accessibility, as we wanted to observe the pattern of
school councils over two terms and, compared with the usual
timetable, meetings are a relatively infrequent aspect of school life
and only usually occupy a small part of the school day. In addition,
as we subsequently discovered (in one primary and three secondary
schools in the summer term), council meetings are subject to change
or cancellation with little or short notice. These were all factors in
owr research endeavours.
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Tahle 1: Key characteristics of the case study schools

Eventually, we were welcomed into seven schools, three primary
schools and four secondary schools. Table 1 sets out key
characteristics of the case study schools. Each school’s background
and its school council are described in more detail in Appendix 2.
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School School Location No.of : Pupil ; Duration of ; Chairperson
type pupils | ages School
Council
. A County Primary | London Borough @ 392 @ 5-1] 3years | Headteacher
§ B County Primary ;| London Berough = 260 & 3-11 Iyears ¢ Year 5 Pupil
. C . County Primary ; London Borough 487 ¢ 3-11 T+ years : Headteacher
- D County Eastern County 900 § 13-18 | year i Headteacher
§ Upper School | LEA '
% E Foundation Unitary Authority 724 1 11-18 ¢ 5+ years : Year 13
§§ Grammar School # West of London Student
\A F Comprebensive | Unitary Authority ; 1098 ¢ 11-18 ¢ 10+ years | Semior Teacher/
Girls” School West of Lendon ' ' Teacher
G County Secondary: London Borough § 568 11816 3wyears | Year 10
Boys’ School Student {a

The three county primary schools, located in two London Boroughs,
were sizeable (260-487 students) and took children from 3 or 5-11
years old. Two schools had had a school council for three years
and one for over seven years. Headteachers chaired two of the
councils, but a Year 5 girl chaired the other. The secondary schools
were diverse and ranged between 568 and 1,098 students: one was
an upper school (13-18-year-old students), one a mixed grammar
school, one a girls comprehensive (both 11--18) and one a boys’
secondary school (11-16). Two were located in two unitary
authorities west of London, one in a third London Borough, and a
fourth in an eastern market town. The length of time for which the
schools had had a school council varied from one to more than ten
vears. The newest council was chaired by the headteacher, in one
council the role of chairperson was in a process of transition between
a senior teacher and a teacher, and in the other two schools the
councils were chaired by a Year 13 girl and a Year 10 boy
respectively.
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With the exception of one secondary school (School D), where
study of the school council commenced in the autumn term 2000,
the school councils were all observed over the spring and summer
terms 2001. In working with the schools, we tried to undertake a
core programme of research activities common to all schools, whilst
also being sensitive to the particular situations and opportunities in
each school environment. In the event, the research required more
than usual flexibility. This seemed to be partly because the school
council itself cuts across both academic and pastoral structures and
usually includes students from all year groups; partly because of
the pressures in all schools and the focus on curriculum delivery;
and partly because of the relative status and standing of school
councils. The key focus of our research was to ascertain the
perceptions, understanding and attitudes of students, both
councillors and non-councillors, in relation to the processes and
achievements of the school councils.

The common core case study research in each case study school
covered:

¢ collection of school documents;

¢ observation of school council meetings;
¢ group interviews with school counciliors;
L ]

(where possible} group interviews with non-councillors.

Table 2 (overleaf) sets out the research activities undertaken in each
school.

In each school, the school prospectus, latest OFSTED report and
any school council agendas and minutes were collected. These
enabled some picture to be built up of the place and status of the
school council in the life of the school, though we did not explicitly
research how the school council fitted with, for example, the
school’s PSHE aims and provision or its mission statement.
Sometimes during school visits there occurred informal contacts
with teachers and staff which enabled further perceptions of the
functions and effects of the school council to be obtained.

A total of 15 school council meetings were observed; with one
exception this amounted to two or more meetings in each school.
Half (seven) of the meetings were observed by two researchers,
and the other half (eight) by one researcher. Notes were recorded
and written up using an observation schedule and compared for
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observations and issues, The observation schedule was both
structured and allowed for a sequential description of events in the
school council meeting. A record was made of: the number of
students and their year groups; staff present and their involvement:
the roles of the chairperson and secretary; location, layout and length
of the meeting; the conduct of the meeting ~ rules, a constitution,
decision-making practices; follow-up, agenda and items discussed;
level of interaction between students and staff; level of involvement
of students — domination, confidence in talking and raising opinions,
listening to one another; ways forward — action to be taken, taking
responsibility. We also tried to evaluate whether the school council
appeared to be a healthy and efficiently functioning school and, if
so, why.

Eight groups of school councillors, usually one group in each school,
were mterviewed. The interviews involved a total of 38 councillors
from Year 2 to Year 13 in groups of from three to six students, The
interview schedules for both primary and secondary students
covered the same range of topics but an attempt was made to
simplify the language for primary students. Information was
collected on: the councillors, their year groups and length of service;
how and why they got on the council and their expectations of it;
topics discussed, how these are decided and if topics are not allowed
to be discussed and why; the effectiveness of the council - getting
something changed, not getting things changed; learning outcomes
in terms of skills developed (discussion, taking responsibility,
teamwork, decision making, listening, working out what to do,
finding things out) and understanding democratic concepts and
practices (asking others’ views, making proposals, being a
representative, arguing a point of view, taking many things into
account, that not everyone gets what they want, prioritisation, being
accountable); awareness of the perceptions and involvement of non-
councillors, teachers and governors about the school council; their
perceptions of positive and negative aspects of a school council
and of possible improvements and changes; and whether having a
school council is worthwhile and to be recommended. The
interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.

