The student voice in school development: taking the first steps in my own school context
An MA (SESI) School Development modular essay

M. B. Drennan

“Student involvement is an idea whose time appears to have come. But… it is possible that many young people may be excluded from the processes of being heard… This may be because teachers and others believe they know better, or because it is considered that young people are not mature enough to make a worthwhile contribution in these areas, or because the adults do not know how to promote dialogue”
(Lodge 2005, p125… p143, emphasis added)
Introduction: development and my context
My research intention

School Development literature focuses on a broad range of influences and stakeholders: governments, quangos, (inter)national movements / models, governors, management teams, teaching colleagues, students. Only recently has the emphasis moved away from the beginning of this list. In particular, the most neglected area in terms of detailed study (and probably in terms of systemic empowerment) has been the students: despite being by far the most numerous stakeholders (and the most important ones?) they have been traditionally left outside the discussion process for compounding reasons including sheer numbers, disparateness of view, perceived immaturity, desire to protect hierarchical adult authority and simple inertia of traditional structure. When they have been permitted a voice, it is often tokenistic – what would you like in the vending machine? which toilets need redecorating? – yet a modern economy seeking creative, intelligent contributors (and perhaps idealistic principle), demand that we should be more dedicated to drawing them into participation in the meta-discussion of what education is, is for, and how it should get there. But it is not only the democratic / idealistic principle that students should be involved but the view that effectiveness demands that they are: engaged students learn better.

This assignment is of two halves: a briefer review sampling critical literature (to reflect on failings of previous models that exclude students and on current movements to create sustainable positive change) leading to a longer second half in which Lodge’s 2005 quadrant model is adopted as a paradigm for a small qualitative piece of research specific to the context of my own school: an open discussion of school development with a range of students, culminating in a series of short tasks through which the students present their views.

Factors to discount in my context
Schools are infinitely plural and complex, their contexts endlessly different. To this end, although there is appropriately abundant literature about each of the following factors, they are not the focus of this essay. Brief reasons are stated in each case. Without suggesting they do not bear on the school’s development, I choose to ignore:

· The role of governors. In a traditionalist independent school governors have strategic and ethos-related impact; but there is next to no interaction of either colleagues or students with governors.
· Collegial staff influence on the school’s direction. Staff have no official forum through which to present criticisms; are allotted no representatives on the governing body; only a handful are permitted input on policies before publication.
· School development planning. My school’s published plan is business-centred and makes little comment on academic or pastoral development.
· “Culture.” Perhaps “culture” means those things we know about but can’t place in quantities or even models; it is only tacitly addressed in this paper.

This essay instead questions whether students participate in this school’s development. Before we can reflect on this, we need to briefly historically overview some of the literature to find out how School Development has failed to work.
Models and the literature

(Failed) recent history: critiques of hierarchical models

“Failure to create an inclusive culture can result in disparate experiences… [and prevents] a holistic, progressive school experience... with negative results for pupil and professional learning.”
(Jonathan Wren, MA School Development course member,

in internal group correspondence, Spring 2005)
“using test scores to represent quality is like ‘measuring temperature with a tablespoon’…” 

(Stoll, Fink & Earl 2003, p.144, citing Popham 1999)
“If teachers work that hard over and above contractual requirements, most cannot sustain it.”

