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SYNOPSIS

School improvement is a question of dealing with the deep structures of school and
the habits of thought and values they embody. Our view of students has, for a long
time, been held in place by such ‘habits of thought’ but we are now moving beyond
the ‘silenced voices’ to a re-valuation of what young people can contribute to the
DQDO\VLVDQGSODQQLQJRIWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVDVOHDUQHUV:KDWIRUFHVDUHVXVWDLQLQJ
WKLVGHYHORSPHQW"$UHWKH\VXIÀFLHQWO\UREXVWIRUWHDFKHUVWRZRUNZLWKWKHPWR
effect real change in the conditions of learning in school? And, as Stewart Ranson
DVNHGLVHQFRXUDJLQJ\RXQJSHRSOHWRÀQGDYRLFHDQGWROHDUQWKHSUDFWLFHVRI
cooperative agency fundamental to the revitalisation of our schools as learning
FRPPXQLWLHVZLWKLQGHPRFUDWLFVRFLHW\"$UHZHFUHDWLQJDQHZRUGHURIH[SHULHQFH
for students in schools – or is this just a passing fashion, a tokenistic nod in the
direction of consumerism?
,1752'8&7,21

6FKRROLPSURYHPHQWDV5XWK-RQDWKDQKDVVDLGLVQRWMXVWDPDWWHURI¶UDSLGUHVSRQVH
to changing market forces’ but a question of dealing with the deep structures of school
and the habits of thought and values they embody. Our view of students has, for a
long time, been held in place by such ‘habits of thought’ but we are now moving
beyond the ‘silenced voices’ to a re-valuation of what young people can contribute
WRWKHDQDO\VLVDQGSODQQLQJRIWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVDVOHDUQHUV
<281*3(23/(72'$<$1'7+(/(*$&<2)75$',7,21$/,0$*(62)&+,/'+22'

‘It were right good. They treated you like adults’. This fourteen year-old boy was
talking about his local work placement. It is not an unusual response. Wanting to be
treated ‘like an adult’ is shorthand for a number of aspirations to do with what we
have called the ‘conditions of learning’ in school: in particular the need for respect,
responsibility, challenge, support. It is not a new plea but it is one that we need to
give serious attention to because I think it is a factor in the process of disengagement
from school and its purposes.
Schools, in their deep structures and patterns of relationship, have changed less
LQWKHODVWÀIWHHQ\HDUVRUVRWKDQ\RXQJSHRSOHKDYHFKDQJHG2XWRIVFKRROPDQ\
\RXQJSHRSOHDUHLQYROYHGLQFRPSOH[UHODWLRQVKLSVDQGVLWXDWLRQVERWKZLWKLQWKH
peer group and the family and they may be carrying tough responsibilities. Schools,
in contrast, often offer less challenge, responsibility and autonomy than students
DUHDFFXVWRPHGWRLQWKHLUOLYHVRXWVLGHVFKRRO.HQZD\DQG%XOOHQDUJXHLQWKHLU
recent book (2001), that young people today are different:
Today’s children and youth have variously been called the Supermarket
*HQHUDWLRQWKH6FUHHQ*HQHUDWLRQWKH&RPSXWHU*HQHUDWLRQWKH1LQWHQGR
*HQHUDWLRQ7HFKQRNLGVDQG&\EHUNLGV
There are other labels, such as the Lost Generation, that go beyond ‘technological
reductionism’ and emphasise other aspects of identity. The young people in schools



WRGD\ DUH WKH ÀUVW JHQHUDWLRQ³*HQHUDWLRQ<³¶WR KDYH H[SHULHQFHG IURP WKHLU
LQIDQF\ZKDW/\RWDUG  FDOOVWKH´FRPSXWHUL]DWLRQRIVRFLHW\µ·,WLVVD\.HQZD\
and Bullen (2001, p57, discussing Nucifora, 2000) ‘a generation with heretofore
XQKHDUGRIDFFHVVWRFRQVXPHULQIRUPDWLRQ&RXSOHWKDWZLWKH[SDQGHGFKRLFHDQG
ZKDWUHVXOWVLVJUHDWHULQGLYLGXDOLW\DQGVHOIH[SUHVVLRQ«·<RXQJSHRSOHKDYHD
VLJQLÀFDQWQLFKHLQWKHPDUNHWDQGDUHFRXUWHGDVFRQVXPHUV¶&RRO·VD\WKHDXWKRUV
‘is an object of desire which can be bought’ (Ibid p.48). The strategies through which
advertisers appeal to young people include the promise of feeling in control (like
being able to phone anyone, anywhere, at any time), of having their desires met
(like wanting to be seen to be older), of being socially acceptable, and of owning or
wearing things that are socially valued. Advertising (unlike education) homes in on
¶FRQWHPSRUDU\UHOHYDQFH·DQGWKH¶QRZ·IDFWRU .HQZD\ %XOOHQS 
Indeed, as Nieto (1994) says: ‘Educating students today is a far different and
PRUHFRPSOH[SURSRVLWLRQWKDQLWKDVEHHQLQWKHSDVW· SS ,WKLQNZH
QHHGDEHWWHUÀWEHWZHHQVFKRROVDQG\RXQJSHRSOHDPRUHDFFRPSOLVKHGZD\RI
recognising their capabilities and hooking into their thinking. We know that from an
early age young people are capable of insightful and constructive analysis of social
situations and if their insights are not harnessed in support of their own learning then
they may use them strategically to avoid learning in school and conspire unwittingly
in the process of their own under-achievement.
There have been two dominant constructions of childhood. One emphasised
the natural wildness of children, the other, their natural innocence. Of course, the
LPSXOVHEHKLQGPDVVHGXFDWLRQZDVDV-RQHV SS KDV SRLQWHGRXWD
concern ‘to regulate the nomadic, dissolute, degenerate, and marginal population
of the urban slum’. Teaching was a technology for transforming ‘wild beings’ into
‘ethical subjects’. The romantic view was equally constraining: the child came
from God, ‘trailing clouds of glory’, entitled to freedom and happiness. Rousseau
H[SORUHGWKLVDOWHUQDWLYHYLHZRIFKLOGKRRGLQDWUHDWLVHEmileSXEOLVKHGLQ
which had, apparently, an electrifying effect: ‘Women particularly adored it. Such
ZDVWKHGHPDQGWKDWERRNVHOOHUVIRXQGLWOHVVSURÀWDEOHWRVHOOWKHERRNWKDQWRUHQW
RXWFRSLHVE\WKHKRXU· 'DUOLQJS 
But the most enduringly comfortable assumption, and one that has shaped policy
and practice in many aspects of life, has been that childhood is about dependency.
&KLOGUHQDUHZLGHO\WKRXJKWRIDV¶LQFRPSOHWHYXOQHUDEOHEHLQJVSURJUHVVLQJZLWK
DGXOWKHOSWKURXJKVWDJHVQHHGHGWRWXUQWKHPLQWRPDWXUHDGXOWV· 0D\DOOS 
ZHDUHSUHRFFXSLHGVD\V2DNOH\ S ZLWKWKHLU¶EHFRPLQJ·³¶WKHLUVWDWXV
as “would-be” adults’—rather than with the here and now state of ‘being’, and this
perception leads us to under-estimate their present capabilities. Recent work in the
sociology of childhood is an important counter-weight to such attitudes and presents
DQLPDJHRI\RXQJSHRSOHDVDFFRPSOLVKHGVRFLDODFWRUVLQWKHLURZQZRUOG -DPHV
DQG3URXWSL[ +RZHYHULQVFKRROV\RXQJSHRSOHVWLOOODFNWKHSRZHUWR
LQÁXHQFHWKHTXDOLW\RIWKHLUOLYHV,QGHHG\RXQJSHRSOHZHUHGHVFULEHGLQWKHHDUO\
1990s as ‘the most photographed and the least listened to members of society’ (in
+ROGHQDQG&ORXJK ,WLVWLPHWRUHYLHZRXUQRWLRQVRIFKLOGKRRG
What Gerald Grace (1995) called ‘the ideology of immaturity’ is still pervasive
in some schools. Only a few weeks ago a researcher on our boys’ achievement
SURMHFW UHSRUWLQJ RQ KRZ³DQG ZKHWKHU³WKH VFKRRO KDG H[SODLQHG WKH VKLIW WR
VLQJOHVH[WHDFKLQJWRVWXGHQWVDQGZKDWWKH\WKRXJKWRILWZDVWROGWKDW\HDU
ROGVWXGHQWVZHUH¶WRR\RXQJWRH[SUHVVDQRSLQLRQ·$V:\QHVV  REVHUYHV
¶,QPDQ\FRQWH[WVDQGIRUDYDULHW\RIUHDVRQVWKHFKLOGDVDVXERUGLQDWHVXEMHFWLV
DFRPSHOOLQJ«FRQFHSWLRQ«· S 
It is not easy to change our perception of students in schools: we are battling not
only with the legacy of the past which constrains our view of what schools and young
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people might be but we are also struggling with a set of powerful contemporary
LQLWLDWLYHVWKDWOLPLWWKHSRVVLELOLWLHVIRUFKDQJHE\GHÀQLQJDFKLHYHPHQWQDUURZO\
and by keeping teachers on a tight rein. As Apple and Beane (2000) recently said,
GHPRFUDWLFVFKRROVDUHQRWMXVWSODFHVÀWIRUVWXGHQWVWROHDUQLQEXWSODFHVZKHUH
WHDFKHUVFDQDOVR¶H[HUFLVHPHDQLQJIXOFRQWURORYHUWKHLURZQZRUN·
678'(1792,&(6CAN 0$.($',))(5(1&(

