Case Study:

Building Pupil Voice

Baverstock School, Birmingham

Main emphasis

This case study looks at the way in which we developed our School Council and pupil voice more widely.

School profile

	Total number of learners
	1340 approx

	Age range
	11-18

	Specialist status
	sports

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2006)
	

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2006)
	

	Special educational needs
	


Baverstock is in an area of significant social deprivation. 22% of pupils are eligible for free school meals and many others live in households with indicators of social deprivation. Economic deprivation is not the most significant issue; rather it is the lack of social cohesion and the sense of a disintegrating community. Evidence for this comes from the data used by the Local Authority to identify wards and areas of the city with significant overall deprivation. The 2005 PANDA puts the school in the 78 – 94th percentile for social deprivation.
Question 1: What were you trying to achieve?

The starting point: Identifying the priorities for development
What were your learners like at the start? 
Prior to September 2006, leadership of the School Council was disjointed due to long term sickness of the staff member responsible. School Council met infrequently and there were no clear processes in place for the gathering of student’s opinions or for the feeding back of information from the School Council meetings. 

This had left students reluctant to join the School Council and also a general lack of awareness across the school about who was a School Council member.
What differences did you want to see in your learners?
The main priorities were to develop knowledge and understanding of what it meant to be in a democratic School Council. We also wanted to increase whole school knowledge of democracy and voting. Skills that we wanted to develop were participation within the School Council, and the advocacy and representation of those who eventually became representatives in the School Council.

In addition, we wanted to develop Pupil Voice across the whole the school. This was intended to make the students feel that they had a voice and were able to make real differences within the school. I also wanted to encourage pupils to take an active interest in the school community and highlight opportunities for them to give their opinion and participate in the political life of the school.
Question 2: How did you organise learning to achieve your aims?
How did you set about making a change?

The changes that we implemented were two fold. Firstly, there were massive changes to the School Council and secondly, a concerted effort to increase Pupil Voice across the school.

There was a re-launch of the School Council throughout the school. This was done via advertising in the Baverstock Herald (the weekly newsletter distributed to all students); assemblies to all year groups and Citizenship lessons on School Council and voting. A notice board was also established in the school with the sole purpose of advertising the work of the school council and raising the profile of the School Council within the school.

An attempt was made to make the election process more democratic. Instead of a boy and a girl “chosen” by each tutor group to be included in the School Council, one nomination for the School Council election was made by each of the 9 tutor groups per year. Tutors were encouraged to do this via a class vote. These 9 nominations were then put forward to the whole year election. Ballot slips were issued in Citizenship lessons and votes were conducted anonymously, with each student given only one vote. These were then counted when all ballots were in and winning representatives (3 per year) were announced via notices to tutors, assemblies to the year group and posters around the school.

Meetings were then advertised using the Baverstock Herald; dates were pre-advertised in the school calendar; posters were placed around the school and notices were given out in tutor periods. This allowed students not in the School Council to meet with their year reps and inform them what they wanted discussing in the School Council meeting in advance.

Following the meetings, there was a clear process of feedback to the Head teacher and to the rest of the students within the school: Minutes were taking during School Council meetings and these were forwarded to the Head teacher, the following week 3 School Council representatives would meet with the Head teacher and discuss the issues raised in the School Council meeting. The Head teacher would also use these meetings as an opportunity to feedback developments and decisions made on the issues and topics raised by the School Council. Minutes were again taken during this meeting and these were published to the whole school in the Baverstock Herald and placed on the school website. This ensured that all students and staff within the school were aware of the work being done by the School Council and the decisions and changes that were being made.

In the last School Council meeting of 2006/7, the School Council representatives evaluated their work by conducted a SWOT analysis of the School Council and it’s impact within the school. This SWOT analysis led to changes in the election process. The School Council Representatives felt that the elections were still too much of a “Popularity contest”. They suggested a “Blind election”, whereby pupils would vote on the basis of manifestos rather than student names.

This was implemented and worked very well. Manifestos were published and given to all tutor groups, along with ballot slips. These were then returned and counted before an announcement in the Baverstock Herald and displays around the school announced the winning candidates for each year group.

The SWOT analysis by the School Council then led to the second major development – Pupil Voice Week. This was an attempt to further develop Pupil Voice within the school. A week per term was pinpointed as Pupil Voice week and this calendar was published on the school website for all pupils, teachers, parents/guardians and other stakeholders to access.

Pupil Voice Week is used to advertise opportunities that students have within the school to participate and voice their opinions. For example, Pupil Voice sheets are sent round to every tutor groups, and the issues raised on these sheets are used to set the School Council agenda. Reminders about School Council are also given during this time to make students in the school aware of the work being done by the School Council.

Pupil Voice Week is in the very early stages of implementation and a number of other initiatives are due to be introduced in subsequent Pupil Voice weeks this year. Firstly, collective worship within the school will focus on areas surrounding Pupil Voice. Assemblies delivered by the Senior Management Team will also focus on this area. The school website and intranet is also being looked at to push Pupil Voice Week and offer additional opportunities to give their opinions on issues to do with the school community. A school radio station, which is currently being established within the school, will also be used to inform students about their “voice” and allow others to express themselves. This will be especially the case during Pupil Voice Week, with the aim being that radio programmes during these weeks will be themed around Pupil Voice.
Question 3. How well have you achieved your aims?
What differences are evident?  What impact have you made on your learners?

There is a large amount of evidence within the school that the aims of the School Council “re-vamp” and the Pupil Voice development have worked. The aims above if not fully met yet are being addressed.

Students at Baverstock are now aware of how a democratic School Council should run and in fact have made suggestions on how the elections can be made more fair and democratic.

Pupils feel that they have a voice and that there is a value in them expressing it. The issues and topics that are raised within the Baverstock School Council are much more varied than the traditional School Council topics of canteen, toilets and bike sheds!

Students in the School Council are now taking an active role within the school. For instance, they were involved in the interviews for canteen bids.

Around the school you often hear discussions about the School Council and the work that they are involved in. This is especially evident when the Baverstock Herald is published and includes feedback from the School Council and the Head teacher.

There is a greater desire by students to be involved in the School Council. Numbers are up on last year for students wanted to be involved in the year elections.

There are now clear structures put in place for students to use their “voice” and express their opinions.

Staff are now using School Council to gauge student’s opinions. Now that everyone is aware when meetings are due to be held in advanced, items can be added to the agenda and discussed in the meetings.