In the event non-councillors were interviewed in only two schools,
one primary (School A) and one secondary (School D). These two
groups comprised ten students from Years 6, 9, 10 and 11. The
interview schedule included questions on: awareness of the council
and its operations; elections and their perceptions of the process;
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involvement in discussion of school council topics; feedback
processes; awareness of recent issues; changes in school due to the
council; positive and negative aspects of having a council; desired
changes to the council’s operation, learning opportunities as a result
of having a council (e.g. consultation, participation influence);
perceptions of the views of teachers and other students about the
council; whether having a school council is worthwhile and to be
recommended. The interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.

In only one primary school did it prove possible to observe at first
hand feedback from the school council to a class group, as this
occurred immediately after the council meeting. Feedback and
consultation on agenda items took place through different
mechanisms in the case study schools (through year councils, class
meetings, in registration, tutor time, PSE and so on). Whilst it
would have been illuminating to have been able to observe these
processes at ‘grass roots’ level as an indicator of wider participation,
it seemed that they often took place on an ad hoc rather than a
scheduled basis, and our research resources did not permit this
degree of school involvement.
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APPENDIX 2: CASE STUDY SCHOOLS AND
THEIR SCHOOL COUNCILS

SCHOOL A
Background

This 5-11 primary school with 392 students is situated in a
redeveloped area abutting the Thames. Over many decades the
area has received many immigrant and refugee families and about
two-thirds of the school population come from homes where English
is not the first language. There is considerable poverty in the area,
about three-quarters of the children are eligible for free school meals
and there is a fairly high rate of student mobility. Around one-fifth
of students have special educational needs. The school’s aims
include: ‘1o create a climate of mutual respect within which children
and adults feel valued and supported’ and the OFSTED report noted
that this aim is met. A noticeable feature of student—teacher
relationships was that both students and teachers were on first-name
terms. The OFSTED report commented that:

Courtesy, support, responsibility and sound relationships are
modelled by all the staff in the manner in which they relate to
each other and in their relationships with their pupils. Pupils
are encouraged to become actively involved in the school’s
community by discussing ways in which the school can be
improved. Children in Year 5 have written 1o the Headteacher
with their proposals for ways to develop the school. The recent
invelvement of some pupils in running their own election at the
time of the general election made a positive contribution to their
development of an understanding of citizenship.

School Council

The school reinstated its school council about three years ago. The
headteacher thought that to have a council the school needed a
culture of valuing people and their opinions. There were no real
problems in setting up the council. The aims for the council were:
1) Yfor the children to have a say in decisions that affect their lives™;
and 2) ‘fo teach the children about citizenship, democracy,
accountability ...things like that’. The head claimed that although
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the aims for the council have not changed, “ir does change each
vear — we move it on and climb a step each year, so it is more
effective’.

The council meets monthly duoring the school day immediately after
lunch for about an hour. Years 3-6 are represented, one boy and one
girl from each class with reserves. The councillors are elected for
a one-year term by secret ballot after a two-week campaign during
which candidates or their nominators make statements. This process
was linked with the Literacy Hour. There is some preparation for
their role by teachers, who pay particular attention to Year 3, together
with Year 6, explaining the purpose of the council and using Circle
Time to get them used to raising and discussing ideas. Councillors
report back to the class from the last meeting and also ‘drop hints
about’ what they think should be discussed. Voting on issues is
seen as important.

The head chairs the meetings. Sometimes other adults are invited,
for example, the cook or midday supervisor for relevantitems. The
governors have expressed interest in attending meetings, but it is
difficult for them to do so as meetings are held during the day. But
they have suggested items for discussion at council meetings (e.g.
energy saving) and councillors have sometimes attended governors’
meetings. During the previous year, the council had discussed the
following topics: day-to-day things important to the children; money
for the playground; the state of the toilets; bullying; environmental
issues; school meals. The head takes minutes, which are simplified
into a list of action points and are given to the councillors and each
teacher for discussion in class. Sometimes issues are discussed
with groups of teachers, but the fact that the school is on a split site
makes for difficulties, as certain issues may only be relevant o
each site. The council does not have a specific budget, but the
children raise money through events,

The head thought the councillors enjoy their role, although some
of the younger ones are bemused. ‘They realise that being
responsible is quite demanding.... But they are keen to carry on.’
‘They have to learn to put their own initial point alongside the
views of their classmates. This is one of the main targets—- that
they don'’t just say their own ideas. This has delaved decision-
making.” ‘The ability to report back, to ralk about something, explain
it and get the main points across. This is quite a difficulr skill to
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learn, but we all have to do it.” ‘They also learn about democracy
— the Year 6 nominees are wearing rosettes today because the
elections are held today. They get experience of voting and
meetings.”

He claimed of the non-councillors that: ‘If their class had a certain
idea, they are pleased if that idea is adopted.” *They gain more
knowledge of what's going on in school - children listen to their
“constituents”.” And the staff ‘are positive abour it - more
enthusiastic as time goes on’. The governors ‘are very impressed
- they wanted to come and meet the reps and also invited them to
attend the governors 'meeting.” The perceived benefits of the school
council for the whole school were that: ‘It gives out a very strong
message that we value everyone, regardless of whether a decision
is made or not. It gives us ideas that we wouldn 't have otherwise
thought of - we just assume that adults know best - it is very
important to listen to the children. It also makes them proud of

their school.’