(Gray et al, 1999, p79)
Saunders (1999, p.425) stresses the extent to which “school self-evaluation which is externally-driven… runs the risk of producing improvements which are only cosmetic.” For school, read also student: as OFSTED / government-targeting are stressful and restrictive external drivers to schools, management teams to teachers, so teachers can be to pupils. You either embrace plurality at all levels – each level drawing into open participation that over which it has authority – or you create “monoculture” through centrally-mandated, downward-enforced practice. Alternative, collegiate practice, suggests Saunders, is counter to UK traditions, but must not be seen as possessing only “soft or diversionary aspects” which would undermine the “rigour” of which the UK model is so proud. 
Rosenholtz (1991, pp. 207-8) sees the same protectionism of power and singularity of prescription, but senses fear of suggesting any movement away from dominant mandated paradigms of schooling: “…even the smallest attempts by teachers to solve school or classroom problems were met by distance, intimidation, or defeat.” The result is the kind of school where isolation rules supreme: where “norms of self-reliance seemed as implacable as a hurricane… a numbing sameness… [headteachers] mostly assumed the posture of a burrowing animal… the range of teacher unfreedoms was wide, subtle, and often alarming.” And it’s not as if all this is in aid of a demonic job market education must slave to serve, despite nobler ideals: she cites Samson et al (1984) in reporting that less than 3% of occupational performance effectiveness is accounted for by statistical, standardised testing results.  Why is this paradigm, so hostile to and rejected by those who must actually deliver it (see quotations at top) so firmly entrenched? Is it for students’ good? We might (but only might) be prepared to consider the anger, disillusion and suffering of teachers acceptable if it had demonstrably offered in return that critical gain. It does not, though, as we shall see: in fact the views of students are neglected as much as or more than those of teachers.
“Woe is us” from teachers is not by-the-by in terms of how students experience life and learning within our schools; rather, the model enforced onto teachers by managers will naturally shape the pattern by which teachers interact with students; note the natural tendency to say “enforced”! These models, says Rosenholtz (pp. 214-15), “bring under one master… vastly different student needs, as teachers unwillingly subordinate themselves to hierarchical control… administrators seek to enforce hierarchical control over teachers through… routine devices… a twenty-year decline in teachers’ job commitment has exponentially paralleled increasing bureaucratic rather than professional control in schools.” Unsurprisingly, disenfranchised teachers are unlikely to increase the opportunity for the student voice to be heard if they are told that obedience and doctrine is the only law: we are all what shapes us, after all. Rosenholtz’s alternative is education in which teachers are trusted and allowed leeway for their professional growth and initiative. They too must respond positively and with determination to the possibilities of beneficial school development (p. 220):

“Instead of directly controlling activities, [headteachers] need to learn how to set general directions, and to structure environments that enable teachers to work together… By rejecting the idea that task autonomy and school quality are necessarily opposed… educators would make it much more difficult for policymakers to dismiss their moral authority...”
Again, this manager-teacher model of interaction may be mapped onto teacher-student almost directly.
The current theme is School Development: sustainability

These hierarchical models seem to have produced a culture of strong-armed top-down procedures stifling creativity in favour of blunt efficiency. But children are not cars, classrooms not production lines, and it is ironic (in an age when traditionalist methods are being discarded in the corporate world – think, for example, of the widespread acknowledgement that US car manufacturing is being out-innovated by more flexible Japanese competitors) to find educators – whose product is so evidently less suited to unit-count management – adopting a model that the business world has left behind. Education acceleratingly scrabbles for a Holy Grail model. As Hargreaves (2004, p.5) states, “producing deep improvement that lasts and spreads remains an elusive goal of most educational change.” He goes on to damn the convention of talking about all reform as if it were the first such effort, faced with poverty of practice before it (p7):
“Most change theory has only a forward arrow. In rational terms, this omission is remarkable… the reasons for this neglect are ideological and political, rather than rational and implementation-focused… The past is treated as a problem in order to justify political mandates to direct the future.”
As with yesterday’s managerial fiddlings entrenching teacher apathy or resentment, tomorrow’s are similarly likely to proclaim themselves the new elixir or panacea – and pass in turn without trace as traditional forms and assumptions remain dominant as undentable bedrock. The 1990s he refers to as the “age of standardisation and marketisation”, triumphing over an “age of innovation and optimism” (p41), where “teachers were left trying to reconcile open-ended outcomes with detailed subject standards.” As a result, we are left with a view of recent educational reform that:
· presumes no value to and nothing to learn from the past
· is dictatorially authoritarian and inflexible, unable to be innovative or collegial
· includes only reforms which are variants on the status quo
· is mired in a managerial model inappropriately borrowed from business – and out of date there