Lawrence Stenhouse died twenty years ago this September but his ideas are still
powerfully relevant. During the 1970s debate about the objectives model he talked
about the importance of being alert to the ‘unpredictable achievements’ of young
people. The idea is a useful counter-balance to the targets, modules and safe
uniformity of outcome that marks the present climate. I learned from working
ZLWK/DZUHQFH6WHQKRXVHQRWWRXQGHUHVWLPDWH\RXQJSHRSOH7KH\DUHRXUH[SHUW
ZLWQHVVHV ,QGHHG ZKDW WKH\ VD\ DERXW WKHLU H[SHULHQFHV DV OHDUQHUV LQ VFKRROV
FKDOOHQJHV DVVXPSWLRQV DQG SURYRNHV UHÁHFWLRQ ² DQG KDV OHG WR FKDQJHV ERWK
nationally and locally in schools.
I recognise that there are two main arenas for student consultation – projects
ZKHUHH[WHUQDOUHVHDUFKHUVJRLQWRVFKRROVWRJDWKHUGDWDIURPVWXGHQWVDQGLQVFKRRO
LQLWLDWLYHV ZKHUH WHDFKHUV VRPHWLPHV VXSSRUWHG E\ H[WHUQDO UHVHDUFK WHDPV  DUH
working to build a more inclusive and participatory community where young people
can offer constructive critiques of teaching and learning, help design units of learning,
act as mentors to their peers, and work with teachers to tackle persistent problems, such
as bullying. Much of the data that I want to discuss here has come from the former but
DVWUHQJWKRIWKLVPRGHLVWKDWWKHH[WHUQDOUHVHDUFKHUVLQZULWLQJXSWKHLUZRUNFDQ
make public students’ perspectives and demonstrate to a wider audience the capability
of young people to comment insightfully on issues affecting their lives and learning
in school. The strength of teacher-led initiatives is the possibility of acting on what
students say in ways that can make a difference to their learning.
7KHUHDUHPDQ\H[DPSOHVWKDW,FRXOGRIIHUSXSLOVLQDQ(QJOLVKSULPDU\VFKRRO
tackling together the issue of noise in the classroom and constructing guidelines,
which were typed up and placed around the school, in which voices were colourcoded for different purposes (e.g. playground voices were red, one-to-one classroom
YRLFHVZHUHSDOHEOXHDQGVRRQ D6FRWWLVKVHFRQGDU\VFKRRO DFDVHVWXG\LQD
Secondary Schools Ethos Network publication) where, over time, pupils have become
comfortable with running councils and where working groups of council volunteers
WDFNOHVLJQLÀFDQWLVVXHV²LQFOXGLQJDKLJKSURÀOHDQWLEXOO\LQJFDPSDLJQDVFKRRO
where pupils discussed the limitations of the current reward system and helped plan
and design a new system, including a set of medals for effort and achievement in
OHVVKLJKSURÀOHDUHDVRIWKHFXUULFXOXP7KHVHDUHDOOLGHDVWKDWZHUHDUHVSRQVH
to a problem in a particular school but which other schools with similar concerns
might usefully pick up and adapt. Here I wanted to draw attention more to the way
that pupils’ observations on the organisation of learning in school led to a national
initiative and challenged thinking and practice across a considerable number of
VFKRROV7KLVLVDVXPPDU\RIZKDWZHOHDUQHGDVH[WHUQDOUHVHDUFKHUVDERXWWKH
‘dip year’ – the post-transfer year. (The students, who were from English schools,
talk about it as ‘year 8’.)
There are some critical moments during the period of schooling when commitment
to learning can drift. The most obvious one—and one that in England has caused
some concern nationally—is the second year after transfer. What we learned from
students was that year 8 has neither the compelling novelty of year 7 nor the promise
of ownership through option choices of year 9. Nor does it have the ‘real world’
XUJHQF\ RI \HDUV  DQG  ZLWK WKHLU RSSRUWXQLWLHV IRU H[SORULQJ WKH ZRUOG RI
HPSOR\PHQWDQGWKHLUSUHSDUDWLRQIRUWKHVHULRXVZRUNRIWKHH[DPLQDWLRQV$WWKLV
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stage, the novelty of the new school is giving way to regularity: ‘You think, “Oh
*RG,·YHJRWWKLVWRGD\µDQGVRRQ«,WJHWVUHDOO\ERULQJDQG\RXGRQ·WIHHOH[FLWHG
any more coming to school’ (y8,f). The beginnings of drift may be apparent towards
WKHHQGRIWKHWUDQVIHU\HDULWVHOIHVSHFLDOO\LIVRPHRIWKHZRUNLVH[SHULHQFHGDV
repeating what was done in the primary school. Year 8 seems to lack the kind of
identity and challenge that engages students and, as a consequence, there can be,
among those whose motivation is fragile, a turning away from learning.
7KLVYLHZLVFRQÀUPHGE\GDWDIURPVWXGHQWVLQGLIIHUHQWVFKRROVLQGLIIHUHQW
parts of the country:
Year 8 is like our last year of not doing - it is like being a child really isn’t it?
I always feel like that, ‘Oh, I shouldn’t be working this hard because it is
only year 8.
Year 8 is the only year when you can have a rest.
Boys were often strategic: some had planned, by year 8, to do the minimum needed
to get by and a small minority said that by the end of year 8 they had sussed out
which teachers didn’t check homework and had given up doing it in those subjects.
What they did not see were the longer-term implications of their avoiding work at
this stage in their school careers.
Students receive a lot of messages - from the school, from parents and from the
media - about what matters in secondary school and some adjust their effort in the
light of those messages – again. in ways that can ultimately disadvantage them. The
most common message they receive is that what really matters is the work for the
H[DPLQDWLRQVZKLFK¶VWDUWV·LQWKHLUH\HVLQ\HDU
,W·V OLNHHQGRIIRXUWK\HDUDQGEHJLQQLQJRIÀIWKWKDW\RXVWDUWGRLQJVWXII
WKDWFRXQWVDQGLW·VJRWQRZWWRGRZLWKÀUVWVHFRQGRUWKLUG«0LJKWMXVWDV
ZHOOKDYHMXVWFRPHIRXUWKDQGÀIWKDQGKDYHGRQHZLWKLW(y8,m)
It’s a new year so you can start from scratch. (y8,m)
Well, I know like this year and next year are the most important years and
I’ve got to cram everything in. (y8,m)
On the basis of our analysis of interviews we concluded that year 8 needs to be given
a stronger and more learning-oriented identity. If the transfer year is characterised
E\WKHSURFHVVRILQLWLDWLRQLQWRDQHZVRFLDOFRQWH[WDQGQHZZD\VRIOHDUQLQJ
year 8 needs to be marked by opportunities for greater responsibility and creativity,
occasions for thinking and talking about learning, and for establishing skills of
organisation and self-direction. Students who do not build good foundations at this
VWDJHFDQÀQGODWHUWKDWWKH\KDYHOHIWWKLQJVWRRODWHDQGWKDWLWLVHDVLHUWRRSWRXW
than to try to catch up.
We also concluded that more needs to be made of young people’s social maturity
as they move through school: being a year older matters when you are nine or
twelve. ‘Progression’, for most of us, is about advancement in curriculum terms but
we also need to think about progression in terms of young people’s need, with each
new year, for more responsibility in school, more opportunities to make decisions
about their learning, more scope for active, problem-solving work on real issues. If
ZHGRQ·WÀQGZD\VRIUHFRJQLVLQJ\RXQJSHRSOH·VLQFUHDVHGVRFLDOPDWXULW\WKHQD
possible consequence is that they take the initiative and demonstrate their status in
unacceptable ways - by dominating younger students, for instance.
:+$7·6,1,7)25678'(176$1'7($&+(56"

