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Abstract 

 

According to Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 1989), all children have a right to speak out and be 

heard on matters affecting their education.  Student voice has become a widely 

used term to acknowledge that young people bring unique perspectives and that 

those charged with making decisions about children’s education bear the duty to 

give due weight to the views expressed by their students (Lundy, 2007).  The 

acceptance that students should play a more significant role in their educational 

experiences and journey has gained momentum over the past 30 years.   Student 

voice activities continue to be endorsed by policymakers, and UK national 

education policy strongly encourages practices which seek to increase levels of 

student participation (DfE, 2014a). 

 

This aim of this study was to develop a detailed understanding of how student 

voice is constructed, understood and experienced by students, teachers and 

senior leaders in three different educational settings.  Using an interpretative 

research methodology data was collected from semi-structured interviews, 

observation, focus groups and provision mapping of activities across participatory 

and rights-based frameworks (Lundy, 2007; Mannion, Sowerby & L’Anson, 

2015).  This methodology incorporated three case studies of secondary schools 

selected because they have shown a commitment to achieving accreditation 

through the UNICEF UK Rights Respecting School Award (RRSA).   
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Findings suggest that the organisational culture and ethos of a school is vital for 

student voice to take root, be nurtured, and thrive.  It highlights that when young 

people have the opportunity to have a say in decisions which affect them, they 

feel empowered and have a greater sense of ownership of their school 

experience.  While conceptual models can help with supporting and facilitating 

participation to promote student voice practices, young people need lived 

opportunities to believe they have influence both individually and collectively. 

 

The findings also highlight some of the tensions and ambiguities that exist for 

school leaders and raise questions about the need for schools to recognise 

student voice as part of broader participation rights.  It is clear that for student 

voice to become an authentic part of a school’s everyday practices, it requires 

sustained effort including planning, policy changes and continuous review.  

Ideally, this is in partnership with students where it can help bridge the potential 

distances between young people and adults in the school. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

In this section, I will explore definitions of student voice from a children’s rights 

angle and consider historical perspectives of the concept of student voice.  I then  

introduce myself as a researcher and acquaint the reader with the motivations 

behind this research by sharing my previous interest and connection with the 

topic of student voice.  Next, I will provide an overview and structure of the thesis 

To conclude this section, I will present a rationale for the study and clarify the 

aims of the research. 

 

1.1 Student Voice:  Historical Perspectives and New 
Directions 

 
The term student voice has emerged in educational research and literature to 

cover the range of work carried out in schools in which students have 

opportunities to share their opinions and ideas about things which might affect 

them.  With this comes a redefinition of their role with the concept of voice being 

used to cover a broad spectrum of potential student involvement including 

participation, contribution and influence in a school context (Macbeath, 2006).  

Discussion around this term often positions it within a rights dialogue of not only 

the right to be heard but also the right to be listened to.  Over time, the concept 

has become associated with participation, engagement, and having a legitimate 

perspective, a meaningful presence, and an active role in informing the education 

process and practices in their schools (Cook-Sather, 2006). 
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Schools are an obvious place to promote children’s human rights, and from the 

1990s arguments for engaging student voice have often focussed on children’s 

rights.  This work informed by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNICEF, 1989) enshrined the idea that young people have rights and 

responsibilities into international law and named participation as one of the 

fundamental principles inherent in upholding it. 

 

While the convention was ratified by the UK government in 1991, it was not until 

2002 that this rights agenda was translated into policies and mandates in the UK 

through the Education Act (2002).  Section 176 of this Act placed a duty on 

schools to consult with students “in connection with the taking of decisions 

affecting them” (p.105) but did not prescribe how this might be undertaken or 

place any clear requirements on them, for example, the requirement of a school 

council.  This was followed by the Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’ (DfES, 

2003) and the statutory Citizenship curriculum (2003) which both encouraged 

teachers to consider the use of consultation further and highlighted the 

importance of young people participating in decision-making. The need for 

schools to become democratic institutions with students at the heart was 

becoming more and more accepted (Lodge, 2005; Thomson & Gunter, 2006).  

The idea of a youth parliament was born furthering the idea that young people 

had a role to play in their communities not just as future citizens but as current 

active participants with the power to shape their own experiences and contribute 

to a democratic society (Bragg, 2007).  Connections made between student 

voice, active citizenship and civic engagement (Hall, 2017) suggest that student 

voice activity has a function wider than just within the classroom or school setting. 
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The promotion of student voice at this time was primarily tied to growing student 

councils or other forms of decision-making based on adult models and 

procedures (Davies, Williams, Yamashita, & Ko Man-Hing, 2004; Fielding, 2006).  

However, instead of empowering this may have strengthened notions of place 

and conceptions of being citizens-in-waiting just being given a taste of the adult 

world of politics (Wyness, 2009).   

 

Despite the United Nations’ declaration, throughout the 1990s, students’ voices 

appear to be missing from debates around teaching and learning.  Academics 

from this time talked of a ‘void’ which needed addressing through a renewed 

focus on the idea of consultation with young people about the teaching and 

learning process.  In his significant work on the nine gateways for personalised 

learning, Hargreaves (2004) makes a compelling case for designing teaching 

around the needs of the child.  The recognition that facilitating student voice was 

an essential part of this was significant in opening up debate about the role of the 

child in their learning journey.  There was a move towards seeking student 

perceptions to improve teaching and learning; the idea of a pedagogic voice and 

learning partnership (Flutter & Ruddock, 2004) with a focus on user-led education 

provision (Thomson & Gunter, 2006).  This work pioneered by the researcher 

Jean Ruddock built on the premise that young people may offer useful insights 

and should be active participants in their school rather than passive recipients. 

(Ruddock & McIntyre, 2007).  Researchers argued that with consultation came 

the potential for engagement through the opening up of conversation and 

dialogue around learning from these ‘expert witnesses’ (Ruddock & Flutter, 2000; 

Lodge 2005; Busher, 2012). 
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The rise in student voice as a means of school improvement cannot be divorced 

from the transformation of state governance and the drive for educational reform 

(Fielding, 2006).  The concept of student voice was given status as holding a 

place amongst inspectors making judgements on schools through its addition to 

the Ofsted framework (2005).  This opened debate about the real purpose of 

gathering voice.  Is it to honour and respect what the young people have to say 

or institutionalise it using it to control teachers and students through the 

inspection process? (Cook-Sather, 2006).  Alongside this, the concept of voice 

appeared to have become closely allied with the idea of choice under the New 

Labour government.  Arnot and Reay (2007) suggest caution against the idea of 

student voice being used to legitimise a neoliberal marketisation of education and 

as a tool to shine the spotlight away from social inequalities.  Using student voice 

to measure school effectiveness and performance and to increase student 

engagement could in itself be argued as a means of enhancing productivity rather 

than as an emancipatory practice (Fielding, 2006).  These arguments suggest 

that what student voice has been used to do in practice is very different from what 

it aspires to do. 

 

Literature continues to explore student voice from the perspectives of children’s 

rights (Lloyd & Emerson, 2017), power relations between adult and child (Taylor 

& Robinson, 2013), and excluded voices (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016).  

Within the organisational setting of a school, everyday practices including 

systems, routines and spaces send signals to students about whether adults take 

their perspectives seriously.   
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While much of the literature advocates for student voice and participation there 

seems to be less knowledge about how it might bring about change in schools 

and what roles adults play in supporting it (Cook-Sather, 2006).  Also, there is a 

lack of research on why school leaders might choose to support or resist student 

voice initiatives within their school settings and how they prioritise it against other 

expectations and actions.  While there has appeared to have been more 

receptiveness to the idea of hearing student voices, it seems that what they do 

with the information gathered and how it plays out, in reality, is worthy of further 

investigation. 

 

1.2 Personal Perspective  

 
Qualitative research is understood to be a subjective process whereby the 

researcher brings their own background, values, perspectives and experiences 

into the research (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  Throughout the research process, I 

was aware of the need to ‘position’ myself in the research and remain conscious 

of the values, experiences and potential biases I might bring in relation to the 

research field, context and participants.  By reflecting on and bringing awareness 

to my past experiences and motivations behind this research, I aimed to reduce 

the potential biases that I might bring to the research process (Creswell, 2014).  

This involved examining and consciously acknowledging how my own agenda, 

values, personal experiences and background might affect interpretation and 

remaining open-minded to allow all perspectives to be considered and to strive 

to take an objective stance to the data collection.  To support this process, I 
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reflected on my own experiences of being a teacher and school leader and how 

these have impacted on my worldview. 

 

I have a background working as a teacher and school leader in several secondary 

schools in England.  One of the things I enjoyed most were the daily interactions 

with young people.  These could be in the classroom while together we struggled 

to decipher history, or in the refectory while we shared the queue.  These shared 

moments waiting nervously backstage during the school production or talking at 

the gate waiting for a bus.  These everyday interactions built connections, opened 

up dialogue and bridged that distance between student and teacher. 

 

These experiences have framed my beliefs and approach.  Firstly, I believe that 

students bring a unique perspective and can offer different insights.  As an 

Educational Psychologist, I will always try to seek the child or young person’s 

views and give due weight to their opinions in the problem-solving process.  

Sometimes this can be challenging.  Now Imagine a large school community of 

diverse young people.  Finding ways to hear, engage, and empower them can 

seem daunting.  I believe that it is, however, a worthwhile endeavour and that 

creating opportunities to sit and listen to students and to understand them is a 

means for a school to tell children that we trust them.  I see student voice as that 

rich and complex process where teachers, students and others engaged in the 

educational process work together to hear, question and understand each other’s 

perspectives. 
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My research also stems from a belief that student voice is closely linked to learner 

participation and is part of a broader rights agenda.  Providing genuine 

opportunities to recognise, hear, acknowledge and act upon their views helps 

engage young people in their school community and with their learning.  Previous 

research has identified student voice as having the potential to motivate and 

engage students in both their education and in their commitment to school life 

(Mitra, 2007).  It has also called for more active roles within student voice 

practices which go beyond consultation (Fielding, 2001; Thomson & Gunter, 

2006).   

 

Having been a school leader, I also understand the challenges.  While there has 

appeared to have been more receptiveness to the idea of hearing young people’s 

voices, it seems that less happens with the information gathered (Groundwater-

Smith & Mockler, 2016).  In recent years, my own leadership experiences led me 

to believe schools had become characterised by rigid processes, prescribed 

curriculums, and narratives around discipline, achievement, and competitiveness 

which might potentially disengage or obstruct the voices of those working and 

learning in the system.  In the context of democratic education, student voice can 

be a participative framework and provide a way to challenge the compliance 

agenda currently within education (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016).  I 

began to draw parallels with society at large and wondered how a participatory 

ethos in schools might have an important role to play in supporting a democratic 

society.  I wanted to find out more.  These beliefs were my motivation behind this 

research. 
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1.3 Thesis Overview 

 
This thesis aims to develop a detailed understanding of how student voice is 

constructed, understood and experienced by students, teachers and senior 

leaders in three different educational settings.  I employed an interpretative 

research methodology using a variety of data collection methods including semi-

structured interviews, observation, focus groups and provision mapping of 

activities across participatory and rights-based frameworks (Lundy, 2007; 

Mannion, Sowerby & L’Anson, 2015).  This methodology incorporated three case 

studies of secondary schools selected because they have shown a commitment 

to achieving accreditation through the Rights Respecting School Award (RRSA).  