What’s the alternative? How can we forge true change with ongoing positive effects?
Michael Fullan, formerly a key figure in the development of UK Literacy and Numeracy Strategies, has moved into this field with his “Leadership and sustainability” (2004). The watershed experience for Fullan was the development of NLS and NNS. Although the results of these highly-prescriptive, very directed and hierarchically-mandated projects were at first very positive (“improvements in literacy and numeracy at the elementary level, with some closing of the gap between high- and low-performing schools… the results were impressive”), the graphs very soon stopped showing year-on-year improvement – especially given their rapid climb in the earlier years of the projects, and the experience gained from that: “performance plateaued in 2000 and has remained at that level for the past 3 years even though the initial strategy has become, if anything, more sophisticated” (pp.1-6.) The implication is that the methodological and pedagogical gains were made quickly – and then the strategies’ own restrictive structures prevented further gain.

Here the teacher cynicism / exhaustion costs we saw at the start of this section catch up and begin to take their toll. More worryingly than the plateauing effect is the onward prediction. He asks (pp. 6-7): “are even the good results sustainable? In a word, NO… there is no chance that the strategies described... could result in widespread, sustainable reform.” He emphasises the huge effort (and funding) that have gone into creating a feel of a wave of progress and warns of “burnout, turnover, overload” collapsing the project once not moving forward. Underneath this failure to create fundamental (and lasting) change he detects a motivational / participational shortfall: “there is no indication that ‘engagement of students in learning’ has significantly increased just because there are more students who can read and who are numerate” (other voices might argue that it has declined.) He concludes that “centrally driven reforms can be a necessary first start (when performance is seriously unacceptable) but can never carry the day of sustainability.” By contrast, a focus on leadership as a liberating force on professional enthusiasm, innovation and committed collegiality offers rewards. Fullan puts it in black and white (pp. 10-11, emphasis added):

“There is no chance that large-scale reform will happen, let alone stick, unless capacity building is a central component… capacity building throughout the system… must be developed in concert, and to do this will require powerful new forces… we need to tackle the problem of sustainability head-on.” 
Students, as much as teachers, are a level which must be engaged in this manner. We must build their capacity for participative dialogue in school development if anything resembling sustainability is to happen. There’s more of them than us; how they change is school development. It is to these themes that some researchers have recently moved the debate, which work will open the way for the action research this essay reports.
A new vision

Democracy and the student voice

“When the focus is on improving the students’ learning there is a strong argument for taking account of the young people themselves.”
(Lodge, 2005, p. 135)

“How can you identify something if you are not looking for it?”

(Saunders, 1999, p. 424)
If there is an unease that educational changes (often enacted with considerable effort and pain) have no lasting effect, it may be assumed that one or more stakeholder groups are not “buying in.” Lasting change depends not upon compliance (shallow and monitoring-dependent) but value-internalisation. It has been evident, as per Saunders (above), that we’ve not even sought the student voice: localised efforts to modify a system to do so result – as per Giroux’s 2004 observation that teacher attempts to transform classrooms into locations where received knowledge is critically challenged are perceived as either irrelevant or unprofessional – in repression or sidelining.
In a powerful summary of recent international development relating the “student voice”, Caroline Lodge emphasises the need for participation of students in school improvement, critically distinguishing between tokenistic and meaningful (hence, change-promoting as well as learning-centred) involvements of students. Although “the increasing involvement of young people in school development is a recent trend”, she notes that “there is a range of views about the extent to which young people should or can be empowered (from passive objects of reform efforts to active and constructive)” (pp125-6.) Amongst her most powerful observations (pp. 125-129, emphasis added) are:

· Views of childhood and its purposes are culturally constructed… The view that children lack competence to take an active role… is common… 
· Democratic schools… you cannot learn to behave democratically in an institution that does not give you experience of democracy....
· Citizenship… the citizenship curriculum… represents complex questions in a simplistic form and does not begin to help schools consider the complexities of power inherent in learning… it could… encourage tokenism, or mere rhetoric...
· Consumerism... [a] view of young people as consumers rather than participants.
Lodge contrasts the government paper on Citizenship – one she finds inadequate – with the Swedish model she considers the best practice current exemplar. Here the centrality of student involvement is clear: “Pupils’ viewpoints, opinions and wishes together with their needs and experiences must form the basis of the planning of the entire school’s activities” (p128, citing Swedish governmental documentation.) These comments all rang so true with my own experience that I decided to test, by sampling student views, the validity of the model Lodge’s paper proposes.
Lodge’s model (2005, p. 131)
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The power of Lodge’s model is that the concepts become self-evident when placed in the framework. Student contributions fit into one of four quadrants. Governmental- and media pressures force to the left because “a concern with performance (test and examination results… reviews and inspections) encourage a focus on institutional outcomes” (p. 131; despite evidence [sourced in e.g. Watkins] that “a focus on performance, rather than learning, can depress performance”) – pp130-131; the culturally-constructed view of childhood, of “children as in danger” drives us upwards on the graph. The risk, and in Lodge’s eyes the dominant model, is the top-left corner; the ideal is the dialogic model of the bottom-right. I would add my instinct that the “natural axis” of the model is between those two poles of opposing educational philosophy in teachers (and hence schools): an authoritarian and a liberal position.
It’s hard to community-focus in the current consumerist / instrumentalist political model; more serious is the up-down dimension, where refusal to move towards an active student voice may constitute either outright traditionalism or what Lodge, citing Cruddas, names (p130) “the myth of liberal authority, when… adults claim to speak for young people” (my recent Head’s modus operandi, who privately and publicly claimed to represent students’ interest – often in order to require extra, unpaid contributions of staff by a form which, at worst, approached being ethical blackmail.) Both approaches presume that young people are unable to speak competently, an “ideology of immaturity.” To move towards the bottom-left, Lodge creates a practice tool for researchers, supporting three features to be encouraged for dialogic contexts:

· transparency
· engagement

· honesty

(It is implied, by all participants.) It says worrying things about the state of schools that this has to be codified at all. With Lodge, I reject the “ideology of immaturity” and, using her quadrant model, I decided to review where my school (and some of its staff) sat on Lodge’s graph, in the eyes of the students.
Action research: a snapshot and a roadmap for my school
Aims of inviting “the student voice” on board
Saunders (1999, p. 415; citing Alvik 1996) demands a “steadfast insistence that self-evaluation is at least as much an ethical as a technical matter.” That applies not only for schools, but for the student voice also.

For simplification, I use the singular “student voice” to represent all contributions that are (or might be) made by students, to emphasise the contrast with “adult” voices (teachers, managers, parents, governors.) This does not imply singularity of student view; nor does it mean an ineloquence of argument which could be used to claim they are not skilled enough to be efficient contributors to debate.

There are times where students find it hard to express their reflections, or struggle to even synthesise into one viewpoint the fragmentary ideas they may (individually and collectively) be piecing together; they do have less experience of life, of professionalism, of systemic organisation; they almost certainly have experience of fewer educational / learning contexts. But it is the exploration of that nascent ability which itself constitutes intellectual maturing and entry into a social body as an adult, and failure to permit that opportunity produces ineloquent adults: on principle it is important to encourage that development. To fail to recognise that their commentary is valid is a twofold failing:

· the missing of a critical educational opportunity to develop personal and collective skills of cognition, discussion and expression

· a missed opportunity to create mutuality and collegiality in school development from the most prominent participators of the project
I also reject the argument that since they do not know all the internal complexities of school organisation, their commentary is naïve and so will always be idealistic but ultimately unuseful. This argument (again related to power / control, and similarly used against classroom teachers) begs only the question as to why there is not greater transparency: in my experience students are surprisingly good at understanding adult motives and systems, and adopting compromise. This comment is itself ideological; it does not prevent it being accurate and important.
This project sits in the context of a school in which:

· there is no student vote on any item, including election of senior prefects

· has no published planning relating to student development
· has no student council (to even address “tokenistic” issues)
· has a very traditionalist ethos with a strong and explicit emphasis on obedience and hierarchy.
The research: method