The head identified only one problem: ‘Last vear a very charismatic
Year 6 boy was elected. He was very popular with his peers, but
was a real pain in the neck. He always did the opposite of what
was agreed. We stuck with it for a long time, but in the end I had a
chat with him and he agreed to be taken off. But that’s been the
only real problem.’

Positive outcomes as a result of the council included: ‘berter
equipment in the playground; better school meals and dinner menus
are in progress — the cook met with the children and asked them
questions to get their views; the toilets weren't redecorated, but
the quality of the cleaning materials was improved. This has made
a big difference — the previous cleaning products were not very
good. We now have peer counsellors who receive training.’
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Background

In the same London borough as School A, but on the opposite bank
of the Thames, School B is also located in a redeveloped urban
area, The school has a socially mixed catchment of 260 students
3-11, 80 per cent of Bangladeshi origin, and other ethnic minority
groups. Many students live in overcrowded public sector housing.
Over three-quarters are eligible for free school meals. About 85
per cent of students have English as an additional language, and,
of these, nearly one-fifth are beginners. About one-fifth of the
students have special needs. The school is popular, places emphasis
on language learning, involvement of arts and business, and many
and varied extra-curricular activities. It enjoys the support of many
parents. The school rules displayed in reception state: *We want to
learn; we try to be safe; we really care for each other.” The school’s
OFSTED report in 1998 noted that ‘the pupils’ attainment is in
line with national expectations by age 11° and that *The artitudes
and behaviour of pupils are a strength of the school.” The school
was also commended for valuing its cultural diversity.

School Council

The school prospectus mentions, under a section entitled ‘How does
the school encourage high standards of behaviour?’, that ‘Children
in all classes elect representatives to the School Council where
they can raise issues that arve worrying them, or make suggestions
to improve school life.” The OFSTED report also states: ‘Pupils
have a voice in matters which concern them ithrough the very
effective school council. Representatives report that they have had
an influence on a range of matters including the proposed
plavground developments, a girls’ only day for the football pitch
and improved drinking fountain facilities.’

The school has had a school council for three years. The main aim
in setting it up was to get greater student involvement in school
matters. But the aims have changed since the council started and
the development of the school council is now seen more in terms
of citizenship provision.
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The council meets every two weeks on Friday afternoon, and on
alternate Fridays there is in-class discussion. The meetings last for
half an hour. Years i~6 are represented on the council, with two
students from each year group. The headteacher is present and the
senior midday supervisor attends some meetings. The
representatives are elected in classes. The head claimed ‘they are
very pleased to be elected as all the children want to be councillors’
and this was borne out by those interviewed. Students are
councillors for one year. In preparation they discuss in class the
students’ expectations and their role. Being a councillor, indicated
by a badge, has status. There is also a system of substitutes.

To form an agenda, each class discusses issues and the
representatives bring issues forward and put them on the agenda.
Class discussion is essential so the students in the ciass are not
excluded. Topics discussed have included: playground issues,
school dinners, and toilets. The head claimed ‘in a broad sense
they understand that you don’t talk about individual teachers and
children in the school council’, The children themselves suggested
that they wanted more fun in the teaching and learning environment.
(They also had an assembly on what students wanted which
included: no SATs, no bullying (though the head said there was not
much) and better school dinners.)

One student acts as the chairperson and one as the secretary. The
minutes are typed up and sent to each class for review and further
discussion of issues, which are then brought back to the council by
representatives. If' a matter is urgent or of special importance the
head takes it to the staff meeting. At the time of the interview, the
governors were planning to attend the following week’s meeting
of the school council as they wanted to consult children about the
school. In terms of support for the council, some thought was being
given to allocating a budget to the council as staff were said to be
aware that it would help to give the council status.

The head reported that she knew the representatives’ views of the
school council since visitors from another school recently asked
them: ‘The children feel responsible for the plavground and issues
about fights and disagreements, they say that they listen to others
more and take on board their concerns.” The head did not know
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the views of non-councillors. The teachers and the non-teaching
staff are supportive and agree with giving up time out of the
curriculum for the council.

Benefits for the school were said to be that the children involved
have a feeling that their voice is being heard; they find out things
and they feel that it is more fun and teachers have to explain what
is going on. Thus there is a two-way dimension. Benefits for
councillors were said to be that they learn skills of discussion,
listening and taking responsibility. For example, the councillors
are used to showing visitors around and this gives them status.
The head claimed that the children grow in confidence, they take
the council seriously because they see that it brings about change.
For example, three years ago the playground was seen as ‘boring’;
students were consulted and were involved in plans and making
drawings with the LEA school development officer as to how it
could be improved. As it happened, the LEA officer found £60,000
funding towards development of the playground: so the students
realised their involvement could make a difference.