This is an initiative run by UNICEF UK which encourages schools to place the 

UNCRC at the heart of its ethos and curriculum.  A Rights Respecting (RR) school 

has made a commitment to teaching young people about rights, and to putting 

them into practice every day through collaboration between children and adults.  

The case schools for this study were chosen to represent all three levels of award: 

Gold (Rights Respecting); Silver (Rights Aware) and Bronze (Rights Committed).   

The data collected were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013) 

and the findings explored case by case followed by an across case discussion. 

 

After this introductory chapter, I review the literature and critically examine how 

various authors and researchers have investigated student voice.  This appraisal 

includes exploring the theoretical underpinnings which have guided my study, 

before situating my research questions.  I follow this with a discussion of 

methodology explaining my rationale and decisions behind the process.  Then I 
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present the findings of the research addressing the three research questions on 

a case by case basis.  Finally, I integrate these findings from across the cases 

before revisiting conceptual frameworks and considering possible revisions to 

them.  My thesis concludes by addressing the limitations of the study, making 

suggestions for future research, and considering implications for policy and 

practice. 

 

1.4 Research Aims 

 
My overarching aim is to find out how staff and students in the case schools 

conceptualise student voice; what the school does to enable it; how it is enacted 

and experienced by those in each setting.  The focus of this research is on 

institutions in context rather than individuals.  As such, I am concerned with the 

particulars of what is occurring in each of the cases.  I intend to portray each 

school in its own right while also searching for common themes.  My aim is not to 

evaluate practice in each of the schools, but rather to learn from their experience 

by exploring, describing and comparing the individual cases (Yin, 2013).   

 

I hope to identify and critically examine the student voice practices in each school, 

and the barriers and successes school leaders and teachers face in enacting it.  

This methodology will allow for consideration of what a democratic school ethos 

might look like and what potential it holds.  I hope to broaden understanding of 

the conflicts and dilemmas faced around student voice and to generate new 

knowledge about how educational policy and practices in schools could more 

positively impact on student participation and nurture democratic processes.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Overview of the Literature Review 

 
In this chapter, I engage with and critically review the literature to locate my 

research and present my interpretation of the links between student voice, rights, 

and participation.  I begin by discussing five different frameworks used to 

conceptualise youth participation (Hart, 1992; Shier, 2001; Lundy, 2007; Fielding, 

2012; Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012).  Understanding these and how they might be 

enacted in a school setting provides a meaningful theoretical background to many 

of the student voice studies.  These selected models help explore how power is 

conceptualised in schools allowing for consideration of the centrality of student 

voice and the opportunities provided for gathering and enacting it.   

 

A growing body of research has argued that when students are engaged in the 

process of school change, it benefits both the school and the young people in it.  

Next, I examine and critique four of the most often asserted justifications for youth 

participation:  that it satisfies young people’s rights; that it empowers them; that 

it assists young people’s development; and that it supports the efficiency of 

policies and services (Farthing, 2012).  Within this section, I consider some of the 

research linked to the RRSA, which guided my selection of case study schools.  

Here, I also explore the existing literature on democratic school communities, 

considering how this might be worthy of further investigation. 
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Ruddock and Fielding (2006) warn of the danger of surface compliance when 

schools focus on what they do rather than why they are doing it.  Within the 

academic literature, there are fewer studies which focus on why educators 

choose to support or resist student voice initiatives.  The next part of my review 

considers the role of school leaders in facilitating student voice arguing that the 

position of those who hold power in our schools is an area which deserves further 

exploration.  An essential part of this is raising questions and challenging 

assumptions that all student voice practices are an intrinsically good thing.  

Finally, I will highlight relevant gaps in the literature, situate my research, and 

outline my research questions.  

 

2.2 Literature Search 

 
The literature search was carried out using online search engines, Google, 

Google Scholar, Web of Science and Education Resources Information Centre; 

searches of the University of Exeter Library database; and a manual search of 

the UNICEF ‘Rights Respecting Schools’ website.  These were used to locate 

recent relevant journal articles, books, government publications and websites.  

The terms which I searched were, in various combinations: student voice, student 

participation in schools, student consultation, student leadership, student 

empowerment, children’s rights, school council, ‘Rights Respecting Schools’, 

UNCRC in schools, teachers consulting/responding to student views, and school 

ethos.  In all instances the word ‘student’ was substituted with ‘pupil’ and these 

were combined with the keywords secondary school and UK.  In addition, the 
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reference sections of relevant research papers and books were used to identify 

additional useful literature resources and articles of interest. 

 

2.3 Student voice:  How is it Conceptualised? 

 
Several conceptual frameworks on young people’s participation can help to shed 

light on how student voice might be enacted in schools.  These models for 

understanding participation recognise issues such as power and responsibility 

and consider different mechanisms and approaches as a way of enabling 

involvement within a context of relationships and clear intent.  By defining roles 

and activities which students participate in it can help to move from the theoretical 

to the practical and help illustrate the idea of student voice in action.  I have 

chosen five models for consideration due to their frequency in the literature, 

relevance to school settings, and as having guided my research design. 

 

2.3.1 Hart’s Ladder of Young People’s Participation. 

Hart (1992) was a sociologist commissioned by UNICEF to theorise children’s 

participation, and he was the first person to translate the articles of the UNCRC 

into meaningful practice. His intended audience was those who have the power 

to assist children in having a voice in the public domain, so the model was quickly 

applied to school settings and has been a start point for most subsequent models. 
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Figure 1: Roger Hart's Ladder of Young People's Participation 

 

The ladder is a simple yet effective illustration of the difference between tokenistic 

involvement and more empowering and authentic participation.  Hart argues that 

manipulation, decoration and tokenism are not participatory even though many 

adults might perceive them as so.  He defines this non-participation as where 

adults still maintain control and children do or say what adults suggest.  What 

makes the higher rungs participatory is that the child understands their 

involvement and decisions to include them, they have a meaningful role, and they 

have participated voluntarily.  At the highest level, they are being independent 

and bringing in the involvement of adults by invitation.  

 

Researchers have used Hart’s (1992) framework for many years as a mechanism 

to evaluate student involvement.  There has been a recognition that identifying 
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levels of non-participation is particularly useful in helping to expose practices 

which often take place and are perceived as participatory by adults (Shier, 2001).  

Criticisms have been levelled about the progressive hierarchy and particular 

sequence, arguing that participation does not always develop in this way 

(Treseder & Smith, 1997).  Hart (2008) reflected on interpretations of the model.  

He clarified the importance of using it as a way to reflect on practice rather than 

as a measurement tool explaining that the ladder is not meant to represent the 

whole community at once but rather represents each specific instance of student 

voice. 

 

There has been less agreement about the higher end of the ladder, with a 

particular debate over the positioning of the top two rungs.  Is it the shared 

decision making which is most powerful or the one where they are making 

decisions without the influence of adults?  Franklin (1997) switched these highest 

two levels and added two lower levels below the first rung, calling them ‘adults 

rule’ and ‘adults rule kindly’.  This debate returns awareness to the vital question 

of who has the power and whether adults are willing to hand it over to the young 

people, which is relevant to this research. 

 

2.3.2 Shier’s Pathways to Participation. 

The idea or commitment of adults to sharing or ‘giving away’ some of their power 

is central to Shier’s (2001) model.  
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Figure 2: Shier's Pathway to Participation 

 

Shier designed this framework as a planning and evaluative tool to be applied to 

situations where adults work with children.  Based on five levels of participation, 

the lowest level is listening to children and the highest where they share power 

and responsibility for decision-making.  This model was not intended to be 

hierarchical instead claiming that different levels of participation might be more 

appropriate for particular tasks.  These five levels of participation are embedded 

in a matrix connected to three levels of commitment: openings, opportunities and 

obligations.  The opening phase is the first level of commitment, meaning they 

are ready to operate, and there is intent.  Opportunity comes when there are the 

resources, skills and knowledge to develop the approach.  The highest level of 
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commitment is only achieved through obligation when it becomes the agreed 

policy of the organisation.   

 

This model benefits from the explicit questioning at each phase allowing for 

reflection, practical application, and providing a stimulus for action planning.  With 

a focus on modes of interaction and an emphasis on the collaborative activity of 

children and adults, it positions young people centrally.  The focus is, however, 

very much on the adult roles and how open and obliging they are towards 

enacting it, thus providing useful background to this research.  This focus is 

interesting as, under the UNCRC, there is no obligation for adults to share their 

power with children.  What Shier seems to be advocating for is an approach 

where not only is power shared but also responsibility for decision making. What 

I like about this model is that it is reflective and provides a beginning for the 

thought processes needed to make a shift and start the process of change. 

 

2.3.3 Fielding’s Patterns of Partnership. 

Fielding (2012) produced a typology which considers how student voice is 

positioned based on the ‘interpersonal’ orientation of institutions and how adults 

listen to and learn with students in schools.  Context is important here with a focus 

on the school environment and a remaking of public spaces in school where 

adults and young people can have an open dialogue.  
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Figure 3: Fielding's Patterns of Partnership 

 

Fielding proposes six forms of interactions between adults and students across 

three levels:  the classroom, the department, and the school.  Across the 

interactions, there are variations in the type and degree of power relations 

ranging from students as data sources through to intergenerational learning as 

lived democracy where there is a shared commitment from all members of the 

community.  Fielding (2012) makes a case for formal and informal consultation to 

support efficiency and effectiveness alongside person-centred learning 

communities aiming for engagement.  Fielding’s model is useful as it does not 

create practices and procedures or argue for institutional obligations.  It instead 

conceptualises how power relations might differ in each of these different ways 

of working through the interactions which take place every day in schools. 
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As such, this typology provides what Fielding interprets student voice to mean 

along with an interrogatory framework for the conditions necessary for student 

voice practices.  Again, like Hart and Shier’s models, this offers a process and 

questions to proceed through and raise, which enable reflective decision-making.  

This model helps me reflect on how authentic engagement might be fostered 

within an institution and supports my decision for a case study methodology.  It 

also supported my thinking about the importance of the school ethos and the 

positioning of young people within their school community.  I was curious to 

consider how power might be understood as a process between young people 

and adults rather than something which is bestowed on them from those who 

already have it. 