There are two dominant concerns that lead teachers and researchers to give more



attention to the voices of young people in schools. One is the improvement agenda,
the other is the empowerment agenda. At the most utilitarian end of the improvement
agenda are those schools where there is no history of listening to students and who
have told us that they want to start by consulting those pupils who are at risk of
JHWWLQJORZJUDGHVLQWKHH[DPLQDWLRQVLQRUGHUWROLIWWKHLUJUDGHV IURPD'
WR &  LQWR WKH EDQG ZKLFK ¶FRXQWV· IRU WKH VFKRRO·V UHSXWDWLRQ$W WKH PRUH RSHQ
end of the empowerment agenda are schools—and often individual teachers—who
DUHFRQFHUQHGWKDW\RXQJSHRSOHVKRXOGH[SHULHQFHDXWRQRP\DQGOHDUQWRPDQDJH
responsibility within the community of the school so that they leave with perspectives
and capabilities that will stand them in good stead in life beyond school. In fact,
we think that in some settings both agenda come together in that students are more
willing to commit themselves to learning in a place where they know that they are
respected, listened to and supported. Interestingly, Sammons, et al. (1994) and Gray,
et al. (1999), drawing on correlational analyses of school effectiveness studies, have
suggested that schools achieving more rapid progress are those which ‘had actively
sought out students’ views as well as giving them more prominent roles’ in school.
WHAT’S IN IT FOR STUDENTS?

2Q WKH EDVLV RI HYLGHQFH HPHUJLQJ IURP RXU FXUUHQW 3URMHFW &RQVXOWLQJ 3XSLOV
DERXW 7HDFKLQJ DQG /HDUQLQJ IXQGHG E\ WKH (65& DV SDUW RI LWV 7HDFKLQJ DQG
Learning Research Programme) we would suggest that being able to talk about your
H[SHULHQFHVRIOHDUQLQJLQVFKRRODQGKDYLQJ\RXUDFFRXQWWDNHQVHULRXVO\RIIHUV
students four key things:
•

a stronger sense of membership - the organisational dimension - so that they
IHHOSRVLWLYHDERXWVFKRRO

•

a stronger sense of respect and self worth - the personal dimension - so that
WKH\IHHOSRVLWLYHDERXWWKHPVHOYHV

•

a stronger sense of self-as-learner – the pedagogic dimension – so that they
DUHEHWWHUDEOHWRPDQDJHWKHLURZQSURJUHVVLQOHDUQLQJ

•

a stronger sense of agency – the political dimension - so that they see it as
worthwhile becoming involved in school matters and contributing to the
improvement of teaching and learning.

We also have evidence of more positive attitudes to learning, changed perceptions of
teachers, a readiness to look at things from the teacher’s perspective, and, importantly,
a developing capacity to talk about teaching as well as about learning- provided of
course, that teachers are willing to engage in such dialogues.
:+$7·6,1,7)257($&+(56"

Hearing what students have to say about teaching and learning can offer teachers:
 DPRUHRSHQSHUFHSWLRQRI\RXQJSHRSOH·VFDSDELOLWLHV
 WKHFDSDFLW\WRVHHWKHIDPLOLDUIURPDGLIIHUHQWDQJOH
•

a readiness to change thinking and practice in the light of these
SHUFHSWLRQV

 DUHQHZHGVHQVHRIH[FLWHPHQWLQWHDFKLQJ
•

a practical agenda for improvement.