In terms of possible disadvantages, the head mentioned that teachers
have to be careful not to raise expectations about what can be done
by the school. Some things are possible but others are limited by
restrictions of various kinds. The head feels it is good that the
children are involved, but she thinks they have to be honest about
consuitation and its limits. There have been many positive
outcomes: changed policies about lining up to go infout, as children
did not like this; more school trips which children requested; also
more varied experience for students, for example, they have been
interviewed by people from other schools and the school council
was included in a video made by another school.
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SCHOOL C
Background

The school is in an urban location in a London borough to the east.
It has 487 children aged 3—11. The school was built in the late *70s
and in an area where there is a mix of owner-occupied and rented
housing. The neighbourhood of the school is not generally well
favoured in its social and economic circumstances. Approximately
70 per cent of the students are white, with 30 per cent representing
a variety of other ethnic groups (West African, 8 per cent and
Chinese, 5.5 per cent, being the two largest groups). Twenty per
cent of the students are designated as having some degree of special
educational needs. Forty-two per cent of the students are eligible
for free school meals. Following an inspection in 1997, the school
was made subject to special measures, but was successfully
reinspected in 1999. By then it was said that although students
enter the school with below-average baseline attainment, by the
time they leave the school, good and effective progress has been
made,

School Council

The school’s prospectus mentions as part of its curriculum statement
that ‘... we encourage them to recognise the important contribution
they have to make to the life of the school.” The school council is
also specifically noted:

Schools Council:

Democracy at work! Representatives from every year group
participate in discussion of school issues and influence decisions.
The sort of issues the children discuss range from footballs in
the playground, clubs, different flavour yoghurts to bigger
portions at dinnertime!

The OFSTED report in 1999 stated:

There is a school’s council made up of representatives from all
year groups. It is chaired by a member of staff, but the pupils
set the agenda and report back to their classes following
meetings. Social issues discussed have included behaviour in
the plavground, lunch-time menus and after-school clubs, and
the council organised a Red Nose Day 1o raise money for chariry.
Through this council, the pupils have an opportunity to develop
their skills of debating and persuasive argument, and they have
a voice in the decision-making of the school.
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A telephone interview was undertaken with the teacher who had
oversight of the school council. But by the time we visited the
school, the new headteacher was responsible for the council and
chaired the meetings.

The school has had a council for more than seven years, The aims
of the council are to: give children the opportunity of feeling they
are part of the stracture - what they say matters; let children learn
about democracy (e.g. they have to choose their representatives
for their year group): let children take on responsibility (e.g. note-
taking, reporting back to class, coming to meetings with issues
raised in class); ‘Part of our speaking and listening policy’ (e.g.
children raise their hand before they can speak). The council is
given a high profile. Photographs of the council members are
displayed in reception and the headteacher has acquired badges for
them to wear on their uniforms.

The council meets usually once a month, due to time pressures,
though they would like it to meet fortnightly. It meets in lesson
time on Thursdays or Fridays at about 2.45 (just before the end of
day) for about half an hour. All year groups from Reception — Year
6 are represented, with two students from Reception (one class)
and one student from each of the other classes (14 in total). It was
reported that some of the younger ones feel “star struck’ with the
older ones — but it is good for them to get involved — ‘good for
their listening skills’.

Council members are elected by their classmates — names are put
forward and must be seconded. The students vote secretly on paper.
One member is elected from each class, plus a substitute in case of
absence on the day of the meeting. Membership is annual — ‘buf
we do encourage them to vote for someone who hasn't had a chance
before’. In terms of preparation for their role, a Learning Support
Assistant helped with an induction day for the representatives. This
was useful but a one-off. Mostly the councillors learn as they go
on and through getting older.

The agenda deals firstly with feedback by the chairperson on the
last meeting and any progress made. Then, the children talk about
issues that have been discussed in their class groups. At the time
of the telephone interview, it was reported that a questionnaire on
school meals was to be circulated, as the new headteacher is keen
to find out if children are eating what they would like to be eating.
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The school council has discussed the development of the
questionnaire. Other issues discussed have been: toilets (type of
toilet tissue, privacy issues, e.g. girls” toilet doors are low); water
fountains; playground equipment (e.g. goal posts for field); buddy
system to combat bullying; salt and pepper pots on dining room
tables; planting trees on the school field for shelter; sponsored
events, team sporis against other schools,

The teacher chairperson takes informal minutes, Classes talk about
what has been discussed in the meetings, and members of the council
must ask those in the class if there are any issues they want to be
raised. The notes are also pinned up on the school notice-board.
Issues are taken forward from teachers to the headteacher and go
to other staff if relevant. Class teachers get copies of the minutes.
There was uncertainty about governor involvement.The council
does not have a budget as such, although if it needed money the
teacher in charge could put forward a case.

The councillors were said to be very positive about the council:
‘You can tell from their enthusiasm — they ask when the meetings
will be.” They like the idea that they can bring their own ideas
forward. At least half of the children see the council as an
opportunity to express their views. Some of the younger councillors
find 1t more difficult but, in the end, they develop confidence. Other
students feel that they have a voice as well — they get the opportunity
to express their opinions. Lots of names go forward of those who
warnt to be members — it is given high status to be a member of the
council. There is no staff reluctance at all about a council. The
interviewee was not aware of governors’ views.

The benefits to the school are that it gives children a voice — ‘they
are empowered . For example: the school is broken into a lot,
probably by local children. If children feel ownership of the school,
this 1s less likely to happen as there is peer pressure not to do so.
Councillors were said to develop: listening skills; confidence -~ ‘the
quiet ones are pushed on”; a sense of responsibility ~ ‘they blossom’;
and some understanding of democracy. Non-councillors were said
to be ‘happy about being given a voice’. There were not thought to
be any disadvantages. The time of the teacher in charge is
sometimes a problem and the additional workload, ‘but if is worth
it — this is not a disadvantage’. Changes made as a result of the
council include: introduction of soft toilet tissue: a buddy system
to combat bullying; salt and pepper on dining tables; the provision
of an outside toilet.
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Background

This comprehensive, mixed upper school with 900 13-18-vear-old
students is located in a growing ‘medium-sized’ rural market town.
The socio-economic status of the catchment is just below national
average and there are few higher-attaining students on school entry.
By the end of key stage 4 the attainment is above national average.
The school was named as an outstanding school in 1999 and has
many national awards, including technology status. It has a major
programme of extra-curricular musical, arts and sports activities.
In the school’s prospectus, two of the four aspirations, which the
headteacher stresses, are: ‘that we must lead young people towards
autonomy where they are able to make decisions and take charge
of their lives; that the school must be a community and in all its
activities it must speak of care, consideration, pride and hard work’.