A group of six students was brought together for a discussion. Reservations notwithstanding, a bias towards ability and seniority was allowed to encourage the most cogent arguments and expressions, whilst speaking for the student voice across the spectrum. The school is non-selective but its intake is weighted towards mid-high ability, and there are few notable behavioural problems anywhere in the school, so it was considered that the selection of this particular sample would not leave an “unexpressed” area of student experience. The question of including those most difficult or disaffected is a huge obstacle to accessing the student voice – but an investigation beyond this first attempt.
The students had a brief explanation given to them of the idea of school development, were read a series of quotations from SD papers, and were asked to reflect, guided by a series of questions, on their experience of it at their school. 
A list of provisional questions relating to school development (past and projected), agency and the right and ability of students to contribute, were intended. In practice, the conversation rapidly diverged from these intended directions under student exploration and these questions were therefore ignored. The conversation was allowed to range freely within the confines of the researcher’s perception of “purposefully” considering the above general themes.
At the end of this section of the discussion, the group were asked (without instruction by the researcher) to complete:
Task A.

Place the following onto Lodge’s quadrant model:

· the school

· three adult stakeholders (selected from teachers, governors, management) of your own choosing (with some guidance on practical grounds) (they actually chose more)
Task B.

Collectively write a 100-word statement to the title “School development as it happens at <school name.>” (i.e. an analysis of development thus far, from their perspective.)
A video record of the initial discussion (including task A) is available for viewing in limited circumstances.
The research also asked the students to consider a prognosis – a way to go. What did they think should happen – how much involvement should students have? All students participated in task A together; the group then divided equally into task B and:

Task C.

Collectively write a 100-word statement to the title “How should the school develop and how should students be involved?” (i.e. a speculation of desired development from their perspective.)

Again, this was recorded. The second half of the process video is an edit of the writing of tasks B and C; initial discussion video is unedited.
Method footnote: researcher involvement

The greatest dilemma in hosting the discussion was the extent to which researcher “override” of the discussions was appropriate, and the risk of researcher “imposition” of views, particularly from a familiar teacher-researcher. A protocol for involvement was written to minimise this impact. This is included in Appendix A; it proved to be difficult to write, and longer than first desired, but even so was difficult to adhere to despite the flexibility / nuances its permits. The difficulty of empowering the student voice without overpowering it remains a significant obstacle in this area of research.
The research: findings: researcher’s interpretations
Researcher learning to report from this project fell into two categories:
· about the task (content)

· about the process (equivalent to meta-learning)

The content findings subdivided into three:

1. Discovery of a general “student viewpoint” of rough common ground;

2. Discovery of the diversity of inter-student views around this;

3. Discovery of the diversity of “intra”-student views (i.e. students often had inconsistent positions, or changed or developed their position as they went.)

The process findings also divided into two discoveries:

4. Of the nature of the process for the students;

5. Of the nature of the process for the researcher.

Given the decision to allow the discussion process to operate freely and the small sample size and research scope, the inevitable loss of focus makes it unwise (and probably invalid) to conclude too widely on content. Items 1-3 should therefore be considered “impressions” rather than proofs; 4 & 5 are perhaps best termed “reflections.” As such, this small project is not intended as an evidential publication, but a narrative of experimentation in attempting to engage “the student voice”, a testament to the (enjoyable and rewarding) complexity of trying to do so – perhaps an example and encouragement to colleagues rather than a scientific artefact.

A range of impressions and reflections of the researcher are recorded for completeness in Appendix B.