I want to spend a little more time on teachers because they hold the key to unlocking
WKHWUDQVIRUPDWLYHSRWHQWLDORIVWXGHQWYRLFH,·YHPRGLÀHGZKDW/DZUHQFH6WHQKRXVH
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RQFHVDLGWRÀWWKHFRQWH[WRIWKLVSDSHU¶,WLVWHDFKHUVZKRLQWKHHQGZLOOFKDQJH
the world of the classroom by understanding how their pupils learn’ and to do that
they have to be prepared to talk to them about learning – and to see them differently.
What helps teachers to see students differently? Quite often it is reading their
comments in published research reports but even more compelling are the comments
from their own students. Here the head of maths in a secondary school talks about
KHUZRUNZLWK\HDUROGVWXGHQWVVKHKDGEHHQHQFRXUDJLQJDQGXVLQJIHHGEDFN
on her maths lessons:
One girl in particular clearly seemed to understand—better than I did!—how
VKH OHDUQHG 6RPH LQWHUHVWLQJO\ ZHUH LPPHGLDWHO\ UHÁHFWLYH LQ D KLJKO\
sophisticated way—beyond my expectation—but nobody had known that
before because nobody had asked them. For others the [capacity for]
UHÁHFWLRQJUHZWKURXJKWKHSURFHVVRIUHÁHFWLRQ (Webb, 2001)
'DYLG +DUH   ZURWH DERXW ¶«DQ LGHDO RI WKHDWUH IRXQGHG LQ UHFRJQLWLRQ·
where spectators are ‘charged up by the presentation of their own lives, sitting in
the dark, sometimes openly resentful, sometimes openly thrilled’. These words
capture teachers’ variable responses to pupil commentaries on aspects of school
life that they think we know well. And a character in a play by Stoppard said that
reality can often become a ‘blur in the corner of your eye’ and that, in the repetitions
RIRXUZRUNLQJOLYHVZHRIWHQQHHGVRPHWKLQJWR¶QXGJHLW EDFN LQWRH[LVWHQFH·
&RPPHQWVIURPVWXGHQWVFDQKDYHWKLVSRZHUWKH\FKDOOHQJHDVVXPSWLRQVDQGOHDG
the teacher to ‘see’ students as they are and not as they have been historically—and
FRQYHQLHQWO\³FRQVWUXFWHG WR ÀW WKH UHJLPHV RI VFKRROLQJ$QG DV WHDFKHUV VHH
students differently so they are more likely to trust them and offer more opportunities
IRU WKHP WR LQÁXHQFH WKH IRFXV SDFH DQG FRQWHQW RI OHDUQLQJ$QG WKLV LV ZKDW
students say they want.
Earlier, I mentioned the two agenda that drive many of the initiatives on consulting
students – the empowerment agenda and the improvement agenda. In the present
climate it is easy to disparage the latter as concerned with grades rather than with
students, with the school’s reputation rather than with their students’ learning, but we
should not underestimate the practical value of student commentaries for improving
aspects of their everyday lessons and relationships. For instance, teachers learned
DORWZKHQ\HDUROGPDOHVWXGHQWVLQLQWHUYLHZVDERXWZKDWWXUQHGWKHPRII
OHDUQLQJVWDUWHGWRWDONDERXWWKHGLIÀFXOW\RIFKDQJLQJIURPEHLQJD¶GRVVHU·WRD
‘worker’. One said that most teachers never forgot the bad things he’d done and that
his favourite teacher was the one who said that every lesson was a clean slate – for
her, a forgetting rather than a remembering. Another described how little praise he
got because of his reputation as a nuisance in classes:
No-one’s praised me in quite a long time actually. But I think they’re used to
me being a trouble-maker and they don’t want to go back on themselves by
praising me. I’d faint if they did. No, I’d be. %URZQÀHOGZRUNQRWHV
And this student, showing a greater empathy for teachers than they seem to have
shown for him, said this:
0HSHUVRQDOO\,·YHEURXJKWDUHSXWDWLRQXSRQP\VHOI,·PNQRZQWREHWKH
FODVVFORZQDQGVR,·YHGHFLGHGWRFKDQJH«DQG«,ZHQWRQUHSRUWDQG,
JRWOLNH$$EHVWWRSPDUNVEXWWKHUH·VMXVWEHHQVRPHOHVVRQVZKHUH
it’s slipped and they’re like ‘Oh, he’s still the same’. I can understand how
they feel about that’ %URZQÀHOGZRUNQRWHV 
Such comments help teachers to see what the world of school looks like from the
SRVLWLRQRIWKHVWXGHQWDQGWKH\FDQJDLQDEHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHGLIÀFXOWLHVVRPH
students face who want to settle down to work but feel trapped by the images others
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hold of them. Some relatively small changes in teachers’ behaviours could make a
difference to the self-esteem of such students and to their academic progress.
We know that at some level teachers already consult students on a daily basis
in small unobtrusive ways, asking them about events in the family and checking
out in class what they understand and what bothers them but some students say
that this is not enough – they want more dedicated attention and they want more
opportunities to talk about problems with learning and to contribute to decisions
that affect them in school.
2QWKHZKROHZHKDYHQRWIRXQGWHDFKHUVH[SORULQJWKHSRWHQWLDORIFRQVXOWLQJ
VWXGHQWV EHFDXVH WKH\ DUH REOLJHG WR GR VR E\ WKH &KLOGUHQ·V$FW DOWKRXJK WKH
H[LVWHQFHRISROLF\UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV DQG6FRWODQGKDVOHGWKHZD\KHUH) may be
a useful source of support for those teachers who need to argue the case with fellow
teachers or with parents. Our interpretation of teachers’ motivation is that many are
DQ[LRXVWRHVFDSHWKHLQFUHDVLQJEXUHDXFUDWLVDWLRQRIWKHLUZRUNDQGVHHVWXGHQW
consultation as a way of bringing the relationship of learner, learning and teacher
together – restoring it to its rightful place at the centre of professional practice. The
HQHUJ\WKDWFRPHVIURPEXLOGLQJDSURGXFWLYHSDUWQHUVKLSZLWKVWXGHQWVLVH[HPSOLÀHG
in the words of this teacher:
You know, that’s what made me enthusiastic because I suddenly saw all that
XQWDSSHGFUHDWLYLW\UHDOO\«<RXFDQXVHVWXGHQWV·LGHDVLQDYHU\YDOLGLQWHUHVWLQJ
way and it can make the student excited, the teacher excited and you know
REYLRXVO\WKHOHVVRQVZLOOWDNHRIIIURPWKHUH«LI\RXFDQDFWXDOO\FROODERUDWH
ZLWKVWXGHQWV«,GLGQ·WUHDOLVHLW²LW·V«H[FLWLQJLVQ·WLW"(Pedder, 2001)
Tuning in to what students say can be a professionally re-creative act. So, although
the climate of performativity may be hostile teachers are still able, if their spirit can
‘transcend the cramped conditions of the time’ (Tanner, 1987), to carve out a new
RUGHURIH[SHULHQFHIRUVWXGHQWVLQVFKRROV
6285&(62)$'92&$&<

Given the strength of teachers’ testimony that consultation can ‘work’ for pupils
it is ironic that it has been so slow to make its way into mainstream education.
/DQVGRZQIRUH[DPSOHQRWHV¶WKHDEVHQFHLQUHFHQW\HDUVRIRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUSXSLOV
WRFRQWULEXWHWRQDWLRQDOGHEDWHVDERXWNH\LVVXHVZKLFKWKH\KDYHGLUHFWH[SHULHQFH
RIVXFKDV¶WHVWLQJDQGWKH1DWLRQDO&XUULFXOXPEXOO\LQJLQWKHSOD\JURXQGKRZ
VFKRROVDUHUXQ· S $QG.R]RO SFLWHGLQ6KXOW]DQG&RRN6DWKHU
2001, p5) observes wryly that ‘(We) have not been listening much to children
in these recent years of “summit conferences” on education’. Holdsworth, from
Australia, comments on the slow take-up of student consultation and participation
LQHGXFDWLRQSRLQWLQJWRWKH¶KXJHERG\RIHYLGHQFH·LQRWKHUÀHOGV¶ZRUNLQWKH
areas of resiliency, health and well-being, morbidity etc, that emphasises the critical
nature of participation to individual and societal health’ (2001, p2).
+RZHYHUWKHPDLQVRXUFHVRIDGYRFDF\IRUFRQVXOWLQJSXSLOVVHHPWREHWKHVH
appeal is made to:
•

principles of democracy in school as a preparation of young people for their
SDUWLQVRFLHW\