The school’s OFSTED report in 1998 especially commended the
quality of teaching and relationships between students and teachers,
the community feeling and the development of spiritual, moral,
social and cultural awareness: ‘The school is strongly led with grear
sensitivity and vision. It projects an excellent ethos as a confident
and outward looking place which expects the best for everyone.’
The inspection report pre-dated the school council, but it notes that
‘the wide range of extra-curricular activities, such as debating,
work experience, visits to Parliament, mock elections and others,
develop confidence in forming and expressing views and opinions’.

School Council

A senior teacher, the head of sixth form, in charge of managing the
school council was interviewed by telephone. The school has only
had a full school council for a year, but the sixth form has had a
council for a long time and there have been year councils before.
It was a recent policy decision to build on these and have a full
school council to allow representatives of the students in the
different year groups o experience democracy and for them to
contribute towards the school. Apparently this did not meet with
universal approval by staff, some of whom were apprehensive about
issues students might raise. The whole-school council meetings
were chaired by the headteacher, who was also mterviewed. He
emphasised his belief that ‘rhe school is for the children’ and they
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try to develop a strong community and teamwork. The head also
claimed that the development of the political dimension of the
school was in line with national policy developments and to promote
further change in the school.

The council’s aims are to: provide a forum for discussing matters;
improve the school; and to give students a voice and some
ownership of what happens in the school. In setting up a whole-
school council, the aims have not changed and have remained more
or less as they were for year councils. The school was said to be in
the process of working up the value of the school council for the
students, ‘so that they feel that there is something good going on
and that they want to be involved and that they feel they can make
a difference. It's about giving them a voice and having ability to
change what happens.”

The council meets every half term during lunchtime for 30 — 40
minutes. Each class (8-10 tutor groups per year) elects two
representatives who form a year council, which meets with the year
head. The sixth form has a separate council chaired by the students.
Three representatives per year group then meet in a full school
council. The headteacher runs the school council and is the only
adult present. Councillors serve for one year. They learn their role
on the job. There has been some difficulty in helping students to
identify representatives with appropriate qualities. For this they
need some guidance. However, generally speaking they make
choices as expected. There was some feeling that the sixth form
could be too dominant in meetings so the number of their
representatives had been reduced,

Initially the head sets the agenda for the school council. The year
councils can putitems on the agenda. In the past the sixth form has
been very active in its year council and has been involved with
charity fund raising, having a social role, making more private
spaces, such as a common room, being involved with school
procedures, study time and so on. The year councils have been
concerned with issues such as siting of the bike sheds and who is
allowed to do what. The school council issues largely concern
facilities, uniform and catering. The head wants the school council
to address whole-schoo] issues. He was concerned that the agenda
should reflect students’ concerns to a greater extent.

153




SCHOOL COUNCILS: THEIR ROLE IN CITIZENSHIP AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL EDUCATION

184

A student acts as secretary for the year councils. In the full council,
the headteacher takes action points and notes and these are typed
by one of the school’s secretarial staff. The minutes are circulated
from the year councils to the tutor groups. The head was conscious
that the process of information giving and idea generating took
time. The active support of year heads affects the value placed on
the process. The staff get a copy of the minutes and an agenda. It
was reported that the governors are informed and take a polite
interest. The council does not have a budget. Any budgetary needs
have been vired from other headings. The sixth form council raises
its own funds.

Almost all of the representatives are keen but occasionally
somebody does not like meeting at lunchtime. Generally other
students are said to be positive and give their view to the
representatives: ‘If the council makes a decision, it helps to make
it effective in the school because the school council helps to make
the decision respectable.” Tt was said that staff take a polite interest
and some are glad that the school council exists.

It was claimed that the main benefit to the school as a whole is that
it provides a forum that does not exist elsewhere for receiving
students’ ideas: ‘It is better that there is a formal route than that
certain groups of children get the ear of the headteacher.” Having
the school council also improves the ethos. It will help towards
the school’s policy on citizenship. The head thinks that the school
council helps to generate a ‘community feeling’ and helps to move
the school along.

The benefits to the councillors were thought to be: improving
discussion, debate, listening, taking responsibility, some
understanding of democratic process and some community
participation {e.g. fundraising). Some of this complements the
school’s public speaking programme. Sixth-formers appearing on
a radio programme claimed that they had learnt a lot about
democratic processes. Some students who have become mvolved
in year councils are taking advantage of this to get more mvolved
in the school council. Some relish the opportunity to be public
figures and some are ambitious, but it was felt that it is too early to
evaluate the whole school council. Interviewees thought some of
the students not on the council began to understand more about the
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process. They are involved in choosing representatives in the tutor
group and voting. But the tutor groups vary and some teachers
will give this proper time and others just post the minutes up on the
board,

