Case Study:

Revitalising our School Council!

Howden School and Technology College, Howden, 

East Yorkshire



School profile:

	Total number of learners
	800+

	Age range
	11-18

	Specialist status
	Technology College

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2006)
	80%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2006)
	55%

	Special educational needs
	Approximately 20%


Our school is a semi rural secondary school, on the edge of a small market town.  Many of the families are quite wealthy, but come from a wide range of isolated communities.  Over 50% of our students arrive on school buses.

Question 1:
What were you trying to achieve?

The starting point: Identifying the priorities for development

The overriding priority was to establish a revitalised School Council, and in doing so, to introduce students to a democratic process. We wanted students to understand how elections could work and to learn how to make informed decisions. We also wanted to achieve Healthy School status.
What were your learners like at the start? 

In the beginning the bulk of students had some knowledge about voting and how elections worked, but were personally apathetic and disinclined to participate in the process.  There was an academic understanding of what was involved in a school council, but the mechanisms for accessing and using the council as a means for change were not present.  The council had not been run for a year after the previous person in charge had retired.  Originally, two representatives were chosen from each tutor group by whatever means suited the tutor.  Meetings could be overcrowded if all the representatives attended, but more often were poorly attended and unless individual representatives were enthusiastic and ‘pushy’, nothing got done.

What differences did you want to see in your learners?

· We wanted students to understand how democracy could work in practical terms and so it was decided that the School Council would be a properly elected body. The election process would be explained to all students as part of their tutor work at the start of the year.

· There were various skills which we wanted the students to develop.  For the candidates we wanted them to put forward a persuasive case for why they should be elected to the council.  We wanted all students to think about the pros and cons for each student and to make their decisions based on their considerations.

· We wanted students to develop realistic expectations for change, to exercise their voice initially by participating in the voting process.  After the election we wanted students to become more proactive in their approach to the school.  We wanted students to understand that as part of the school community they had a voice which could be harnessed to make changes.

Question 2. 
How did you organise learning to achieve your aims?

How did you set about making a change?

I started off by giving an assembly to each year group outlining the need for candidates to participate in an election to become school council representatives.  The election process was then handed over to the tutors.  Prospective representatives could be put forward, properly nominated and seconded, to stand as candidates.  Students were asked to produce a short written statement explaining why they wanted to stand and what they hoped to achieve if they were elected.  These statements were collected together and each year group had a sheet with all of the candidates’ information provided to be read out or displayed by the tutors.  Voting slips were issued with a list of instructions for how to conduct the election.  Slips were then returned by a set deadline and the votes counted.  Three representatives were elected for each year in years 7 – 11.

· The assembly was the initial way of engaging students and motivating them to take part.  The minutes from the School Council meetings were word processed and given to tutors to be read out.  Feedback was invited ready to compile the agenda for the next fortnightly meeting.

· The meeting minutes were also used as a means of identifying the participation and attendance of council representatives and at the same time we took part as a school in the local authority Youth Assembly and Parliament election.

· Politics and voting had been taught as part of the curriculum for a number of years, but the lessons were dry and uninspiring.  Making the process more directly relevant to the students made them more politically aware.

What changes did we make?

· The curriculum aspects were maintained, but an additional two week unit was added to the tutor programme in all years so that there could be a proper election held.

· Tutors delivered the tutor programme and supervised the elections.  However, one person had responsibility for collecting and counting the ballot papers.

· There has been a rapid learning curve for all of us, but this has been through the informal rather than the formal curriculum.

· Assessment of knowledge, understanding and attitudes is still carried out as part of the PSHCE curriculum.  However, a less formal assessment is through the increased awareness and willingness to participate in all parts of the process, from selection and election of candidates to provision of material for the agendas.

· We needed a comfortable but suitable environment for the meetings, where discussions would not be interrupted.  Initially, our Careers Room was used, but as that space no longer exists we are looking to book our Conference room for future meetings. 

· The paper resources are all stored in a School Council file as are the minutes.  The process requires little organisation to run now – the only task is to copy out the candidate statements for the tutors.

· As politics and democracy were not being covered very effectively before we re-launched the School Council, it has helped us to get the principles across to the students in a more interesting way.

The process has evolved during the last three years and the following changes have been made:

· The number of representatives for each year has been cut to two.  The benefits of this are that the meetings are more efficient and the representatives are more actively involved.  It has also made the election process more dynamic, although less representative.

· The meeting cycle has increased to fortnightly meetings with an additional hour long session each term, where the Head-teacher contributes to the agenda.

· The process for feeding back to students and getting information from them has changed.  Originally the tutors read out the information and took written comments.  Now the representatives feedback directly to the various tutor groups and collect comments as they do so.  In addition, the list of representatives is displayed in all tutor bases and an assembly slot is used to introduce them. 

· The representatives now wear badges and have their participation formally acknowledged at the end of each year by the giving of certificates.

· Last year representatives monitored the tutor work by conducting lesson observations and took part in the evaluation of the materials and content.

· Meeting minutes are also sent to teachers and support staff as appropriate and they also provide feedback for students.

· In addition to their work as school council representatives, last year they also compiled our Travel Plan, spoke at assemblies and went to the authority meetings to discuss how the plan is to be implemented. Two of our students received a special award for their work in this area, having been commended by the local authority engineer.

· This year’s elections have been hotly contested and campaigning has been both more active, more focused and all involved have been better informed.  There were few spoilt papers and the vast majority of students used their vote.

3.
How well have you achieved your aims?
What differences are evident?  What impact have you made on your learners?
The changes not just in terms of learning, but in terms of attitude and enthusiasm are evident throughout.  Apart from the way the process is now conducted and understood by both adults and young people, the students are recognising that they have a role within the school which goes beyond the requirement to attend.

The student voice continues to grow and evolve year on year.  When we refer to democracy students identify this with the school council.  Representatives are approached when students have problems. We have contributed to the ethos of the school by getting extra bins and picnic tables put in, by investigating and encouraging paper recycling, by helping to raise funds for various charities, getting the toilet facilities improved, campaigning for more lockers and by suggesting changes to the school meals menus.  The council has helped us to gain Healthy School status, to put our Travel Plan in place and to campaign for the necessary improvements around the school.  The uniform has been changed this year as a result of discussions lead by the council.  The young people have grown in confidence and I am pleased by the conversations that I hear as a walk round the school.  Much of the evidence is ephemeral, but the council representatives are chosen on the basis of how well they will do the job, people want to be on the council and their expectations are realistic.

Of course, none of this would have happened if the Head teacher, teaching and support staff had not taken the council seriously and been willing to support their efforts.

The student voice is not all powerful, but is heard and is increasing in volume each year.  They can and do make a difference!