The research: findings: student statements

Massively more important, and the reason for the relegation of my views to an Appendix, is the view of the students. If their views may seem ineloquent, poorly phrased, repetitive, sweeping in some places and too particular in others, partially guesswork or even philosophically confused, nonetheless the authenticity of their agreed statement is more important than the sought concision or skill of expression made by the researcher: it is important not to interfere with the text. No modification (even with regard to cosmetic matters of grammar, as “pointed” capitalisations seem to have been made) has been made to their wording. 
Placed consecutively, their views on (task B) their school’s current state of development and (task C) where they see it going, reads as follows. These followed a shared discussion, and overlap somewhat; but the first is essentially analytical and the second speculative:
“<Name of school> is an institutionalist hierarchical school. Its Victorian ideology is based on the fact that they wish to recruit parents from a more socially acceptable background. Academia at the College is anything but admirable. However improvements are being made, such as Target and other slowly-progressing academic incentives. Though the school is forward thinking in many respects it is moving in the wrong direction. These ‘proposed’ improvements just cause more anguish to pupils who expect to see the products of their parents’ funds bloom in fruition. The input of the pupil on development of the school is almost next to nothing, whereas the teachers’ and headmasters’ inputs are more likely to be put into circulation, the role of the governors is simply one of ‘presumed’ power, that the pupils needn’t know of their true nature.”
“Our school has many ways in which it needs to develop. We have found, through discussion, that one of the most important things they need to do is LISTEN. / By listening to the views, the improvements they do make will be more relevant. For example, X Club.* It was said we wanted it changed. We were not asked what we wanted – it was ‘done up’ and now it has as good as closed down, no-one uses it – this is a problem. / The school should involve the BPA** in more relevant tasks, not just selling 2nd hand uniform, a parent forum is not an unreasonable thing – without making it a complaints depot. / To develop further – trusting scholars*** is a new big step. If we are given the chance to be mature – I’m sure we could be. / We are a very negative school, instead of rewarding scholars for good – we punish scholars for making mistakes – reduce negativity and we will start LEARNING rather than just WORKING.” 

* X Club was a Sixth-Form social club operating as a private staff/student bar in the evening. It was converted into a “Working Café” space for daytime work use and the bar shut.

** The school’s Parents’ Association. (There is no PTA; teachers are given no representation with parents, in the same way they have no governor representation.)

*** All students are referred to as scholars – a measure of the school’s highly traditionalist approach. However, the school is not selective, and is comparable in results with a moderately strong comprehensive.

Perhaps more interestingly than the concluding statements is that students clearly understood, accepted and were interested in, Lodge’s model. The results of their (task A) “placements” on this quadrant grid were as follows. In line with my expectations, there is a “Milky Way effect” of greater density from top-left to bottom-right, with institutions (and institutional figures) at top-left, on what I suggested is an authoritarian-to-liberal line. Interestingly, the “stretched” shape of “the school” is pulled between these two ends, along the line. In line with Lodge’s recognition that student voice is insufficiently accessed, and perhaps a reflection of the general “flavour” of current UK education ethos, the centre of gravity of the page is left and somewhat upwards; also, initial placements were then moved left on discussion, suggesting an initial acceptance of, and then cynicism of, the language used by teachers and institutions as being community-focused in only the tokenistic ways Lodge highlights as a risk.
(PTO)
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KEY:

The rectangle is the SCHOOL.

The oval is the Headmaster.

The circle (just below-right of centre) is the academic-side Deputy Head – new, much mentioned in discussion – and also (considered identical in position) a sample head of department who has since become Key Stage 4 Co-ordinator and part of the Deputy’s “Academic Council.”

The arrows indicate the movement of the above Deputy Head from the initial position in which they were marked. (The change was made when the position of the researcher was reflected on.)

The triangle is a particular teacher, a head of department named as being known for conventional practice.

The dashed lozenge (bottom-right) is the researcher. This was indicated but not marked – although see note about circle, above.

The dotted indented box indicates the vague area where the governors were thought to be. This was acknowledged as speculation and not formally marked onto the paper.