There were not thought to be any disadvantages to having the school
council. But the head was concerned that they might ‘run out of
issues’, or that “they might have to say “sorry, but no”§ too often’.
The head tries to explain how things happen and the reasons for
doing or not doing them. Procedural outcomes and minor changes
made are positive. Students now view the school council as valuable
and more workable because they have paid attention to the
procedures. But there is an issue about participation and
involvement for all. The school council experiences also link with
citizenship education across the curriculum and planned off-
timetable days. Outcomes are vending machines, ramps for the
disabled, the resiting of the bike sheds and providing car parking
for sixth formers, who are also allowed to wear shorts in the summer.
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Background

This mixed grammar school, with technology college status, has
around 720 11-18-year-old students and is located to the west of
London. Students come from several ethnic groups, and about half
the students come from homes where English is not the first
language, although there are no students at early stages of learning
English. About 12 per cent of students are eligible for free school
meals. Students’ attainment on entry is above the national average,
although it covers a wider range than that found in many other
grammar schools. This is because the school is in an area where
over two-fifths of students are educated in selective schools and
because the school accepts a very significantly larger proportion
of students who have not reached the prescribed standard at age
11. The school’s recent OFSTED report noted that ‘They [students]
behave very well and relate well to each other and to staff, so the
school is a very harmonious cormmunity. Pupils develop confidence,
maturity and responsibiliry.

School Council

The school prospectus states ‘We encourage pupils to develop and
express their opinions in a constructive and positive manner’ and
the school council is explicitly mentioned: ‘School Council enables
everyone to put forward their ideas and play an active part in the
school.” Moreover, the school council is twice commended in the
school’s OFSTED report:

The school council, chaived by a pupil, provides a forum through
which pupils are able to contribute to school policy. They identify
concerns and confidently express their views on a wide range
of issues, such as avoiding congestion in the school canieen
and improving the school environment.

Pupils are encouraged to develop some independence. One of
the most impressive features of this is the elected school council,
chaired by a student, in which pupils learn to take on
responsibilities and play an active part in some aspects of the
management of the school.

The member of the SMT whom we interviewed is the staff
representative on the school council. He sees his role on the council
as minimal. But he is always present to answer any questions that
might be asked or refer them to SMT, or the relevant member of
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staff. He only intervenes if he really needs to, for example, on any
discipline issues.

There has been a school council for at ieast five years. The council
has no formal aims; they are ‘left quite open and broad. It is seen
as a vehicle by which students can voice their opinions.” The council
meets once every half term. The meetings are held after school for
about one hour. Every year group is represented on a form basis.
Two students from each tutor group are elected or ‘volunreered’
and the meeting also includes the head girl and head boy, six or
seven prefects (elected democratically by the school), and a senior
prefect who chairs the meeting. In total, approximately 60 students
are present. The representatives serve for a year or longer (with
one exception the interviewees had served between two and four
years). There is no formal preparation for being a councillor, but
prefects will go into classes before members are elected to brief
them about what is involved and expected, i.e. that the council
must be taken sericusly and needs commitment. The member of
SMT thought that the students could benefit from ‘training’ on how
to conduct meetings but that they learn the relevant skills of the
process as time goes on via involvement in school council. The
chairperson has a meeting with the SMT member to go through the
agenda. Usually:

o minutes of the last meeting are discussed;

e cach prefect gives feedback on his or her own role (e.g. there
is a charities prefect, marketing prefect, etc.);

e each tutor group representative will ask his/her tutor group if
there is anything that they want to be discussed, which is then
put on the agenda;

o the SMT member gives any feedback on issues discussed at
the last meeting, e.g. any outcomes, update.

Students decide what to discuss — anything is allowed (within
reason!). Issues in the past have included school facilities, and
catering. In a previous year students in one year group wanted to
know why they were the only ones who were unable to do basketball
during PE (this issue was then discussed with PE teacher and
rectified). Otherwise, the general running of the school is discussed.

The council has a secretary (a student representative) who takes
the minutes. Tutor group representatives feed back minutes to form
groups. The minutes are not specifically fed back to staff unless an
issue with a particular member of staff comes up, in which case the
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SMT representative will talk to them directly. It was said that
governors had never shown an interest in the school council, but
had not been well informed about it.

There is no specific budget for actually running the council, although
the school secretaries are aware that the representatives must be
allowed to do photocopying, and so on. Last year the council was
given a sum of money to spend on a millennium theme — it was
decided that they would do a millennium garden. The school was
in the process of deciding on a budget for this year and the council
will then discuss what to spend it on.

The SMT member thought the councillors feel the council is
worthwhile. They participate freely and attend when they should.
There is always enthusiasm and the time is always put to good use
with plenty of things to discuss. He was less sure about the
perceptions of the non-councillors. He had never been present when
councillors have given feedback to classes (he thought that perhaps
he should do this). Staff rarely attend council meetings, despite
being given the opportunity.

The main benefits to having a school council were ‘Action is taken,
changes are made.” Things have changed as a result of the school
council so it is given recognition. Benefits for the councillors were
perceived as developing skills of conducting meetings, chairing
meetings, debate, discussion, speaking in front of others, expressing
their opinions freely, expressing themselves. Also students
experienced ‘the whole process of democracy — giving them a voice’.
Benefits for others were less tangible.

Possible disadvantages to having a school council are: the large
group is difficult for the chairperson to manage, although the chair
does develop appropriate skills; it is sometimes a worry that the
council ‘gets too big for its boots™ in the sense that ‘if can keep on
and on about issues that have been debated and decided upon’,
although the council does not take up curriculum time as meetings
are held after school, this may mean representatives miss out on
other extracurricular activities.