 

2.3.4 Lundy’s Conceptualising Article 12. 

This model provides a way to conceptualise participation as laid down by Article 

12 of the UNCRC as interpreted by Lundy, an international children’s rights 

specialist.  Lundy (2007) argues this new model was needed because there can 

sometimes seem to be a disconnect between the law, children’s experiences and 

adults’ understanding.   
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Figure 4: Conceptualising Article 12.  Adapted from Lundy (2007) 

 

In this model, student voice must: value students’ unique perspectives; provide 

support to help them form their views; provide the space and audience for these 

views to be expressed; lead to influence in determining actions as a result of their 

participation.  Lundy asserts that a right is not a duty and that opinions should be 

expressed freely.  Silence, for example, maybe an expression of a view.  She 

believes that tokenistic or decorative participation is not only counter-productive 

but also is in breach of Article 12.  This claim is possibly open to question as 

maybe in the imperfect world of participation these might prove to be useful start 

points for children to go on and claim the space particularly if they then have the 

right of audience with listeners who have the power to effect change. For me, this 

highlights the importance of considering the whole model and how it 

interconnects. 
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What is appealing about Lundy’s model is that it is intended to capture the 

qualities of rights-based participation rather than different forms or levels of 

involvement which are evident in Hart’s (1992) and Shier’s (2001) models.  The 

concepts are fluid and flexible and can apply to any form of participation for all 

children in any arena of decision-making.  It requires greater reflection on what 

constitutes student voice activities and how policies, procedures and practice 

might support its development in that setting, thus responding to the research 

questions of this study.  I believe the connection made within the model to other 

rights gives it additional strength.  For example, Article 5, which highlights that 

guidance from adults, remains essential in understanding how adults might 

support the convention and facilitate child voice.  It also places it within a legal 

framework which is absent from other models. 

 

2.3.5 Toshalis and Nakkula’s Spectrum of Student Voice. 

Student voice is defined here on a sliding scale along which the roles, 

responsibilities and decision-making authority of students grow on a continuum 

ranging from student expression to student leadership. 

 

 Most of the student voice activity takes place towards the “expression” end where 

opinions might be offered rather than the “leadership” end where they are the 

decision-makers in the school.  The more activity moves towards the partnership, 

activism, and leadership end of the scale, the greater the potential challenges it 

poses to the existing adult power structures.   
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Figure 5: Toshalis and Nakkula's Spectrum of Student Voice 

 

This model importantly raises the question of building capacity amongst both the 

young people and adults to enable better collaboration acknowledging that to be 

done effectively requires time and resources.   While moving from left to right, 

their voices become more included, routine, and empowered.  The authors clarify 

that all stages are important because even when expressing and consulting, it 

shows that their opinion is valued and they are authorities on their educational 

process.  The focus on leadership is not about giving power over to the young 

people but indeed fostering meaningful partnerships and working together to 

share that decision-making.  This concept relates to what Fielding (2006) called 

“radical collegiality” and fits with the notion of students becoming actual 

stakeholders who move from sources of data to agents of change. 
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The five typologies discussed are useful for conceptualising and extending how 

students might enact participation.   They each offer a framework which allows 

for planning and potentially reflecting on practice.   Sometimes within these 

frameworks, it can be difficult to unpick the constructions of certain concepts, for 

example, consultation.  Shier (2001), for instance, considers how it is different 

from decision-making and non-participatory, whereas others see them as part of 

the same thing.  Also, while helpful for conceptualising student participation, 

these models do not specifically relate to practice in the classroom or everyday 

level.  I believe when using them to consider participation and the enactment of 

voice, it will be important to take into consideration the existing ethos within a 

setting to address the tensions in helping enable student voice.  To do this, I 

believe that more critical analysis of the why behind student voice is needed.  I 

explore this next by considering the justifications made for engaging it. 

 

2.4 Student Voice:  Justifications for Engaging it 

 
Across the literature, there is a recognition of the desirability of gathering voice 

and the increased participation of children and young people in schools.  It is 

worth considering why this might be, and what the different arguments are for 

believing it to be desirable in the first place.  The existing literature develops four 

justifications for participation; rights-based, empowerment, efficiency in policy, 

practice and services, and developmental (Farthing, 2012).   

 

Farthing (2012) interrogates each of the four ideal-type justifications for 

participation and powerfully critiques each of them whilst reflecting on the 
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importance of participation as involving decision-making and enabling active 

citizenship.  Farthing also considers youth policies from 1997-2010 as a case 

study for her critique which is the time frame when many student voice practices 

were becoming introduced in schools and being increasingly referenced in 

government publications such ‘Learning to Listen’ (DfES, 2002) and ‘Every Child 

Matters (DfES, 2003) as discussed in Chapter 1.  These four explanations provide 

a helpful start point for exploring student voice practices because they are based 

on a thorough review of the existing literature on youth participation and they 

point to the fundamental questions for practitioners: why are you doing 

participation, and for what purpose?  I will now examine each of these, making 

explicit reference to student voice practices. 

 

2.4.1 Rights-based. 

The rights-based justification for engaging participation and voice stems from the 

idea of having to fulfil obligations and duties around human rights as prescribed 

by the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989).  Article 12 calls for age-based equality and as 

Lundy (2007) argues there is a need to create space to express the views, an 

audience to facilitate an expression of these views, and an opportunity for them 

to influence change through acting upon them. 

 

In theory, learning about rights might help children understand the value of 

respecting others.  Still, to internalise it, they would need to experience the 

enactment of it in their daily school experience.  Attempts to embed practices into 

school and enact the principles of the UNCRC have taken place over the past 30 

years.  The UNICEF RRSA has sought the promotion and respecting of children’s 
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rights concerning the UNCRC and the creation of opportunities to practice rights 

in classrooms, schools and local communities.  One of the key messages is that 

young people have rights now rather than having to earn them or be awarded 

them with age.   

 

Research on the RRSA argues that children’s rights provide a framework that 

emphasises social justice and inclusion (Covell & Howe, 2011).  Studies make 

links to the promotion of engagement and wellbeing (Anderson & Graham, 2015; 

Lloyd & Emerson, 2016; UNICEF Spain, 2012), improved attendance (Covell & 

Howe, 2011), lower teacher burnout (Covell, McNeill & Howe, 2009), improved 

attainment (Howe & Covell, 2013; Mannion, Sowerby & L’Anson, 2015) and 

increases in the sense of belonging and wellbeing (Sebba & Robinson, 2010).  

While this sounds positive, a lot of this research has been very small-scale, 

commissioned by UNICEF, and reliant on school self-report measures of impact.  

Findings cannot be generalised from these schools.  For example, attributing 

reduced exclusions to this status is difficult to evidence when these changes 

might likely be subject to many other mediating factors such as changes in 

headteacher or new approaches to behaviour policy within the school settings.  

Gaining RRSA status does, however, show a commitment to the convention and 

there is clear evidence that it is valued by those schools who have sought it 

(Covell & Howe, 2011; Sebba & Robinson, 2010; UNICEF Spain, 2012).  Within 

my research, I hoped that interviewing the headteacher and senior team might 

provide data on their motivations for seeking the accreditation.  Likewise, by 

plotting each school’s student voice provision using Lundy’s (2007) rights-based 
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framework, I hoped to be able to analyse how voice is not only sought but also 

given due weight. 

 

There are some critiques of this rights-based justification for engaging student 

voice, one being that it does not pay enough attention to the power imbalances 

which exist.  In schools, children are subordinate in social position, and this is 

legitimised legally and reinforced through moral arguments.  Adults rights allow 

them to have power, whereas children’s rights tend to be for protection and to 

keep them under adult control (Lloyd & Emerson, 2017).  Allowing certain student 

voice activities and participation might be a form of social control as it does not 

allow children broader freedom and equality in that context (Shier, 2019). 

 

Purdy (1992) argues that certain limits placed on children are justifiable and that 

schools in the role of loco parentis will have to make decisions in the ‘best interest’ 

of their students.  Determining what constitutes their ‘best interests’ (Article 3) is 

potentially open to much debate.  For example, a young person might decide they 

no longer wish to attend school, but they do not have the right to choose not to 

go to school.  This concept of ‘best interests’ comes from the belief that giving 

young people participation and a voice might not be desirable unless the adults 

can guide them appropriately.  I believed that this would be an interesting line of 

enquiry to explore in my research and used it to guide my vignette scenarios and 

focus group questions.   
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2.4.2 Empowerment. 

The concept of empowerment goes beyond rights obligations.  In this case, a 

school would not just be adhering to legal rights obligations but would be an 

active, inclusive, and democratic institution.  Listening to children has come to be 

seen as a critical component of providing an inclusive education (Michael & 

Frederickson, 2013) and debates have gathered around the diversity of voices 

and whose voices remain excluded or muted.   

 

Another way to consider empowerment might be through exploring young 

people’s opportunity and ability to exercise their citizenship.  If we conceptualise 

active citizenship as having a chance to influence decision-making, we might 

broaden it to include relational processes which involve cooperation and conflict 

resolution.  This belief aligns with what some scholars have written about 

democratic education needing to be experienced as well as learnt (Biesta, 2019; 

Dewey, 1966; Edelstein, 2011).  More recent research into democratic schooling 

has shown the importance of creating spaces for teachers and students to 

experience horizontal participatory processes through working together on 

research projects (Simó-Gil, Tort-Bardolet, Barniol & Pietx, 2018).  Their study 

claims that the consequences of these more horizontal relationships are an 

improved sense of wellbeing and emotional connection to the school.  The 

researchers call this “inhabitance” describing it as actions to support feeling good, 

belonging, and autonomy.   

 

Several other research studies make similar claims that student voice offers an 

enhanced sense of membership.  They argue that helping students feel more 
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positive about school has the potential to motivate and engage them in both their 

learning and in their commitment to school life (Mitra, 2007; Ruddock & Dimetriou, 

2003; Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012).  Furthermore, research has shown that there 

is a reciprocal relationship between voice and power (Wisby, 2011; Yannuzzi & 

Martin, 2014; Shier, 2019) and that increased opportunities for participation might 

help to include some disengaged or marginalised students (Toshalis & Nakkula, 

2012; Brasof, 2015). 

 

Again, there is an implicit claim that empowerment and opportunities for voice is 

a good thing, but does bestowing empowerment lead to feelings of 

empowerment? Hart (1992) disputes this, arguing that being invited to participate 

in manipulative, decorative or tokenistic ways placates rather than empowers.  

These activities, therefore, become merely cosmetic devices designed to ensure 

compliance within the already existing power structure, thus tending to support 

the status quo (Thomson & Gunter, 2006).   