•

young people’s rights LQFOXGLQJWKHLUSHGDJRJLFULJKWV

•

the idea that schools need to be more inclusive and to offer more opportunities
RILQYROYHPHQWWRVWXGHQWVDVWKHPDLQVWDNHKROGHUJURXS

•

students’ personal and social development which, it is argued, will be
QXUWXUHGE\WKHUHVSHFWDQGFRQÀGHQFHWKDWEHLQJFRQVXOWHGFDQRIIHU
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•

practices of teaching and learning in that the voices of learners can help
GHÀQHDSUDFWLFDODJHQGDIRULPSURYHPHQW

6RPHRIWKHVHDSSHDOVDUHLPSOLFLWLQWKHSUHFHGLQJWH[WKHUH,ZDQWWRRSHQXS
WKHÀUVW²WKHDSSHDOWKURXJKSULQFLSOHVRIGHPRFUDF\LWFRPPDQGVVXSSRUWIURPD
wide range of educationists and has found a powerful niche in current debates about
citizenship education. Gerald Grace endorses the argument that pupils should take
a more active role in school ‘both in management of their own and others’ learning
DQGLQWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQDQGUXQQLQJRIWKHVFKRROLWVHOI«EHFDXVHIRUSXSLOVVXFK
participation will be a part of their earliest formal political education’ (White, in
*UDFH  S  *UDFH MXVWLÀHV KLV SRVLWLRQ RQ JURXQGV VLPLODU WR WKRVH SXW
forward by members of the citizenship lobby, namely that the best way of preparing
young people for an informed and active commitment to a democratic society is to
HQVXUHWKDWWKH\H[SHULHQFHSULQFLSOHVRIGHPRFUDF\HQDFWHGLQWKHGDLO\OLIHRIWKH
school. The discussion paper, Education for Citizenship, produced by Learning and
Teaching Scotland (2002), says this:
7KHPDLQFRQWHQWLRQRIWKLVSDSHULVWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH·VHGXFDWLRQ«KDVD
key role to play in fostering a modern, democratic society whose members
have clear senses of identity and belonging, feel empowered to participate
effectively in their communities and recognise their roles and responsibilities
as global citizens (p. 2).
It seems, from the range of support for pupil consultation as part of citizenship
education, that Stewart Ranson’s question (2000) was clearly rhetorical: he asked
ZKHWKHU HQFRXUDJLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH WR ÀQG D YRLFH DQG WR OHDUQ WKH SUDFWLFHV RI
cooperative agency was fundamental to the revitalisation of our schools as learning
communities within democratic society.
Berryman also addresses the needs of society, arguing for student voice on the
JURXQGV WKDW ¶)RU WKH ÀUVW WLPH LQ RXU KLVWRU\ WKH HGXFDWLRQ QHHGHG WR IXQFWLRQ
effectively in labour markets in both high- and low-skill jobs looks similar to that
needed to participate effectively as citizens, to work through moral dilemmas, or to
PDNHLQWHOOLJHQWSXUFKDVHVRIRIWHQFRPSOH[JRRGVDQGVHUYLFHV«7KHHGXFDWLRQDO
challenge common to these disparate activities is to prepare individuals for thoughtful
FKRLFH DQG MXGJHPHQW·  S  $QG /HYLQ   FLWLQJ *LGGHQV  
argues for ‘dialogic democracy’: ‘Increasing diversity coupled with greater and
quicker communication and higher levels of education will necessitate much more
problem-solving through discussion and mutual accommodation’.
But while the body of support for consulting pupils is strong, practitioners (both
UHVHDUFKHUVDQGWHDFKHUV DUHQRWDOZD\VÀQGLQJLWHDV\WRWUDQVODWHSULQFLSOHVLQWR
SUDFWLFHV , ORRN ÀUVW DW LVVXHV LQ WKH SURFHVV RI FRQVXOWDWLRQ LWVHOI ² E\SDVVLQJ
concerns about the practical dimensions of consultation (eg whether to invite spoken
or written responses, whether to use ‘focus’ groups or talk to individual pupils, and
VRRQ ZKLFKZLOOEHH[SORUHGLQRQHRIRXUIRUWKFRPLQJ3URMHFWUHSRUWV
,668(6,17+(352&(662)&2168/7$7,21

The transformative potential of consultation is considerable but it can fall short
of making a difference to and for students because of power issues embedded in
PHWKRGRORJLHVDQGFRQWH[WVLQFOXGLQJZD\VRILQWHUSUHWLQJDQGUHSUHVHQWLQJZKDW
VWXGHQWVVD\0LFKDHO)LHOGLQJDQG, )LHOGLQJ)LHOGLQJDQG5XGGXFN 
have looked at aspects of the process of consulting pupils—and the process of
GHYHORSLQJIUDPHZRUNVIRUFRQVXOWLQJSXSLOVLQVFKRROV³DQGZH·YHLGHQWLÀHGD
number of ‘power issues’ that we think could limit the democratising potential of
student voice.



WHO GETS HEARD?