Positive outcomes included changes to catering — more fruit had
been made available in the canteen, but this turned out not to be
particularly popular with the rest of the school so it was dropped:
‘The problem is thar a few suggest but the majority don't always go
along with it.” It was not seen as the council’s role to change formal
policy — it might query policies and the reasons behind them are
then explained and understood.
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SCHOOL F

Background

This 11-18 school with 1,098 girls is a mixed comprehensive in a
suburban location in a unitary authority to the west of London.
The school is oversubscribed and draws its students from a wide
geographical area as well as the immediate locality. Most students
come from advantaged rather than disadvantaged homes and
parental support for education is strong. Entitlement to free meals
at five per cent is low. Approximately 20 per cent of students are
from ethnic minority backgrounds, mostly from the Indian sub-
continent, but with a few from Italy. Most students join the school
with average attainment, but the school has relatively more higher-
than lower-attainers. The school has academic results that are
consistently above local and national averages. Ninety per cent of
Year 11 girls continue in education and three-quarters of Year 13
go on to higher education. Around one-fifth of students are on the
school’s register of special educational needs, which is average.
Extra-curricular activities, especially sports and music, are
encouraged. The prospectus states that the aim of the school is ‘for
our girls to become confident adaptable young women who can
work co-operatively but who are also capable of thinking for
themselves, making rational decisions and taking control of their
own lives’. The OFSTED Report mentions that ‘Pupils are
encouraged to take part in the life of the school including joining
the school council ...".

School Council

The assistant headteacher, who is responsible for the school council,
thought that there had been a council for more than ten years. |
was inifiated by the then head of Year 10 who felt there was a need
for students to be able to channel their feelings as they came to her
with issues. There had been no particular problems in setting up
the council.

The aims of the council are: to give a voice to girls in Years 9, 10
and 11 {(what was described as ‘middle school council®). Girls in
Years 7 and 8 were not included but during the research an attempt
was being made to extend the council to Year 7 moving into Year
8. The sixth form has its own council.

The council meets every half term, or more frequently, at lanchtime
for approximately half an hour. Previously the council met after
school but this was difficult because girls missed out on club
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activities and were late home as many had distances to travel. There
are six representatives from each year group, but not necessarily
one from each form. Only the assistant head used to attend meetings,
but during the research another teacher began taking over leadership
of the school council. Elections oceur in October at which time
Year 11 girls finish and are replaced by Year 9. Representatives
remain on the council from Year 9 until Year 11 unless they no
longer wish to do so. Thus effectively it has been a council of
Years 9 and 10. The representatives are voted in by the year group;
it is suggested that one person from each form group is selected,
although this does not always occur. Each representative has a
substitute. The students are given a briefing from their tutors when
deciding to stand for the council and existing members talk to year
groups and make themselves available for questions.

The agenda is decided as follows: a mixture of ongoing items are
discussed, then followed up and reported on in the next meeting;
the SMT might decide to take an issue to the council; council
members discuss ideas with their peers and propose items. The
following topics have been discussed: uniform; benches in the
playground; availability of sanitary towels; lunches; availability of
lockers; maintenance on the building; availability of water fountains.
Importantly, curricular items have also been discussed: notably,
restructuring PSHE classes previously taught in mixed-ability tutor
groups, but girls wanted it to be like other classes; and PSHE content
- some girls thought they were being taught certain things (e.g.
about cars) at an inappropriate age, when they were too young to
drive.

The assistant headteacher keeps records — not formal minutes.
Councillors ‘ideally’ give feedback to their peers. Feedback to
staff depends on the topics discussed. Feedback is given to the head
if necessary. There is no mechanism for feeding information to the
governors. Members of staff responsible for the items discussed
will be informed, e.g. if it is a maintenance issue, the ‘site
controliers’ are informed. There 1s no formal feedback to the school
as a whole but an announcement might be made in assembly if
relevant. There is no specific budget but the council is able to
access the maintenance budget or furniture budget if needed, and
general school central funds,
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The council is viewed positively by councillors, Sometimes
members are sufficiently keen and enthusiastic to serve for two
years: ‘It is a useful learning experience.” The councillors were
said to appreciate that when they put forward an idea, change might
not happen and that everything they want is not always possible.
The views of non-representatives depend on how effective their
representative is and how much feedback they receive. Staff were
reported to be positive about the council but the governors’ reactions
were unknown.

The main benefits of having a school council were perceived as
being the changes made to school and that staff are prepared to
listen 1o the students. The benefits claimed for councillors are: an
understanding of political literacy; a greater understanding of the
running of a large organisation; insight into democratic processes.
But those who put themselves forward for the council are likely to
be those who are also active in other areas of the school community.
It was also claimed that students not on the council also gain an
insight into democratic processes.

There are possibly difficulties rather than disadvantages to having
a council. For example, the uniform isstte must be handled carefully
with sensitivity: ‘They are told they have a voice and then their
ideas are turned down. There is a difficult balance between listening
and providing an explanation of why we can’t necessarily do it

There have been several positive outcomes and changes made as a
result of the council: change to PE uniform (although changes to
the main school uniform have not come about); more benches in
the playground; all students now have a locker; restructuring PSE
lessons (now in class groups rather than in mixed-ability ttor
groups); changes to PSE content; more water fountains; catering
contract changes — suggestions on food given to new contractors,
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Background

This relatively small school for 568 boys aged 1116 is situated on
a split site in a northern Loondon borough. It has experienced
difficulties, and staff shortages are ongoing, but its numbers are
increasing. One-fifth of the students are refugees and it also
welcomes students excluded from other schools. There is a high
degree of student mobility. More than half the students have
English as a second language. The number of students entitled to
free school meals is above average, as is the proportion with
statements of special educational need. Attainment is also well
below average. The schools aims stress both personal and social
and academic development and OFSTED found that students’
attitudes were good.