Conclusion

There is a woefully inadequate presence of the student voice in the school development field. This is caused by:

· the entrenchment of traditionalist structures intended to retain power 

· shallow, tangible-target accountability, producing an emphasis on test training and performance over learning

· no inspection requirement to show democratic function within schools

· the fact that meta-cognition (recognising the importance of student reflection, participation and motivation) is a relatively new field and has not yet fully impacted on school life

· a UK social view which persists in perceiving young people as incapable and to be done to
The idea that school development can be meaningful without the participation of the student voice is a false and dangerous view. School development without the input of its main stakeholders will fail because:

· it will bear limited relation to what actually happens – no matter how statistics are used to counter / disguise this evident non-alignment
· it will not empower our young people to become citizens, only drones to, or on, whom “management” is enacted
· it will continue to breed discontent between students / teachers, teachers / managers, as goals are not shared – resulting in entrenchment and cynicism 

· it will dramatically fail to provide the creativity, intellectual flexibility and entrepreneurship our future economy needs

The student voice must be freed to participate, however fledgling a voice it may be – and however difficult and awkward we may find the process of supporting that release.
Submitted August 2007

Shared with The Ethos Consortium October 2007
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Appendix A: researcher protocol for involvement
The following protocol was observed by the researcher in order to interact neutrally and without imposing his own views on the student discussion group:

· researcher may “rephrase” (for eloquence or concision) but only when students show fairly strong consensus over a sequence of remarks – and must check for agreement afterwards from students that the rephrasing is fair

· researcher may “redirect” conversation on part of a topic but only when a remark has been made by a student to which the researcher may redraw the group’s attention

· researcher may “factually inform” but only when a student commentary is inaccurate and would benefit from information

· researcher may “terminate” a section of conversation in order to ask the group to address a new (possibly related) question but only when remarks have become clearly prejudicial to (an) individual(s) or evidently off-topic (i.e. non-constructive) or the discussion has tailed off, not simply when they disagree with a student or are uncertain where the argument is going

· (however, new questions may be preceded by an anecdotal “personal commentary” [not an argument to be adopted] by the researcher)

· researcher may freely insert “corollary questions” to lead the group to elaborate 

· researcher may “contribute anecdotally” personal information but only when a discussion on that area has been opened by students and students have shown some indication that they would welcome input

· researcher may present remarks or ideas from the “literature” but only in a neutral manner

· researcher may make “observations” about the remarks put forward by students, presenting them in a certain light, (or the nature of the discussion) but only in order to ask for onward reflection from the group not to pass comment themselves

Whilst the judgement of where these do-and-do-not lines are drawn is necessarily subjective and hugely open to debate as to validity and reliability, the protocol does serve to severely restrict the worst tendency a teacher-researcher is aware they will have – that terrible teacher instinct to answer your own questions or sound off for yourself. (The author confesses an imperfect achievement of the protocol intended!) Nonetheless, the spontaneous abandonment of the “intended questions” list, and the informal and casual tone of discussion, are both considered (by this researcher) as signs of success in achievement of the spirit of the protocol, and of robustness in the findings.
Tongue only fractionally in cheek, perhaps we learn as much about education from the circumstances of the research as from its outcomes: in order to agree to a Saturday afternoon “school project” the participants collectively imposed on the author several conditions:

· no school uniform

· on comfy sofas not in a classroom

· provision of drinks and snacks
There may be a message even here about the politics of schools and participation.
Appendix B: researcher impressions / reflections from discussion
With reservations (see Findings) these reflections by the researcher are set aside from the main Findings, which focus on the views of the young people. They are included here for fullness as a reflection of the effects, and success or otherwise, of the Appendix A protocol in avoiding the researcher dictating the views of, or speaking for, the young people.
	
	Finding
	Conclusion or argument
	Evidence

	1
	A common viewpoint
	Generally anti-authority; feeling repressed or unconsulted. Perception that the school is non-democratic.
	Consistent tone of and volume of “complaint” remarks; evident and widespread disdain for inadequate rationale (in some cases, opportunity to even discuss rationale) on policies which are restrictive / repressive in nature.

	
	
	The school only promotes “yes men” to positions of student responsibility, neglecting highly suitable candidates who more truly represent students.
	Discussion of a prominent non-appointee as Prefect last year; strong criticism of the current Head Boy as weak.