 

Often the rhetoric of participation is not matched by the reality as young people 

do not set the agenda and it becomes taken over by adult matters (Cockburn, 

2005).  In these instances, the powerful can shape the norms and values of the 

powerless (Foucault, 1964).  One might, therefore, argue that participation 

increases compliance, particularly if non-participation is not a valid option.  Some 

previous research has shown if the adults select topics chosen for discussion, 

students will likely either lose interest or tell teachers what they want to hear 

(Leach & Crisp, 2016).   
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A new idea emerging from children’s voice research is the philosophy of Voice 

Inclusive Practice (VIP) (Sergeant & Gillett-Swan, 2015; 2019).  VIP uses 

participatory practices specifically designed to actively seek and incorporate 

children’s perspectives relating to matters which affect them.  These researchers 

assert that rather than the children needing upskilled on participatory practices it 

is their teachers who need better educating and training in order that they do not 

underestimate their student’s ability to communicate complex perspectives and 

reflective insights.  While these studies have been small scale and specifically 

focussed on understanding children’s wellbeing they show the potential and 

power of involving children themselves in developing an understanding on issues 

which affect them.  The key message from this philosophy is that to truly hear 

children’s perspectives you need to give them the opportunity to have a voice 

their ideas rather than consult them for opinions on issues which matter to you. 

 

2.4.3 Efficiency in policy, practice and services. 

At the turn of the century ‘Learning to Listen’ (CYPU, 2001) discussed student 

participation in terms of the efficiencies it could bring in the form of better qualities 

and services.  The rationale behind this is that young people know what is best 

for them and, therefore, youth participation is desirable as a source of knowledge 

for policymakers (Farthing, 2012).   

 

This argument sees young people as citizen-consumers or clients arguing there 

are benefits for teachers of gaining student insights on the teaching and learning 

process (Ruddock & McIntyre, 2007).  Within this context, there is an emphasis 

on student rights as service users (Sinclair, 2004).  This view might help increase 
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student engagement with their learning as a greater sense of partnership 

between student and teachers evolves from hearing their perspectives.  This 

collaboration is important as it is likely that teachers might explore student voice 

responses from their frame of reference rather than that of the students.  For 

example, Bourke and Loveridge (2016) found that often teachers interpret 

student views from the perspective of pedagogic and curriculum developments 

as these make more sense to them. 

 

The way people in schools theorise student voice will affect the activities 

conducted.  As schools have become more tied into market forces, for example, 

have they taken a more consumerist approach about satisfaction, preferences 

and promotion events?  There is a gap in the research here which this study 

hopes to explore in terms of how it might impact on student voice activities in 

action. 

 

2.4.4 Developmental. 

This justification contends that participation and student voice are desirable as 

they encourage positive development in young people.  By engaging in decision-

making, students are developing social and emotional skills for life which will 

prepare them for adulthood and being able to function as future citizens. Having 

conducted some small-scale studies, including often marginalised student 

groups, Mitra (2009) asserts that student voice opportunities facilitate the 

development of cultural capital which students need to apply new skills in real-

world situations.  While these findings may not be generalisable, they do raise 

important questions about engaging more of the student population. 
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The developmental justification contains a more personal dimension for the 

student as an individual arguing that through participation they will develop a 

stronger sense of self-respect and self-worth while also learning new skills 

(Fielding & Bragg, 2003).  Other studies make claims it contributes to enhanced 

personal development (Cruddas, 2005), helps with raising student self-esteem 

and self-efficacy (Mitra, 2004) and is linked to growth in cognitive, behavioural 

and social-emotional domains (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). 

 

While young people are still developing skills and social behaviours, it might be 

argued that there are many situations in schools where adults know best and can 

produce better outcomes.  Why should the knowledge of young people be 

privileged over that of competent adults?   There have been debates on the 

involvement of students in the recruitment of teachers and the evaluation of 

teaching.  The teaching unions have opposed both of these because students do 

not have the appropriate experience to make judgements about teachers as 

professionals (NASUWT, 2014).   

 

This example opens up interesting debate and highlights how adults’ 

assumptions about children can be limiting and governed by professional and 

political agendas with participation defined by institutional priorities.  Grace 

(2005) argues that this ‘ideology of immaturity’ gets in the way of seeing students 

as responsible and capable young people and results in viewing them as a 

subordinate.  Student voice is potentially limited by a discourse which clings to 

more traditional views of a school pupil which may be a way of reinforcing the 
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status quo (Groudwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016).  Alternatively, there is often an 

assumption that students might wish for a louder voice, but some research has 

shown this may not be the case.  Leach (2018) found that most young people 

have become used to having others organise their lives and are happy to follow 

demands and fit the system which dictates how they should learn and behave.  

This potential apathy means that the creation of collaborative relationships 

between students and the institution can be challenging.  These ideas provided 

the basis for the production of my vignettes for interviews with senior leaders. 

 

Fielding (2009) highlights the shift from age-based approaches to learning that 

informed institutions in the past that served industrially-based economies to those 

that acknowledge the changing meaning of age within a post-industrial society.  

In one sense, youth is now more challenging to define, and cannot be contained 

with the older categories that described it previously as a distinctive stage 

differentiated from adulthood.  There is a need to match thinking about what youth 

means today with the realities of how young people experience their lives.  It is 

increasingly problematic to see the period of childhood as a period of life involving 

normative behaviours and practices when social practices and relationships have 

blurred the traditional lines separating adolescence from adulthood.  Potentially 

this presents severe challenge for policymakers and educational leaders.  The 

diversity of young people’s trajectories, the complexity of the choices they make, 

and the uncertainty that surrounds their lives make control through older styles of 

governance and policies increasingly tricky.  Engaging in student voice activities 

can help reframe traditional hierarchical relationships between teacher and 

student, which can challenge assumptions of school leaders and build adult-
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student partnerships (Mitra, Serriere & Stoicovv, 2012).  I wanted to investigate 

how this might be happening in my case schools and whether the focus on rights 

through the RRSA has an impact.   

 

These four justifications for youth participation fit well with debates about why it 

might be a good thing to gather and engage with student voice.  Exploring how 

these justifications might be selected or dismissed by school leaders opens up 

the potential for further research around the challenges of understanding and 

valuing the role young people play in society and schools. 

 

2.5 Student Voice:  The Challenges for School Leaders 

 
While much of the literature advocates for student voice, there seems to be less 

knowledge of how it might bring about change in schools and what role adults 

play in supporting it (Cook-Sather, 2006).  There appears to be a gap in the 

research focussing on why educators choose to support or resist student voice 

initiatives and a further need to understand some of the challenges and dilemmas 

which school leaders might face in the formation of democratic schools.  My study 

aims to explore some of the potential attitudinal barriers and internal school 

structures which might impact on student voice practices. 

 

2.5.1 Purpose. 

I believe that how members of each school community theorise student voice will 

affect the activities conducted in each setting.  Linked to this might be broader 

questions about the purpose of education because if you do not know what you 
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seek to achieve, you cannot understand what the most appropriate actions might 

be.  For example, as schools have become more tied into market forces, have 

they taken a more consumerist approach about satisfaction, preferences and 

promotion activities?  Biesta’s (2015; 2019) work helps consider what matters in 

education and might help me to later frame some of the motivations which might 

fit within this argument of making it better for the young people within the system.  

Biesta (2015) separates the functions of education into three domains:  

qualification, socialisation and subjectification.  Qualification is the knowledge 

and skills it brings forth.  Socialisation is how an individual can become part of 

and identifies with the existing social, cultural and political practices and traditions 

and includes how one might establish one’s identity and character.  Finally, 

subjectification is how education impacts on a person, for example, are they 

responsible, grown-up, or compassionate?  Biesta (2015) argues that for 

education to be purposeful, there needs to be a balance and a synergy between 

the three domains.   

 

Exploring what is the thrust behind initiating and developing student voice 

practices might involve considering broader beliefs held by school leaders, 

including what they see as the purpose of education.  It may also require an 

understanding of what each setting constructs it as with the likelihood that there 

will be a very heterogeneous range of activity which come under the umbrella of 

participation and voice.  What do school leaders see as the purpose of engaging 

student voice?  Which children participate, and how do they interpret what they 

are saying?  Does what they think and experience fit with other stakeholders’ 
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views?  What impact does it have?  These are all questions worthy of further 

consideration. 

 

2.5.2 Authenticity. 

There are dilemmas of how voices might be heard both individually and as 

members of the school community.  The singularity of the term ‘voice’ suggests 

a homogeneity and implies that student voices are collective and unified 

(Thomson & Gunter, 2006).  Grouping student voice as one voice potentially 

glosses over the diversity of their lives and experiences.   In reality children’s 

views are varied, conflicting and differ depending on why they are being collected, 

for what purpose and who is being asked.  

 

Recognising these differences can be challenging.  Schools often follow 

established etiquettes around the gathering of student views; for example, 

student councils where only some students are selected to represent their peers.  

Research has shown that many student voice initiatives only facilitate listening to 

those students who are easiest to hear with students perceived as challenging 

often being omitted (Bahou, 2011; Mitra, 2009; Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 

2016).  If the voices adults hear are those who most reflect the language and the 

culture similar to the adults in the school this ultimately risks giving you what you 

want to hear and student voice becoming an unusual, elite activity.   

 

The authenticity of student voice in a school raises important questions about 

what listening by school staff might look like in practice.  In Lundy’s (2007) model, 

this is about audience (facilitating voice) and influence (acting upon it).  Ruddock 
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and Fielding (2006) helpfully clarify authenticity as the need to ensure the process 

of participation and consultation seems credible to young people.   

 

The Consulting Pupils about Teaching and Learning Project conducted by the UK 

Economic and Social Research Council’s (ESRC, 2005) provided some useful 

findings which help understand the conditions in which consultation and 

participation can develop effectively.  This project covered six projects over three 

years and collected data from 48 primary and secondary schools.  Four of these 

projects engaged in developing consultation with students, and they provided 

consistent evidence from both teachers and students that student voice 

stimulated more positive attitudes to learn (Manefield et al., 2007).  In terms of 

authenticity, the findings highlight the need for the following:  the topics raised 

are not trivial; the students understand the purpose of consultation; they know 

what will happen with what they say; they are confident that what they say will 

not disadvantage them, and they understand the context when actions are taken.  

There are some issues to explore here with school staff including involving the 

young people through each stage of the process, ensuring there are no fears of 

reprisals, and about the perceived genuine desire of gathering their perspectives.  

Other studies support this and suggest that teacher mindset and identity also 

affect student voice practices.  These might be about how staff position 

themselves as working alongside rather than doing to (Bragg, 2007; Cook-

Sather, 2006).  It seems that adult belief in the value of student voice is essential, 

and not doing it at all might be better than doing it badly (Prout, 2001). 
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There has been a resurgence in gathering learner voice in recent years in both 

Ireland and Scotland with research on how learner voice can develop 

engagement and participation.  The focus in Ireland through the work of the 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (2017; 2018) has been on 

developing curricula with a focus on increasing the use of learner voice in day-to-

day teaching, learning and assessment under the assumption that it builds and 

grows authentic learner voice which might then be enacted in other 

representative spaces within a school.  In Scotland, the importance of learner 

voice and participation has led to extending learner participation to beyond 

specific decision-making groups such as the school council to learners leading 

on their own learning and participating in school evaluation.  The result has been 

a significant increase in the number of areas and expectations in relation to 

learner participation and many more opportunities for young people to be 

involved at a policy-making level (Education Scotland, 2018; 2019).  Exploring 

student voice practices outside formal mechanisms such as school council and 

peer support programmes is an integral part of this study.  I wanted to discover 

more about how the case schools engage young people to make sense of their 

world through their everyday experiences.   