School Council

One of the school’s aims is to ‘encourage students to participate
Jully in the life of the school’. The school appeared to place some
weight on its school council, which was mentioned on a separate
page in the school prospectus:

Boys from each form are elected as School Council
Representatives by their classmates. Meetings are held regularly
with the Headteacher. The items discussed are decided upon by
the boys and this year they have included: a) homework; b) ICT
facilities; c) requests for particular library and revision books;
d) school dinners. One student is elected by the representatives
to be Chair of School Council, and he will arrange meetings
with heads of subjects, heads of year, deputies, or non-teaching
staff to discuss issues raised and then report back at the next
meeting. He will also be involved in the school’s annual review
with the local authority.

The school council was mentioned positively several times in the
school’s OFSTED report, for providing opportunities for
responsibility, consultation and beneficial changes:

Pupils have good opportunities to take responsibility for others
through the work of the school council, for example, meefing
with the school cook to discuss dinner menus. ... They handle
well any responsibilities they are given, for example, ... taking
part in the school council.
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The behaviour code was drawn up following consultation with
all members of the school community and the school council,
Pupils were consulted about the change in uniform. They
approve of the change, which thev like (colour), but especially
because it distinguishes [this school] pupils from pupils from
other schools. When they wore the same colour as other schools
it was known that any bad behaviour outside school was
attributed to [this school). There is a feeling that they can wear
the new uniform with pride.

After full consultation with staff, revised school aims are due to
go to the school council, and then the governing body, for
approval. This is a noteworthy example of pupils being able to
participate fully in major aspects of the school’s work, itself
one of the aims.

The headteacher, who joined the school two years before the
research, initially decided to take a leading role in the school council
to ‘keep it afloar’ as she thought it would help to encourage
‘communal care and responsibility’ and ‘community spirit’: “If the
children feel as though they have ownership of their school, it'll be
a better place.”

The council meets fortnightly, during the lunch hour for 45 minutes.
Two students from each form are elected to the council, which was
run, but not chaired by a senior teacher. Councillors are usually
elected for a year but they can stand down after a minimum of one
term. There is also a substitute system. The chairperson and
secretary are elected at the first meeting, usually from Year 10, so
as to avoid conflicts with working towards exams in Year 11. The
headteacher thought it was ‘very important to give them the skills
they need to be effective reps’. She gives training about how to
take minutes about the main points, later displayed in classrooms,
and in how to give appropriate feedback and how to obtain ideas
from the form groups. The head thought that the main disadvantage
of having a council was lack of time and staff to undertake training
for the councillors so as to make their role more effective: ‘some
are natural, but others do need training’. The head gives relevant
feedback to the governors; the students would like the governors
to be more involved with the council and to do a presentation to
governors about some things they would like changed.
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During this time, they had discussed a ‘broad range’ of topics:

s They changed the uniform — the boys suggested it to her as a
joke, and they were really surprised when she said ‘why not?’,
as long as they went through the right channels. They did a
survey, talked about the issues, e.g. cost and suppliers, took
the information to the governors and got it changed.

s Raising levels of achievement. They looked at barriers to
learning, e.g. they opened a Learning Resource Centre, and
with consultation with the librarian, got CD ROMs, more
books, through publishers, and so on, They have discussed
which textbooks they find useful. The councillors see the head
of department if there is something they want to raise with
them. It appears that they do not talk about the actual content
of the curriculum, rather issues such as staffing shortages and
how they affect them.

o Involvement in mock court trials at the local courts.

s Dinners ~improvements were made, including the availability
of mineral water - ‘it makes a nice change from coke!”

o The water fountains — about to be replaced.

e The sleepover for a collection for Crisis which they did at
Christmas.

e The Award Scheme in which the winner is able to spend £200
in the school in any way he wants.

o Improvements to the school garden.

The council does not have a budget, but they are involved with the
budgeting of expenditure for anything for which the council gets
approval. OFSTED was impressed with the students’ awareness of
money management.

The councillors were reported to enjoy their role and to be
enthusiastic: *They feel like they can really contribute to the school”
The chairperson was perceived by the head as very enthusiastic,
sometimes overly enthusiastic, continnously sending her notes and
checking up: ‘He wasn’t a popular choice, but I think it’s been
good for him.” The views of non-representatives towards the school
council were said to be variable, depending on personality, degree
of cooperation in class with the feedback sessions, and whether
their form tutor is supportive. Teacher support was also variable.
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The benefits to the school as a whole were claimed to be: developing
citizenship, giving the students responsibility so they feel they have
some ownership of the school and a say in how it moves forward
and improves; improving school ethos and atmosphere; providing
a useful forum for feedback to all the classes: promoting mix of
year groups. The benefits to the councillors were: developing
understanding of council procedures, financial matters, note-taking,
how to behave in a meeting, greater responsibility and ownership
and communicating with people of different ages with older students
regularly helping the younger ones. The head thought that non-
councillors had other opportunities to learn the same sorts of skills,
through the buddy system, community awards system, being part
of the interviewing process for new teachers and helping to show
visitors around.
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