	
	
	There are serious gender inclusion / perception issues in the school.
	Reflection that girls are preferentially-treated in the general sense – but not likely to ever get the “top job”. (No explicit synthesis of these points is made but this is an evident “traditionalism” and is anti-democratic; the researcher desists from highlighting this point.)

	
	
	The school is weak academically.
	Remarks about overall results, teaching standards, school intake and comparison with surrounding schools was highly critical. One contributor emphatically links the school’s traditionalist / punitive approach to failure to achieve learning.

	2
	Diversity of views
	Does the school operate by reward or punishment?
	Initial emphasis on punitive measures (some approving, most disapproving) gave way to some disagreement as to balance of positive and negative measures; moved towards a consensus that the school was too negative.

	
	
	Nature of disagreements surprising both in that (expressed) disagreement was minimal and that disagreement was overcome through sophisticated discussion.
	Quite strong argument at times (e.g. “no, the Bursar really makes the decisions”); but also comic undercutting of others’ arguments (e.g. “is CCF initiativeful?”) All participants comfortable changing their mind and being gently mocked by colleagues if they “run out of steam.”

	3
	Inconsistency or change of view
	“School should select” arose out of an emphasis on academic rigour, then fell away as an argument.
	Emphasis on student self-managed learning led to a very positive / principled view that students should wish to learn – which led to a position that we should “get rid of” those who don’t want to – which led to a confused philosophical position when one student admitted they’d probably have been asked to leave on those criteria!

	
	
	Who is in charge? – The Head or the Bursar? Or the governors?
	Initial views tended to focus on the SMT as a whole; this later broke down into a clear discrepancy between those presuming the Bursar was more important, and those suggesting the Head.

	
	
	What the role of the governors is. – As with the above, this probably reflects a difficulty (shared by staff to a great extent!) as to how to interpret a situation from limited evidence / knowledge.
	Initial unclarity about governors and school development; gave way to shallow, prejudicial guesswork based on governors’ formal public appearances; interest in placing them on the Lodge model at end despite acknowledged lack of knowledge.

	4
	The process for the students
	Not questions they had ready answers for. (Evidence of a heavily non-dialogic school on the Lodge model.)
	Many (admittedly complex) questions resulted in noticeable “thinktime” before a discussion began to emerge. Answers often hesitant and exploratory in grammatical delivery.

	
	
	Not questions they had thought through. (Evidence of a heavily non-dialogic school on the Lodge model.)
	Regular changes of position halfway through answers (often unprompted or unchallenged.) Evident collective formation of opinion on issues (rather than entrenched oppositional discussion.)

	
	
	Pleased to be consulted on how the school should be.
	Strong consensus late in the process that they were not otherwise offered this opportunity; a number of remarks to the effect that their views are consistently not sought. See also first point on 1, above.

	
	
	Variation of contribution styles enriched the process. (also a surprising discovery for researcher.)
	e.g. AB: vocal, comic, often gets caught in self-contradiction; SG: patient, incisive, uses friendly sarcasm to counter-argue; RL: quite traditionalist but seeking allowance for pupil participation in “earnest” framework.

	5
	The process for the researcher
	Extreme difficulty in not interfering! (Bad teacher instincts!)
	Especially marked when politically “distasteful” remarks made (elitist / socially prejudiced etc.)

	
	
	Regular need to “clerk” the discussion back onto track. (NOT the same as dictating or manoeuvring content; in line with protocol.)
	Manifested by protocol points allowing (a) stopping good discussions which had “tailed off” and (b) “picking” interesting / unusual student comments overlooked in the flow of discussion and drawing the group back to them.

	
	
	The difficulty of “neutrally” supporting rephrasing of views (again, anticipated by protocol; but difficult in practice.)
	Group agreements often very close to quotations / models from the literature – but need to check carefully and openly “Is that what you’re saying?”

	
	
	Comparative ease of “light touch” in terms of functioning as a teacher.
	Once used to the protocol, the researcher finds it easy to minimise “teacher” involvement – noticeably, no “disciplinary” interaction is needed whatsoever: the process is marked by the extremely mature quality of discussion throughout.
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