The key issue is whose voice can be heard in the acoustic of the school (Bernstein,
in Reay and Arnot, 2002), and by whom. Moreover, how what is said gets heard
depends not only on who says it, but also on style and language. A student interviewed
E\'LDQH5HD\LQRXU(65&7/53SURMHFWVDLGWKLV¶6RPHWHDFKHUVDFWDVLIWKH
child is stupid. Because they’ve got a posh accent, like they talk without ‘innits’
and ‘mans’—like they talk proper English—and they say (to us), ‘That isn’t the
way to talk’, like putting [us] down’. And Mitra (2001) discusses the attempts of an
HWKQLFDOO\DQGVRFLDOO\PL[HGJURXSRIVWXGHQWVWU\LQJWRZRUNWRJHWKHURQSURMHFWV
designed to enhance student responsibility and status in school:
:KHQWKHJURXSÀUVWFDPHWRJHWKHUDVDFRPPXQLW\RISUDFWLFHWKH\GLGQ·W
yet have the language to articulate who they were. And this contributed to
WKHLUVWUXJJOHVWRDJUHHXSRQDMRLQWHQWHUSULVH«7KHVWXGHQWVQHHGHGWRJHW
along with students different than them – students from different cliques, who
speak different languages, who are different tracks in the school’s academic
system. (Mitra, 2001)
One of the problems was the feeling among some that those who were more articulate
in the language of the school establishment were more likely to shape the decisions of
WKHJURXSOHDYLQJRWKHUVIHHOLQJGLVHQIUDQFKLVHGLQDQLQLWLDWLYHVSHFLÀFDOO\GHVLJQHG
to empower them. Silva discusses a similar problem (2001). One of the members of
the student reform group, an African American male, describes two broad types of
student in the school - and, as it turned out, in the project group:
:H·YHJRWVTXHDN\ZKHHOVDQGÁDWW\UHV«6RPHVPRRWKZKLWHZKHHOVUROOLQ·
WKHLUZD\ULJKWXSWRFROOHJHJHWWLQ·RLODOOWKHZD\$QGWKHQWKHUHVWRIXV«
)ODWWLUHV%XPSLQ·RQGRZQWKHURDG«SUREDEO\IDOORIIUHDOVRRQDQ\ZD\
Ain’t worth the grease. (Silva, 2001)
Problems in the group’s working together again centred on language. The group
‘had to be diverse in order to work but the white females students at school had
GLIIHUHQWYLHZVDQGDGLIIHUHQWODQJXDJHIURPEODFNVWXGHQWVZKRKDGH[SHULHQFHG
PDUJLQDOLVDWLRQ7KHODWWHUZDQWHGWKHJURXSWREHFKDOOHQJLQJDQGDFWLYLVW«,Q
FRPSDULVRQWKHVXFFHVVIXOVWXGHQWVSUHGRPLQDQWO\ZKLWHH[SHFWHGWKHJURXSWREH
less reformist’ (Silva, 2001, p5). The important point is that consultation processes
FDQVRPHWLPHVUHÁHFWUDWKHUWKDQFKDOOHQJHWKHH[LVWLQJGLYLGLQJSUDFWLFHVLQVFKRROV
and the regimes which lead to some pupils being valued above others.
$QG KHUH·V D VOLJKWO\ GLIIHUHQW H[DPSOH IURP 8. VFKRROV7HDFKHUV ZKR DUH
ZRUNLQJLQWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROFXOWXUHVDUHÀQGLQJWKDWWKH\KDYHWRVWDUWEXLOGLQJWKHLU
new ‘learning community’ by working in a small-scale and relatively protected way
with a few students who are then invited to ‘display’ their capacities for constructive
analytic dialogue to other teachers, to the senior management team and even to
governors and to conferences of teachers in other settings. The problem is that this
pioneering group of students can become an elite, creating new hierarchies within
the body of students itself. Their status is often rooted in competence in talk which
may, in turn, be linked to social class differences.
TRUST AND OPENNESS IN THE DIALOGUE

There are many silent or silenced voices – pupils who would like to say things about
teaching and learning but who don’t feel able to without a framework that legitimates
comment and provides reassurance that teachers will welcome their comments and
QRWUHWDOLDWH+HUHDUHWZRH[DPSOHVWKHÀUVWIURPDVWXGHQWLQDQ$PHULFDQVFKRRO
and the second from a student in an English school:



6RPHWLPHV,ZLVK,FRXOGVLWGRZQZLWKRQHRIP\WHDFKHUVDQGMXVWWHOOWKHP
what I exactly think about their class. It might be good, it might be bad, it’s
MXVWWKDW\RXGRQ·WKDYHWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRGRLW LQ6KXOW] &RRN6DWKHU
S[LL 
One of my teachers, she is completely biased to girls. She doesn’t like boys
and it’s not really very good because the boys never get asked questions, they
never get picked for to do examples /DQVNH\·VÀHOGQRWHV
,QWKRVHWZRH[DPSOHVWKHVWXGHQWVDUHVKDULQJWKHLUIUXVWUDWLRQZLWKWKHOLVWHQLQJ
UHVHDUFKHUEXWLQWKHQH[WRQHWKH\DUHPDNLQJDGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQZKDWWKH\DUH
feeling about the lesson and what they can actually say to the teacher about the
lesson. They are talking about the pace of learning being too slow:
Jemima: You’ll probably think to yourself,’ Oh hurry up please sir, you’re
driving me nuts!’ You feel like you’ve got to be in there until Christmas.
Kelly: I think if someone’s going really slow I’d feel like saying, ‘God sir,
I’m not a snail, I’m not a dunce, ... I’m not dumb, sir; we can take it going
a bit faster’ but (what) you (actually) say (is): ‘Sir? Please can you go a bit
faster, please?’ being polite. (in Reay and Arnot, 2002)
What students have to say about teaching and learning may be feared by teachers as
personally challenging or as threatening to the institution. A strategy of the fearful is
to limit student comment to aspects of school life which are seen as relatively safe or
ZKLFKGRQRWKDYHVLJQLÀFDQWLPSDFWRQWKHZRUNRIDGXOWVZLWKLQWKHVFKRROVXFK
as uniform, school meals or the colour of the classroom walls but where do pupils
WDONDERXWLQMXVWLFHVWKDWWKH\H[SHULHQFHRUREVHUYHLQWKHFODVVURRPDQGZKLFK
they do not feel they have power to act on at the time?
It is during the early stages of developing consultation that these uncertainties
DQGDQ[LHWLHVDPRQJWHDFKHUVDUHPRUHGRPLQDQWWHDFKHUVDUHPRYLQJIURPZKDW
VRPHZLOOKDYHH[SHULHQFHGDVDQXVWKHPVLWXDWLRQWRRQHLQWKH\DUHEXLOGLQJDQHZ
kind of partnership in learning, what Michael Fielding (1999) has called ‘a radical
FROOHJLDOLW\·0RUHRYHUFRQVXOWDWLRQPD\H[SRVHGLIIHUHQFHVRIRSLQLRQEHWZHHQ
WHDFKHUVDQGSXSLOVZKLFKZLOOKDYHWREHGLVFXVVHGDQGUHVROYHG7KHUHFHQW&(6
study, Gender and Pupil Performance in Scotland’s Schools (2001), argues that
SXSLOVVKRXOGEHFRQVXOWHGDERXWLVVXHVWKDWDIIHFWWKHPVXFKDVJHQGHUSROLFLHV
it goes on to detail some of the issues where there was disagreement – for instance
the nature of a new awards system that a school had introduced without consulting
SXSLOVÀUVWDQGWKHGLIIHUHQWSHUFHSWLRQVRIWDUJHWVHWWLQJZKLFKWHDFKHUVVDZDVD
ZD\RI¶PRWLYDWLQJSXSLOVDQGKHOSLQJWKHPWRRUJDQLVHWKHLUZRUNHIÀFLHQWO\·EXW
which some pupils saw as an additional source of pressure (p.125).
%XWZKLOHWKHVHWHQVLRQVDQGDQ[LHWLHVDUHXQGHUVWDQGDEOH%HQ/HYLQ  KDV
pointed out that the fear of students as ‘revolutionaries’, bent on undermining the
system, is mostly unfounded: most students’ wishes he says, are ‘modest, even timid.
They do not seek to overthrow the system, or even to control it. They do, however,
want to understand why things are done as they are. They would like to be able to
voice their views about change and have them heard. They wish to have some more
FKRLFHDERXWKRZDQGZKDWWKH\OHDUQ·7KHVHDUHDOOUHDVRQDEOHH[SHFWDWLRQV$QG
DOVRLPSRUWDQWO\VWXGHQWVZDQWWRÀQGDQGEHDEOHWRVSHDNLQWKHLURZQYRLFH
I have seen too many people trapped by listening to the voices in their heads
that are not their own, reaching the miserable point when their own voices
DUHORVWIRUJRRGDPRQJVWDOOWKHMXPEOH TXRWHGE\6KXOW] &RRN6DWKHU
S[L