 

2.5.3 Teacher tensions. 

Some academics have acknowledged that student voice may seem threatening 

to school staff (Ruddock & Fielding, 2006).  Earlier research showed that often 

teachers do not feel that they have a voice themselves (Baginsky & Hannam, 

1999).  While this might have been fear of the unknown as student voice activities 

gathered momentum, there still appears to be some reticence about how much 
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power should be relinquished with some staff viewing it as an attack on traditional 

school power relations (Fielding, 2012).   

 

Theorising power is a fundamental aspect in theorising student voice.  

Justifications around empowering young people can be difficult in a world where 

an authoritarian nature of student/teacher relationships exist and finding ways of 

aligning the rights of teachers and students which might be mutually beneficial 

are potentially challenging (Taines, 2014).  Staff may not feel confident or that 

they have the training on how best to approach student voice (Leach & Crisp, 

2016).  There may be practical challenges, including pressures of time and 

curriculum coverage.  There may also be some staff in schools who feel it needs 

to be limited or silenced in some way.  As discussed earlier, some teaching 

unions have expressed concerns about student involvement in recruitment 

practices and lesson feedback if it is used to evaluate teaching.  There may be 

intellectual challenges around engaging student voice, including what is the moral 

purpose of education and how this might drive the educational values and 

influence the approaches of those leading our schools.   

 

Research on the role of school leaders is hard to find in the academic literature.  

Some studies are ethnographies of a particular school or principal (Brasof, 2015; 

Reaume, 2017) and there have been two studies that used a mixed-method 

approach with multiple stakeholders (Meliksetyan, 2015; Taines, 2014).  

Research which addresses this gap on school leader’s conception of student 

voice is essential as these are the people who have the institutional authority to 

convert things into practice.  My research aimed to investigate some of the 
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philosophical positions of the school leaders through vignette interviews.  By 

considering this in conjunction with the provision mapping, my study seeks to 

illustrate how through the intersection of different procedures, practices and 

people in the setting student voice might be enabled or disabled.  I also wondered 

whether the commitment to it from school leaders came from their values and 

core beliefs or rather from external practices and policies which might be 

impacting on what motivates them or affects what they prioritise.  There is also 

the need to explore further what school leaders do with student voice once they 

have gathered it.  Is it used for behaviour shaping, training, or possibly 

manipulation?  Alternatively, how might it be an enfranchising and emancipatory 

practice? 

 

2.6 Summary 

 
The challenges with understanding student voice are complex and merge with 

issues around participation, power and inclusion.  Multiple policy contexts 

influence practices in schools. Research has highlighted the influence of factors 

at micro (school) level, including the school ethos, internal structures, and values 

of those in leadership positions. These include the various justifications behind 

engaging student voice and the widely accepted notion that it is valuable and 

important.  The setting does not, however, operate in isolation. At the same time, 

there have been influences at the macro (national) level within the policy 

framework.  The increased focus on children’s rights, empowerment, and school 

improvement has kept the momentum to gather student perspectives going but 

raise questions about how and for what purpose the information is used to ensure 
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inclusivity and authenticity.  At the same time, schools have become 

characterised by rigid processes, prescribed curriculums, and narratives around 

discipline, achievement, and competitiveness which potentially disengage or 

obstruct the voices of those working and learning in the system.   

 

This research aims to unpack implicit assumptions about the merits of student 

voice.  There remains a need to ask more profound questions about how student 

voice is conceptualised, why schools are doing it and is what they are doing what 

they mean to be doing?  Is it to fulfil rights, to empower, to develop the young 

people or to make schools more efficient and better suited to the needs of their 

clients, the students?  Just accepting normative judgements of what are good 

things, in this case, student voice, is not enough. Research and reports exploring 

student voice have often been descriptive and at times with a focus of identifying 

guidance or examples of best practice.  My study aims to explore further the 

experiences and identities of those who participate and highlight the unarticulated 

and alternative motivations, which might help to demonstrate how student voice 

weaves into the daily fabric of the school. 

 

Previous research has demonstrated that primary school pupils report 

significantly higher rates of participation than secondary school students (Brown, 

Croxford & Minty, 2017).  Brown et al’s, (2017) study was large scale across a 

representative sample of schools in Scotland and explicitly focussed on the 

transition between primary and secondary school.  Providing some robust 

empirical evidence, it opens up some new insightful findings of how 

disempowered students feel at the start of their secondary school journey.  These 
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findings build on previous research in the primary sector which found that children 

are much more integrated into their school as an organisation at that earlier stage 

of their educational journey (Whitty & Wisby, 2007).  This discontinuity in what 

happens in terms of participation once at secondary school is worthy of further 

research.  It is what guided the selection of the secondary sector for my study. 

 

 
The following questions guided the collection of data: 

1. How do staff and students view and conceptualise student voice in their 

school? 

2. What are the characteristics and features of the school context relevant   

to student voice, and how do these affect how student voice is enacted? 

3. How do staff and students experience student voice within their school?
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to present an account of research design from 

initial wider ontological and epistemological puzzles to the specifics of the method 

(Mason, 2011).  Firstly, I explore the philosophical assumptions and 

methodological positions underpinning my research.  In doing so, I identify and 

discuss the methods used and justify my approach to gathering, analysing, and 

interpreting the data.  Finally, I explore the potential research dilemmas I faced 

including ethical considerations, limitations, and potential biases in my approach, 

showing how I surmounted them. 

 

3.1 Philosophical Assumptions 

 

I believe that as a researcher, I am inseparable from reality and that my values 

and morals influence and dictate the themes of my research.  My world view will 

have shaped the questions I ask and how I seek and interpret the answers to 

them.  Therefore, both the ontological and epistemological assumptions I hold 

will have influenced my research decisions (Cohen, Mannion & Morrison, 2011). 

 

Ontology is the study of being and relates to the nature of our social reality 

(Blaikie & Priest, 2019; Crotty, 1998).  Put simply this means what exists that we 

can know and acquire knowledge about.  Realism argues that one reality exists 

independent to our interpretation of it and that it can be understood using 

appropriate methods.  By contrast, relativism contends there are multiple realities 

constructed by humans as social actors, and this will change over time and in 
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different contexts (Grix, 2002).  I believe that our reality is dependent on the ways 

we come to know it and that our knowledge is dependent on where and how we 

generated it.  These realities or constructions are experientially and socially 

based and dependent on their content and form by those people who hold them 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994).    

 

Epistemology relates to the nature, origin, and limitations of knowledge and 

addresses the question of what it is possible to know (Cohen, Mannion & 

Morrison, 2011).  My research is not seeking to find a singular truth but rather 

view student voice from the perspectives of those in the chosen research settings.  

This study sits within a social constructionist tradition guided by the belief that 

knowledge and reality are constructed socially through discourse, conversation 

and social interchange (Burr, 1995; Gergen, 1999).  This approach leads to the 

existence of multiple, contradictory, but equally valid accounts of the world.   By 

examining student voice in each context, I seek to discover the different 

meanings attributed to it and consider how those meanings are constructed 

socially through interactions between policies, staff and students.  This approach 

allows me to consider how students are affected by the educational settings they 

belong to, and how those in each context can affect the development, 

experiences, and way young people think.  I seek to understand what is 

happening and why, rather than the ‘whether’ and ‘to what extent’ (Maxwell, 

2010).  I, therefore, take a relativist/constructionist position where I do not believe 

that student voice is a stable construct which exists independent of context.   
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My research aims and questions reflect this position.  I assume that staff and 

students will construct their reality of student voice due to their individual and 

unique understandings, experiences and interpretations.  I believe that 

qualitatively exploring these experiences will provide rich participant data.  From 

this, I also contend that there might be common elements shared by individuals 

to explore further as themes and understood in relation to, for example, the 

models of participation which guided my data collection.  This approach will allow 

for further interpretation of more collective experiences within and across case 

study settings. 

 

This research is interpretive in that it emphasises knowledge based on subjective 

beliefs, values, reasons and understandings.  It involves making interpretations 

in order to understand how student voice is understood and experienced.  This 

includes looking for the meaning which exists in the practices associated with it 

and the participants’ constructions of it.  It also acknowledges that theory is 

shaped by social and cultural context and is built or constructed from the multiple 

realities being explored (Neuman, 2000). 

 

For this research, I followed a qualitative paradigm in order to gather rich and 

detailed data to attend to my research questions.  Qualitative methods allow for 

gaining an understanding of how people make sense of their world and the 

experiences they have in it (Merriam, 2009).  It is about capturing the why and 

how student voice is conceptualised and experienced in real-life school contexts 

and organising and interpreting it to give it meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2011).  The 

personal nature of social constructions implies that they can be best obtained and 
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cultivated through the interaction between the researcher and the participants 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  For me, knowledge is built and shaped during the 

process and constructed through collaboration between myself and the 

participants.  I have written this thesis using an active voice, my voice, as I 

consider myself a participant in the research design who had an active role in 

leading, shaping and interpreting this work.  I, therefore, acknowledge the 

influence of my experience and reflection as being actively and directly involved 

in both the construction and interpretation of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  My 

perspective, as discussed in Chapter one, recognises how my inherent beliefs 

and views have shaped this process. 

 

3.2 Research Design 

 

In this research, I explored student voice practices within three secondary school 

settings.  I used a case study design to do this with schools selected using a clear 

rationale for inclusion in the project.  I discuss both of these aspects below. 

 

3.2.1 Case Studies. 

The literature contains various definitions of a case study.  However, most focus 

on the idea of exploring a phenomenon over a period of time, within a context, 

such as an institution or social groups (Creswell, 2013; Verschuren, 2003) and 

using multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2013).   

 

Case studies have become increasingly popular as a research method, 

particularly in education (Yazan, 2015).  The method has, however, faced some 
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criticisms for lacking transferability and generalisation, meaning it is not possible 

to make assumptions that findings apply in wider settings (Creswell, 2013; 

Denscombe, 2014).  Yin (2013) argues that limitations can be overcome by the 

design and rigour of the research.  One way to do this is through collecting data 

from more than one source and gaining multiple perspectives allowing for 

‘triangulation’ of findings, and a fuller, more robust and richer picture (Hamilton, 

2011).   

 

In this study, a secondary school represents each case, and I investigate three 

cases.  Case studies typically employ a variety of methods to generate data.  