We also have to ask whether the topics ‘permitted’ for discussion with the students in
schools are ones that theyVHHDVVLJQLÀFDQWDQGZKHWKHUWKHGLVFXVVLRQVDUHRFFDVLRQV
for genuine dialogue in which students can speak, without fear of retaliation, of
concerns, passions and interests which are rooted in their developing sense of
justice and of self (Fielding, 2002). Initiatives that seek student opinion on matters
LGHQWLÀHGIUDPHGDQGDUWLFXODWHGE\UHVHDUFKHUVRUWHDFKHUVRUWKDWLQYLWHFRPPHQW
on issues that students see as important and that do not lead to recognisable action,
or discussion of possible courses of action, are unlikely to be seen as credible.
6WXGHQWVZLOOVRRQWLUHRILQYLWDWLRQV D WRH[SUHVVDYLHZRQPDWWHUVWKH\GRQRW
WKLQNDUHLPSRUWDQW E DUHIUDPHGLQDODQJXDJHWKH\ÀQGUHVWULFWLYHDOLHQDWLQJRU
patronising, and (c) that seldom result in actions or dialogue that affects the quality of
their lives (ibid. $V)LHOGLQJVDLG¶:H«UHJDUGLWDVFUXFLDOIRUVWXGHQWSHUFHSWLRQV
and recommendations to be responded to, not merely treated as minor footnotes in
DQXQDOWHUHGDGXOWWH[W·
And if data from student consultations are not discussed by students, then it is
GLIÀFXOWIRUWKHPWRDSSUHFLDWHERWKWKHGLYHUVLW\RIYLHZVWKDWRIWHQH[LVWZLWKLQ
the class or school and the dilemmas posed by diversity for follow-up action. As
Reay and Arnot noted (2002), ‘there is no homogenous pupil voice even in a single
working group but rather a cacophony of competing voices’. If we are to build open
and trusting relationships as a basis for constructive dialogue then students need,
at the very least, to know what is happening as a result of what they have told the
YLVLWLQJUHVHDUFKHURUWKHUHVHDUFKLQJWHDFKHULQVFKRROLIWKH\KDYHPDGHVSHFLÀF
SURSRVDOVWKH\QHHGWRNQRZZKDWLVSRVVLEOHDQGZKDWLVQRWSRVVLEOH$VD\HDU
pupil said, in one of our projects, You’ve asked us if there’s anything we’d like to
change - but will it happen?’ (Urquhart, 2001).
DILEMMAS OF REPRESENTING AND INTERPRETING THE VIEWS OF OTHERS

Humphries (1994, discussed in Fielding, 2002) points to two particular dangers, that
of ‘accommodation’ and ‘accumulation’. ‘Accommodation’ occurs when challenging
LGHDVDUHPRGLÀHGVRWKDWWKH\FRQIRUPWRDQGGRQRWGLVWXUEWKHH[LVWLQJRUWKRGR[\
)RUH[DPSOHLQRQHVFKRRO\HDUROGVWXGHQWVZHUHFRQFHUQHGQRZWKDWWKH\
ZHUHLQ¶WKHVL[WKIRUP·WRKDYHPRUHVD\RYHUWKLQJVWKDWPDWWHUHGWRWKHPEXW
after discussion with senior teachers the agreement that was reached limited their
LQÁXHQFHWREHLQJDEOHWRFKRRVHWKHFRORXURIWKHSXOORYHUVWREHZRUQE\WKHLU\HDU
¶$FFXPXODWLRQ·LVQRWVRPHWKLQJWKDW,KDYHGLUHFWO\H[SHULHQFHGLWZRUNVLQWKLV
way: if consultation deepens our understanding of marginalised groups, one of the
possible consequences is that we could, if we so wished, use this information and
XQGHUVWDQGLQJWRH[HUFLVHJUHDWHUFRQWURORYHUWKHP$PRUHFRPPRQH[SHULHQFH
IRUXVLVVXPPHGXSE\+DUW  LQWKHZHOONQRZQODGGHURISDUWLFLSDWLRQDWWKH
bottom of the ladder are three rungs where consultation or participation are described
as manipulative, merely decorative or tokenistic:
7RNHQLVP

&KLOGUHQVHHPWRKDYHDYRLFHEXWKDYHOLWWOHRUQRFKRLFHLQ
the subject or style of communication and no time to formulate
their own opinions.

'HFRUDWLRQ

&KLOGUHQXVHGWRSURPRWHDFDXVHEXWKDYHQRLQYROYHPHQWLQ
organising the occasion.

Manipulation

Adults consciously use children’s voices to carry their own
message.

A more democratic approach to consultation (see Fielding and Rudduck, 2002)
would be characterised by agenda setting that is collaborative, by the involvement
RI VWXGHQWV LQ WKH GHVLJQ RI WKH UHVHDUFK SURMHFW LI UHVHDUFK LV DSSURSULDWH  E\



discussion of methods of collecting information, and by the production of collective
UHVHDUFKNQRZOHGJHLWLVDQLQGLFDWLRQRIVXFFHVVLIWKHJURXS·VFDSDFLW\WRFRQIURQW
problems constructively and collaboratively is enhanced.
5($/,6,1*7+(75$16)250$7,9(327(17,$/2)&2168/7,1*678'(176