Within each setting, I collected data using multiple methods in order to establish 

different perspectives and hear different experiences of student voice.  This 

method is discussed further in the next section on data collection.  I aimed to 

achieve a more robust and richer picture through the convergence of different 

data sources which might help evaluate the multiple elements likely to shape and 

influence student voice in a school.  Integrating different and contrasting 

perspectives also supported building up a detailed understanding of each 

context.  Critics of this design argue that it takes considerable time beyond that 

available to a single researcher (Yin, 2013).  I overcame this by planning carefully, 

organising my data collection across different months and spending a full week 

in each school.  This enabled me to collect everything I needed while also gaining 

a stronger experience and sense of the school. 

 

By researching multiple case studies and considering them jointly to inquire into 

student voice, there can be case analysis and comparison across diverse 
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settings.  My aim is not to make generalisations beyond the data but to focus on 

the phenomenon of student voice in several real-life contexts (Yin, 2013). 

 

3.2.2 Research Settings. 

I selected research settings to include schools who have chosen to seek out and 

achieve accreditation through the Rights Respecting School Award (RRSA) and 

represent all three levels: Gold (Rights Respecting); Silver (Rights Aware) and 

Bronze (Rights Committed).  Despite a wide range of published guidance 

promoting the importance of Article 12 of the UNCRC that all children have a right 

to speak out and be heard on matters affecting their education, reports suggest 

that its realisation in practice is highly variable (Children’s Commissioner, 2014).  

The rationale for choosing RR schools was that they have already demonstrated 

a commitment to rights-based practice and have invested time and funds in 

achieving their status.  The hope was that this might provide access to well-

developed models of participation and student voice. 

 

The RRSA is a programme initiated by UNICEF UK in 2004 with the objective of 

placing the UNCRC at the heart of schools (Sebba & Robinson, 2009).  The 

award is achieved by schools who can demonstrate that students and teachers 

work together to practise and uphold the UNCRC.  The focus is on learning, 

practising and promoting rights through everyday practice.  Having the right to 

express a view and have it acted upon is central in this as stated on the UNICEF 

website as “A Rights Respecting School is a place where we can feel confident 

with ourselves, and it encourages us to use our voice”.   
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Both primary and secondary schools are eligible to apply for the award.  There 

are currently 5,000 schools across the UK working through the award, which 

means that 1.7 million children go to a Rights Respecting School.  The majority 

of these are primary schools.  As discussed in the literature review, primary 

school pupils report significantly higher rates of participation (Brown et al., 2017) 

and integration with their school (Whitty & Wisby, 2007).  This knowledge led me 

to select secondary schools for my sample.  As they less frequently commit to 

the award, I hoped that those who had invested time and resources towards it 

might provide examples of interesting practice.  I also hoped that by selecting 

schools who were at different stages in the RRSA journey, it might provide 

diverse and multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2013). 

 

All three schools are large secondary schools in England.  I chose mainstream 

settings as they have a diverse range of young people who are entitled to 

participate in decisions which affect them.  When inviting schools to participate, I 

conducted an initial search of the RRSA website.  From here, I was able to locate 

three potential schools.  Through my professional networks, I was able to locate 

a staff member on the senior leadership team (SLT) of each of the schools and 

through them, negotiate contact details for the Headteacher.  Initial contact was 

made with the Headteacher by email.  All three were keen to participate in the 

study and put me in contact with a gatekeeper to coordinate school access and 

the logistics of the research.  In one school this was the RRSA leader and in the 

other schools it was the deputy headteacher. 
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Demographic information on the three schools is shown below in table 2.  More 

detailed information on each of the three case schools is contained in Appendix 

1.  

 

 Gold School 

 

Silver School Bronze School 

School Context Secondary 

school which is 

part of a multi-

academy trust 

Secondary 

school which is 

part of a multi-

academy trust 

Secondary 

school which is 

part of a multi-

academy trust 

Number on roll 

(2018-19) 

1920 1555 1491 

Age range 

 

11-16 years 11-18 years 11-19 years 

% of students eligible 

for the pupil premium 

13% 17% 13% 

% of students who 

speak English as an 

additional language 

1% 6% 14% 

% of students identified 

as SEN support 

10% 6% 6% 

% of students with an 

EHCP 

1% 1% 2% 

Most recent OFSTED 

inspection 

Outstanding 

(Nov, 2012) 

Good 

(Nov, 2017) 

Good 

(Oct, 2018) 

RRSA Information Gold achieved:  

• Nov 2019 

• Jan 2016 

• Jan 2011 

                          

Silver achieved: 

• Jun 2009                      

Silver achieved: 

• Jun 2016  

 

Due 

accreditation                     

Bronze 

achieved – no 

formal 

assessment 

required. 

Working 

towards silver. 

 

Table 2: Demographic information on the case schools 
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3.3 Data Collection 

 

An overview of my case study design and the different data collection methods 

within it is shown below. 

 

     

 

Figure 6: Overview of data collection methods 

 

3.3.1 Piloting data collection methods. 

I piloted the provision mapping grid, interview questions, and vignettes with 

teachers and students in advance of settling on the final versions.  Some of these 

were piloted face to face and others through an instant messaging dialogue.  

Appendix 3 gives a breakdown of the sample for piloting and shows the feedback 

and the changes made to each of the data collection tools in advance of the final 

study. 
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3.3.2 Mapping the organisational context. 

The initial mapping of the school context was to allow me to understand the 

systems within that school and gain an insight into how things work at an 

organisational level.  This activity involved reading the website, accessing a 

range of documents and liaising with the gatekeeper in order to familiarise myself 

with each setting and prepare the logistics for data collection. 

 

School provision mapping exercise. 

For each school, I mapped out the extent and nature of relevant student voice 

provision using the framework below and guidance in Appendix 4. 

 

 Article 12 (UNCRC) 

Four arenas for 

participation 

Right to express a view Right to have views 

given due weight 

Space Voice Influence Audience 

Formal curriculum  

e.g. in class or other areas 

of learning and assessment 

    

Extended curriculum 

e.g. clubs, trips, voluntary 

activities, award schemes, 

competitions 

    

Decision making 

groups 

e.g. student councils, eco-

committee, peer support 

groups 

    

Other informal contact 

between peers and 

adults 

e.g. canteen, playground, 

wider community 

    

 

Figure 7: Provision mapping framework 
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Lundy’s (2007) model of conceptualising Article 12 of the UNCRC was used to 

guide this:  the right to express a view and the right to have views given due 

weight.  Lundy breaks these into the four key areas in research and practice: 

space; voice; audience and influence.  I used this particular model because it 

requires greater reflection on what constitutes student voice activities and how 

policies, procedures and practice might support their development in that setting, 

thus responding to the research questions of this study. 

 

On the grid, I included this conceptualisation of voice against four arenas of 

student participation:  formal curriculum; extended curriculum; decision making 

groups and other informal contact between peers and adults (Mannion, Sowerby 

& L’Anson, 2015).  This new framework allowed for capturing the diversity of, and 

the facilitation of student voice in different arenas of participation covering a range 

of formal and informal activities.  No changes were made to the grid as a result 

of the discussion during piloting. 

 

I completed this mapping exercise in each school with relevant staff and students.  

Purposive sampling allowed for the selection of the most appropriate participants.  

These included staff who led on the RRSA, staff with responsibilities for 

PSHE/Citizenship, and Heads of department.  I had enlarged versions of grids in 

the room I used as a work base which allowed others to look at it and add ideas.  

In two of the schools, students from the focus groups came back in their lunch 

hour to add some ideas and explain some of the systems to me. 
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I continued to populate the grids while listening to and transcribing interviews.  

This activity was an important part of the process as it provided examples that 

were spoken as part of the more extensive discussion and meant any of the data 

sources and participant views could add to this document.  Completed grids for 

the three case schools are in Appendices 17, 19 and 21. 

 

Documentary analysis. 

While in the school, I had access to several files and documents which staff 

referred to or shared with me.  These are not included in the data for analysis but 

gave me a clearer contextual understanding of some of the school’s policies and 

procedures.  A list of these documents is included in the table for each school in 

Appendix 1. 

 

Observations. 

During the research, I spent a week in each of the case study schools.  This 

enabled me to collect everything I needed while also gaining a stronger 

experience and sense of the school.  I was provided with a base to work from and 

conduct interviews.  Having checked my Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) 

certification, each school gave me full access to the school site.  This access 

allowed me to see the school in operation and interact with other members of the 

school community.   

 

The purpose of observations was to gain familiarity with the wider school context 

and provide me with an appreciation of ‘how things work’ in an unfamiliar research 
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setting.  This helped me to understand some of the everyday practices within 

each of the schools including, for example, some of the language used for 

practices around student participation.  This experience helped me to get an 

understanding of the ethos and how it operated across the four arenas of 

participation.  Field notes were made in my research diary which helped to 

support my understanding when completing the provision mapping exercise for 

each school and when analysing the interview data.  These also included 

descriptive notes of events including a tour of the school, school council 

meetings, student led groups and interactions throughout my time in each school.  

These are noted in Appendix 1 for each of the three case schools. 

 

3.3.3 Eliciting staff perceptions and experiences of student voice. 

This section describes the process for hearing staff and student perceptions and 

experiences of student voice practices in their school.  More detailed information 

on participants involved is in the information on the case study schools in 

Appendix 1. 

 

Interview with the Headteacher. 

Interviews are consistent with generating data for interpretivist methodologies 

(Mason, 2011).  I chose to interview headteachers because as school leaders, 

they play a vital part in setting the vision and building the school culture and ethos.  

I believe this distinctly positions them to enable student participation and voice. 

In-depth, individual interviews were conducted face to face with the headteacher 

in order to “capture participant perspectives and frames of meaning” (Coleman 

and Briggs, 2002, P. 18) around the concept of student voice.   
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The interview schedule was developed using hierarchical focusing (Tomlinson, 

1989), to allow flexibility and the opportunity of exploring participants’ views and 

experiences whilst also ensuring that the content of the interview would address 

the research questions.  The intended focus was on the delivery of student voice 

at an organisational level in order in order to explore school leaders’ attitudes and 

approaches towards student voice.  The first four questions were guided by the 

literature on how youth participation is conceptualised and understood (Hart, 

1992; Shier, 2001; Lundy, 2007; Fielding, 2012; Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012) and 

why it might be valued as an approach (Farthing, 2012).  These were open-ended 

questions to free the participants to explore their own conceptualisations, views 

and belief about student voice practices in schools.  The final three questions 

were focused on the implementation of voice and what the headteacher might 

perceive as the challenges for school leaders. I piloted the interview questions 

on two headteachers and the feedback supported me with ideas for possible 

prompts or follow up questions (Appendix 3).  The final interview schedule is in 

Appendix 5. 