When we talk about ‘voice research’ we are usually contemplating the serious task of
HOLFLWLQJDQGSUHVHQWLQJWKHH[SHULHQFHVDQGYLHZVRIJURXSVRQWKHPDUJLQVWKHUHE\
KHOSLQJWKHPWRPRYHIURPVLOHQFHDQGLQYLVLELOLW\WRLQÁXHQFHDQGYLVLELOLW\6XFK
research has a transformative agenda (Fielding, 1997) and its aim may well be to
FUHDWHPRUHLQFOXVLYHVFKRROVZKHUH\RXQJSHRSOH·VYLHZVDQGH[SHULHQFHVDUHDV
part of the normal order of things, taken seriously and where students and teachers
together see themselves as part of a learning community. Teachers and researchers
who are interested in student ‘perspectives’, as opposed to ‘voice’, are more likely
to locate consulting students within a school improvement frame where the danger
can be that students are seen merely as producers of ‘interesting data’ (ibid.).
The transformative impulse seeks to change the status and sense of agency of
students, bringing them in from the margins so that their voices can be heard. This
means establishing processes whereby dialogue with students would become ‘part
RIWKHQRUPDOZD\DVFKRROJRHVDERXWLWVGDLO\ZRUN· )LHOGLQJ WKHUHPLJKW
be an ‘institutional requirement’ that students would be partners in regular dialogues
which would ‘inform the life and development of the community’. But the task of
FKDQJLQJVFKRROVLQSODQQHGDQGFRKHUHQWZD\VLVIRUPLGDEOHDV0D[LQH*UHHQH
(1985) said, ‘Schools seem to resemble natural processes: what goes on in them
appears to have the sanction of natural law and can no more be questioned or resisted
than the law of gravity’.
Transformation requires an interruption to the regularities of school life—a
rupturing of the ordinary (Fielding, 2002)—that enables teachers and students to
¶VHH·DOWHUQDWLYHVDQGLWUHTXLUHVXOWLPDWHO\DFRKHUHQWLQVWLWXWLRQDOFRPPLWPHQW
As Watson and Fullan (1992, p219) have said, this will not happen ‘by accident,
JRRGZLOORU«ad hoc projects. [It] requires new structures, new activities, and a
re-thinking of the internal workings of each institution’. Schools will need support
in the task of ‘reshaping long standing structures that have fostered disconnection,
VHSDUDWHQHVV GLYLVLRQ·« IHDWXUHV WKDW KDYH SUHYHQWHG WHDFKHUV DQG VWXGHQWV LQ
schools from ‘sharing powerful ideas about how to make schools better’ (Warsley,
et al, 1997, p204). But it is happening – and teachers are leading the way.
'LIÀFXOWLHVDULVHIURPWKHFRQWH[WRISHUIRUPDWLYLW\DQGVXUYHLOODQFH OHDJXH
WDEOHVRIUHVXOWVSHUIRUPDQFHPDQDJHPHQW ZLWKLQZKLFKPDQ\WHDFKHUVQRZZRUN
and which make it especially hard to develop the dialogic approach. As Ian Frowe
 KDVVDLG¶«WKHQHHGWR¶JHWRQ·KDVLQIHFWHGWKHZKROHHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFH
so that there is little or no time for genuinely open conversations through which
children may have opportunities to develop their understanding and learning’ (p98).
&KLOGUHQ·VOHDUQLQJFDQQHYHUEHSURSHUO\VXSSRUWHGLIWHDFKHUVFDQQRWÀQGWLPHWR
listening to them and a pre-condition is that they ‘see the students’ perspective as
worth engaging with’ (Sleeter and Grant, 1991).
There are of course some situations where change characterised by new partnerships
in learning is less likely to happen: where the academic success of the majority is
assured and endorsed by parents then pupil consultation may not have a foothold - here
FKDQJHLVULVN\DQGFRXOGWKUHDWHQDFKLHYHPHQWSDWWHUQVLQVFKRROVZKHUHSXSLOVDUH
FRQYLQFHGWKH\GRQ·WPDWWHULQVFKRROVZKHUHVWXGHQWVDUHVWULGHQWO\RSSRVLWLRQDODQG
DQWLZRUNDWWKHSHUVRQDOOHYHOSXSLOVPD\EHVXVSLFLRXVRILWVODQJXDJHEDVHDQGRU
HPEDUUDVVHGE\EHLQJVHHQWDONLQJZLWKWHDFKHUVLQVFKRROVZKHUHWKHRSSRVLWLRQDO
stance of large segments of the student body is so strong that there can be no suspension
of disbelief about the possibility of building alternative teacher-pupil relationships.



However, where schools persevere with the principle of student consultation
and participation and are able to sustain it over time and over a range of activities
in the school there is evidence (see Fielding and Rudduck, 2002) among students
of enhanced self-confidence, greater independence in learning and a greater
commitment to the school and its purposes. At teacher level, there is evidence
of a greater awareness of and delight in the capacity of young people to surprise
with their creativity, their insight and their sense of responsibility, and of a richer
understanding of the nature of learning. At school level student consultation has led
to a review of assumptions about young people’s capabilities and rights and to the
creation of more inclusive and responsive communities.
If I have a concern at the moment it is with the ‘fashionableness’ of student
YRLFH$V %DUQHWW   VDLG VRPH LQQRYDWLRQV DUH VR DSSHDOLQJ WKDW WKH\ ¶FDQ
KDUGO\NHHSSDFHZLWKWKHUXPRXURIWKHLURZQLQYHQWLRQ·&RQVXOWLQJVWXGHQWVLV
a bit like this: it has become so popular that in a climate of short-termism interest
may burn out before its transformative potential has been fully appreciated. And
there is a danger, if consultation is captured as part of an inspection process, that
what pupils say may be used as evidence aboutWHDFKHUVLQWKHFRQWH[WRILQVSHFWLRQV
and performance related pay instead of feeding into a dialogue with teachers about
teaching and learning.
But at the moment the climate is generally open, receptive and supportive and
many of us in education share Raymond Williams’s ‘passionate concern that people
ZKRPLJKWRWKHUZLVHÀQGWKHPVHOYHVYLFWLPVRIKLVWRU\VKRXOGEHDEOHLQVWHDGWR
understand [and act on] their own circumstances’ (Hare, 1989) – both in school and
in their lives beyond school.
NOTES
1. Many of the ideas in this paper have emerged through dialogue and collaborative work with colleagues
RQYDULRXVSURMHFWVLQSDUWLFXODU6XVDQ+DUULVDQG*ZHQ:DOODFHZKRZRUNHGRQDQ(65&3URMHFW
(1991-94), 0DNLQJ<RXU:D\WKURXJK6HFRQGDU\6FKRRO and also colleagues working on a current
(65&7/533URMHFWConsulting Students about Teaching and Learning (Madeleine Arnot, Sara
%UDJJ 1LFN %URZQ +HOHQ 'HPHWULRX 0LFKDHO )LHOGLQJ -XOLD )OXWWHU &DUROLQH /DQVNH\ -RKQ
0DF%HDWK 'RQDOG 0F,QW\UH .DWH 0\HUV 'DYLG 3HGGHU 'LDQH 5HD\ %HWK :DQJ ² DQG PDQ\
teachers and students).
 7KHDLPVRIWKH&RQVXOWLQJ6WXGHQWVDERXW7HDFKLQJDQG/HDUQLQJ3URMHFWDUHWR
• demonstrate the serious and constructive contributions that students can make to teaching, learning
DQGWRVFKRRORUJDQLVDWLRQ
 GHPRQVWUDWHWKHGLIIHUHQWUROHVDQGUHVSRQVLELOLWLHVWKDWVWXGHQWVFDQWDNHLQVFKRROV
• offer basic support and guidance for teachers who are new to consultation and who want to initiate
VRPHIRUPRIFRQVXOWDWLRQSURFHVV
 RIIHUVXSSRUWDQGJXLGDQFHWRWHDFKHUVZKRZDQWWRH[WHQGWKHSULQFLSOHRIFRQVXOWDWLRQRQD
ZKROHVFKRROEDVLVDQGH[WHQGVWXGHQWV·SDUWLFLSDWLRQ
7KHSURMHFWHQGVLWVÀUVWVWDJHLQ0D\DQGZLOOEHIROORZHGE\DVKRUWSHULRGIRUFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
and dissemination.
 ,DPLQGHEWHGWR%HWKDQ0RUJDQ3K'VWXGHQWDW&DPEULGJHVXSHUYLVHGE\'RQDOG0F,QW\UHIRU
SRLQWLQJRXWWKDWWKHQHZ(GXFDWLRQ$FWLQ6FRWODQGZKLFKFDPHLQWRIRUFHLQ2FWREHUH[SOLFLWO\
UHFRJQLVHVWKHFRQWULEXWLRQRISXSLOVVKHTXRWHVIURP Standards in Scotland’s Schools which states
that there will be a duty to involve pupils in the preparation of the School Development Plan and in
decisions concerning the everyday running of their school.
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