 

Throughout the interviews, I sought to create a respondent-driven interaction by 

asking open questions, thus providing opportunities for description, explanation, 

and reflection.  I used semi-structured interviews to explore areas appropriate to 

the study, provide prompts, and open up dialogue.  This method allowed for 

flexibility and for dialogue to flow, thus giving participants space to think, speak 

and be heard (Tomlinson, 1989).  While conducting the interviews, I was mindful 

of the importance of gaining trust and establishing rapport (Fontana & Frey, 
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1994), showing interest while also listening, and enquiring with curiosity (Ritchie, 

Lewis, Nicholls & Ormston, 2013) and allowing silence and time to answer 

(Denscombe, 2014). Research suggests that taking notes interferes with the flow 

of the conversation (Ritchie et al., 2013), so the interviews were recorded and 

transcribed later.  I believe all these factors allowed us to engage in a “purposeful 

conversation” (Mason, 2011, p.62). 

 

Vignettes with Senior Leaders. 

Three members of the SLT in each school participated in the vignette interviews.  

My contact in the school chose participants.  All schools included the SLT 

member who line manages the staff member responsible for the RRSA.  The 

other two participants were selected based on availability during my visit 

schedule.  I presented three scenarios (vignettes) to participants individually.  The 

aim was to use the short stories about hypothetical people and situations to elicit 

opinions, attitudes and beliefs from the participant response (Barter & Renold, 

1999).   

 

Vignettes can be useful for exploring sensitive topics and moral codes because 

they remove the issue being discussed from the personal domain of the 

participant.  Hughes and Huby (2004) consider it to be important that vignettes 

address the two separate, but interconnected issues, of topic and participant 

relevance.  Each vignette described a leadership dilemma related to student 

voice and participation in school.  The vignettes provided entry points into areas 

linked to student voice practices and provided access to sensitive themes by 
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creating distance between the context of the vignette and the participant.  In order 

to engage participants, the stories needed to be plausible.   

 

The vignettes illustrated three aspects of student voice practices based on the 

guiding literature on pedagogic voice, decision making powers, and democratic 

inclusivity.  Vignette 1 highlighted the potential for student consultation to be 

problematised through tackling the issue of students giving feedback and making 

evaluations to teachers about their lessons.  As discussed in the literature review, 

this is an issue which is debated by school leaders and unions (NASUWT, 2014) 

and allows for reflection on both developmental justifications for consultation 

whilst also considering how teacher and student rights might be aligned 

(Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016); Taines, 2014).  Vignette 2 was guided by 

the literature which explores student voice from the perspective of children’s 

rights (Lloyd & Emerson, 2017) and power relations between adult and child 

(Shier, 2019; Taylor & Robinson, 2013).  Mobile phones were used as an 

example as their use in schools is becoming more widespread but brings potential 

conflict about when and how they are used.  This potentially opened up 

discussion about the legitimacy of young people questioning authority and threats 

to a school leader’s professional integrity.  Vignette 3 explored how senior leaders 

in schools might manage difficult transitions and a situation where their own 

values might become challenged by changes within the school as it becomes part 

of a bigger trust.  This vignette also hoped to raise questions about what it meant 

to be an ethical leader and how that aligned with what they perceived to be the 

functions of education as discussed in the literature review (Biesta, 2015;2019). 
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Barter and Renold (1999) caution that unpicking the relationship between belief 

and action can be a challenge.  I considered this by producing three different 

scenarios and asking open, exploratory questions about each participant’s own 

experiences.  The topics were initiated with broad questions that let participants 

talk and reflect on issues that they felt were relevant, and using terminology of 

their choice.  Follow up questions were formulated according to the participant’s 

answers.  This approach helped to access more nuanced explanations whereby 

each participant’s own opinions and reasoning might be better understood.  A 

final reflection statement was offered at the end of each scenario with the idea 

being that neither option was particularly desirable, thus placing them in a 

dilemma.    

 

A number of authors have suggested that creating ambiguity or a moral dilemma 

into a vignette has the potential to elicit more in-depth responses from 

participants (Barter & Renold, 1999; Norwich, 2008; Wilson & While, 1998).  By 

presenting a dilemma it allowed the participants reading the vignettes to explore 

philosophical questions around their beliefs and values.  I was not interested in 

what the participant felt might be the right or wrong course of action but more in 

the reasons which they gave for their decisions, thus helping to draw out 

individual understandings and experiences.  In order to discourage the possible 

giving of perceived correct or socially desirable answers, I assured participants 

that there are no right or wrong answers just a sharing of their thoughts and 

experiences (Hughes & Huby, 2004).  The vignettes and questions are in 

Appendix 6. 
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As discussed previously, while conducting these interviews, the same principles 

of openness and reciprocity were adopted.  The discussion was audio-recorded 

and notes taken to ensure accuracy and to assist with later transcription.  After 

the first interview, I noted in my research journal that I needed to allow a longer 

time at the start to build rapport and explain the idea of vignettes to the 

participants.  Although they had all read and signed the consent forms, they 

seemed a little unsure what the scenarios might entail.  They quickly overcame 

this initial hesitation as they became engaged with the task.  At the end of the 

interview, without exception, participants told me they had found the activity 

interesting and thought-provoking.  

 

Staff focus group. 

In order to gather the opinions of the wider staff group, I ran a focus group in each 

school.  A focus group is an organised discussion between a selected group of 

individuals to elicit information about their views (Gray, 2018).  The main aim of 

such a group is to produce rich data insights on a particular issue and produce a 

more collective view (Robson, 2002).  I hoped that the focus group would allow 

participants to explore and reflect on the questions.  This data collection method 

is particularly suited to student voice where the themes or boundaries around its 

conceptualisation might be unclear, and participants might hold different 

constructions of it.  A further benefit of this method is that there are opportunities 

to clarify responses, to pose additional questions, and for data to build up 

synergistically as participants add to the views of others (Gray, 2018). 
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I prepared open questions for the focus group, which were developed from the 

literature.  These were posed using a funnelling approach (Halcomb et al., 2007).  

This process includes an initial question (introduce themself) followed by a 

general question exploring the function of school (Biesta 2015; 2019). Next came 

specific questions covering ideas on voice, space, audience and influence 

(Lundy, 2007) and the arenas of participation (Mannion, Sowerby & L’Anson, 

2015).  The final question (is there anything else anyone feels we should have 

talked about but did not?) provided participants with the opportunity to add 

anything they felt had been missed.  

 

I piloted the questions with staff from a range of schools who are friends or ex-

colleagues. The piloting was undertaken individually due to the difficulty of 

convening a focus group.  While this helped clarify how questions might be 

understood and what might be discussed it did not provide an opportunity to trial 

managing the dynamics of group interaction.  Their feedback is included in 

Appendix 4 and resulted in the rewording of some of the questions (Appendix 7).   

 

Purposive sampling (Cohen et al., 2002) was used to include staff selected due 

to their roles at the school.  As I had already gathered SLT perspectives, this 

group included middle leaders (pastoral/subject), teachers and support staff.  I 

discussed the make-up of this group with my contact in school who then 

organised the staff based on availability and willingness to participate.  I was 

fortunate that all schools had provided me with a private base to work from for 

the week, which allowed me to provide refreshments and set the room up, so all 

participants and myself were in a circle.  This positioning allowed them to see and 
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address one another.  I felt it was important that this worked as a discussion 

rather than as an interview.  During the activity, the questions were written on 

cards and placed in a pile.  Each participant took it in turn to pick one and read it 

out before starting to answer it themself or offer it to the group for discussion.  

With between six and eight participants in each group this worked well and 

allowed them all the opportunity to begin a discussion for their questions. 

 

The staff focus groups in all three schools generated much debate.  I believe this 

method allowed participants to explore feelings, attitudes, beliefs and 

experiences around student voice.  These focused on the case school and 

offered me the opportunity to identify collective perspectives.  In advance of doing 

this activity, I had read about possible challenging behaviour in focus groups 

(Gray, 2018).  I did not experience any of these.  I did observe that with the 

opening question about the point of school staff participants wanted to talk at 

length.  I felt I had to manage this carefully.  While it was generating interesting 

discussion, I wanted to ensure we had time for the later questions more specific 

to student voice.  After the first focus group, I considered timing the questions but 

felt this would have inhibited the natural flow of the discussion.  I also noticed that 

many of the answers overlapped and participants often tackled issues from later 

questions earlier in the discussion. 

 

3.3.4 Eliciting student perceptions and experiences of student voice. 

Student focus groups. 

I chose to do focus groups with students to gather their opinions and hear their 

perspectives.  The intention was to generate discussion and promote self-
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disclosure as respondents add to the views of others. (Freeman, 2006).  This 

method lends itself to a discussion with students around student voice practices 

in their school as it allows for the generation of dialogue around shared and 

unshared attitudes and experiences through exploring the students’ beliefs, 

feelings and experiences.  When talking to young people, the group dynamic can 

support the expression of views through the sharing of common experiences 

which can trigger their memories and thoughts (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).  This 

method allowed dialogue between the researcher and the participants as well as 

generating communication between the students themselves.  This interaction 

meant that I could encourage and prompt if needed, while also supporting all 

members to contribute their thoughts. 

 

Four student focus groups took place in each school:  two from Key Stage 3 and 

two from Key Stage 4.  One group from each key stage was made up of students 

actively engaged in student voice activities, and the other made up of those who 

had never participated.  Each focus group had between four and six members, 

and the young people were volunteers selected by the school.   

 

I asked to work with groups of students who had been engaged with some sort 

of student voice activities so they might articulate their stories of participation 

within the school.  I was aware that many of these young people had roles of 

leadership or responsibility in the school and might be used to articulating their 

views to a non-school adult.  On the other hand, there was a likelihood that this 

group of students who have engaged in student voice activities may have a 

stronger identification with the school than many of their peers.  This idea was 



 73 

the rationale behind also speaking to those who had never participated in more 

formal student voice activities.  This sampling strategy hoped to improve 

inclusiveness and recognise participant diversity in each school setting.  Specific 

groups of students were not selected, so no claims are made about the 

representativeness of the sample. This selection provided a sample of student 

voices rather than any expectation of a ‘homogenous voice’.  It mattered that they 

were in school rather than how many and who they were. 

 

The student focus groups activity and questions were the same as the staff ones 

and the method employed as described above.  While piloting, I noticed that some 

of the young people found it hard to answer questions on their own.  I was worried 

this might happen in the focus group but hoped the momentum of having others 

might help to generate discussion.  When working with young people, Punch 

(2002) notes it is important to consider the cultural environment, physical setting, 

research questions and competencies of the researcher.  I asked my school 

contact to ensure they had fully briefed students about what would be involved, 

ensured a safe, welcoming space was available where we would not be 

interrupted, and provided refreshments.  I have experience of working with this 

age group but was mindful throughout of wanting to create authentic and 

confidential conditions for them to share their views.  I aimed to create conditions 

where all participants had an equal voice, were free to speak their views, and 

there is no coercion built into the discourse.  I was, therefore, aware that I might 

need to moderate the interactions and potentially manage any conflicts in the 

groups.   
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3.4 Data Analysis 

 

I used thematic analysis to identify, analyse and report patterns across interviews 

and focus groups.  My data analysis was both deductive (determined by the 

research objectives), and inductive (determined by multiple readings and 

interpretations of the interview data).  The idea was to reduce the volume while 

also maintaining the complexity of the data.  I used a six-step process: 

familiarisation with data; generate initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing 

themes; defining and naming themes; producing the report (Braun and Clarke, 

2013).  Appendix 9 provides a full description of the steps taken at each stage 

and illustrative examples.  

 

This approach is advantageous for generating a rich picture of meaning.  It 

allowed flexibility and enabled me to summarise the key features of a large body 

of data usefully.  By following the stepped approach described in detail in 

Appendix 9, I built in more opportunities for reflection and review.  This reflexivity 

is essential because the analysis is an interactive process which takes place 

between the researcher and the data as they interpret the meaning of it (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2015).  I believe there was an involved process of pragmatic reduction 

of data, initial analysis and inductive interpretation taking place.  The process was 

not strictly inductive as I approached the first data sort with broad categories to 

file data by research question.  As the process of coding and then searching for 

themes progressed, superordinate themes carrying broader statements of 

meaning replaced these initial categories. 
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I chose to portray the data as a thematic network as this allowed me to remove 

any notion of hierarchy and to enable fluidity between the themes and 

demonstrate the connections within the data.  This method was particularly 

helpful for the questions where I was looking across the data at staff and student 

views and exploring the potential relationship between themes.  I felt that a tool 

that might help me to view connections and potentially compare and contrast the 

data between these participants might prove helpful.  I also felt that presenting 

the data as these networks might help to provide some clarity to the reader.   I 

shared these with my lead supervisor in order to get feedback on their clarity.  

The full thematic network maps for each of the school cases are in Appendices 

18, 20 and 22.  On reporting the findings, the aim was to describe and explore 

each thematic network.  I use quotes to illustrate each of the themes and bring in 

the voices of the various participants. 

 

3.5 Trustworthiness and authenticity 

 

A researcher’s background will affect what they seek to investigate, the methods 

they choose, which findings they focus on and the conclusions they draw 

(Malterud, 2001).  While I approached the study with an open mind and a 

keenness to hear participants’ views, I understand that my processing of the data 

limits the findings of this research.  Having worked in schools as a teacher and 

senior leader, I accept that my experience, knowledge and values have 

influenced the interpretation of the data and the conclusions drawn.  In order to 

minimise this, Hycner (1985) advises ‘bracketing’ or suspending presuppositions 

in order to understand the participants’ desired meaning and not my expectations 
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of such.  Checks and balances were made through discussions during 

supervision, and through ongoing reflection throughout the research process.  

Incorporating a range of data collection methods allowed me to draw on multiple 

perspectives.  I strove to establish trust with all those I met and interviewed.  I 

believe this allowed for deep engagement with participants which helped achieve 

authentic accounts and provide results which are dependable and trustworthy for 

each particular context. 

 

By thinking reflexively throughout the entire research process and reflecting on 

both myself and the process I sought to reduce the risk of being misled by my 

own experiences and interpretations.  This was achieved through recording 

reflections in my research diary using descriptive notes of interviews and focus 

groups including how they went and my role in them.  This also involved noting 

initial explanations from my data and reviewing these and beginning to see 

patterns and recurrent themes in my data.  The aim was for the analysis to 

maintain complexity and nuance whilst respecting the uniqueness of each case 

as well as recurrent, cross case themes (Ritchie et al, 2013).  This approach 

allowed for data which included detailed descriptions of student voice, grounded 

in the perspectives and accounts of participants in each of the case schools. 

 

3.6 Ethics 

 

Educational psychologists are bound by a code of ethics and expected to conform 

to the standards exemplified by the British Psychological Society and Health and 

Care Professions Council (BPS, 2018; HCPC, 2016) to ensure ethical behaviour, 
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attitudes, and judgments.  This research was designed and conducted in 

accordance with these standards and guidelines from the British Educational 

Research Association (BERA, 2018).  At the outset, I sought ethical permission 

from the University of Exeter Ethics Committee, and a certificate of approval is 

included in Appendix 15.   

 

3.6.1 Participation and consent. 

I made Initial contact with each school through the headteacher.  From here, we 

agreed on a member of the leadership team to be my point of contact in order to 

allow ease of communication and access.  Following this, a telephone 

conversation was had with the lead contact in each school where I explained the 

study, clarified data collection, and answered any questions.  I wanted to ensure 

they had enough information to enable them to consider whether this was a study 

they wanted to engage with. 

 

I provided all participants with information and consent forms outlining the study 

in advance of meeting them (Appendix 16).  This briefing sheet contained 

information on their rights as a participant including the voluntary nature of 

involvement, the right to withdraw data, and confidentiality and anonymity.  For 

all student participants, written parental consent was obtained by the school in 

advance.  On meeting participants, I checked the form was signed and provided 

them with an opportunity to ask questions.  

 

In advance of being on the school site, I read the school safeguarding policies 

and health and safety policies.  Using my portable DBS allowed the schools to 
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add me to the single central register and ensure appropriate checks were 

undertaken. 

 

Throughout the process of the research, I reflected on the interpersonal 

relationships involved in the interactions I was having.  I was mindful of my 

position and also strived to maintain an awareness of the question of power.  

Regarding data collection, there was little risk of harm to the adult and student 

participants and no experience of distress arose from the activities.   

 

3.6.2 Data protection and storage. 

All interviews were audio-recorded, and transcripts were written on word 

documents on my password-protected personal computer.  These were 

anonymised in that the name of the participants were not stated.  The 

interviewees’ professional background, job role or year group was linked to the 

transcripts for analytical purposes.  The substance of the recordings is 

considered low risk in terms of data protection issues or potential for harm to the 

interviewees.  The data was analysed by myself and the contents discussed with 

my supervisors.  Transcripts will be deleted after six months from the completion 

of the final written thesis.   
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 

This chapter presents a summary of my research findings.  I explore each case 

in turn and provide analysis from each of the different data sources.  I present the 

data concerning each of the research questions through thematic maps to outline 

the superordinate themes and sub-themes.  In turn, these are described, 

analysed and supported by illustrative quotes using pseudonyms to protect 

anonymity.  Some comments relate mainly to a single theme, but they also have 

inferences and implications for other themes explored within the case study and, 

at times, across the cases.  Further cross-case analysis which compares and 

contrasts critical themes and topics for further exploration takes place in the 

following chapter. 

 

4.1 Case A:  The Gold Rights Respecting School 

 

“Every student matters, every voice counts”. 
Diana, Headteacher 

 

 

4.1.1 RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student 

voice in their school? 

 

My analysis of the data identified four superordinate themes concerning how 

student voice is conceptualised and understood.  Two relate to the data gathered 

from the student focus groups and two from the staff interviews and focus group.  
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An overview diagram of these superordinate themes and connected subthemes 

is in Appendix 18. 

Student perspectives. 

Theme one:  The greater good. 

 

 

 

The greater good captures the way the student participants talk about student 

voice as something positive, conceptualising it through the two subthemes of our 

voice matters and students as agents of change. This demonstrates the central 

positioning of it within the school from the students’ perspective and the belief 

that it gives them a degree of agency.  Our voices matter highlights the universal 

belief of students in the importance of what they had to say.  They often talked 

about having a kind of insider knowledge based on their school experiences 

which the adults only learn about through consulting them. 
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I think it’s really just having a say as students, not just being led by 

teachers because we’re the ones being taught at this school, we’re the 

ones going through the school, we’re making the memories here. 

(Amanda, year 8) 

Amanda’s use of the word “memories” shows how invested she feels in her 

education and that she wants to be active in shaping it in some way.  Student 

participants often conceptualised voice as something personal to the individual 

and a way of becoming involved in the process of learning or asking for support 

when needed.  Those who are not involved in formal activities still gave 

compelling examples of times when they had “spoken up”, and things had 

changed as a result of their voice being acknowledged and heard. 

 

Sometimes it’s about you making your own voice. You don’t need to be in 

a focus group to talk to the head of year or email one of the teachers and 

ask to sit down and talk to them about issues that concern you. (Jude, year 

9) 

 

 

Several participants referred to making the school better for future students.  

These comments all came from those students involved in the decision-making 

focus groups, and it appears as if leaving some kind of legacy was important for 

them; a sense that they helped to shape the community to which they belong. 

 

You couldn’t have a school without students. The whole community is held 

up by us, as well as teachers, obviously. We have the experience here 

and the school want to learn from students as well as us learning from 

them because we have the feedback on the school and then it affects the 

future generations to come and makes it better for them. (Julie, year 8) 

 

 

Participants across the four focus groups conceptualised student voice as being 

able to have some degree of autonomy in the school community but also 

articulated it as being some kind of preparation for future life as an adult.   “It 
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gives you life skills, like talking to people and gaining confidence and knowing 

how to handle situations maturely” (Lottie, year 8). 

There was a definite sense that the school provides a safe space to explore who 

they are and to be able to make mistakes in a space which might be more 

forgiving when getting it wrong. 

 

I think you’re quite protected in school from the wider world, so although it 

is a preparation, I would say it’s a trial as well because you can make 

mistakes and you’ve got that environment to fall back on……you are 

protected by the school community.  I would say it is a safe place to 

explore, develop, and flourish.  (Marcus, year 10) 

 

 

While the young people talked about autonomy, there was a universal 

acceptance that they needed to work alongside the adults who have the real 

power in school to enact change.  There was also a sense that because students 

in this school are used to the sharing of power and transparency around decision-

making that when it does not happen, they notice it more.  All focus groups used 

the opportunity to discuss how a recent change in uniform had happened without 

any consultation, and it became clear this was less about the actual uniform and 

more about the process of enacting the change.  This sharing of power with adults 

is explored further in the next theme. 
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Theme two:  The natural order of things. 

 

 
 

The natural order of things demonstrates how the students talk about their place 

in the school and connect their voice with a rights and responsibility agenda.  This 

theme also includes the idea that adults sometimes know best which relates to 

the ideas that adults have ultimate control and are trusted to work in the best 

interests of students within the school.  The shared belief that responsibility is 

something given to them by adults when they earn it connects these two sub 

themes.   

 

Participants talked about the right to have a say in their education and “choose 

how we get educated in a sensible way so we can succeed” (Harvey, year 7).  

Participants framed rights within a dialogue of responsibility and consistently 
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explained it as developmental and as something they learn or acquire with age 

and maturity. 

Although in the previous theme participants had talked about students being 

agents of change, they repeatedly referred to the idea that adults are the ones 

with actual power.  In this school, the students are happy for adults to make 

decisions on their behalf as long as they consult them.  There was an awareness 

that at times the school might not have the ability to implement all the changes 

young people might want and that those in charge often had that more extensive 

contextual knowledge. 

 
It’s about having a voice, not having a complete say of what happens.  We 

can say what we might think is a good idea but it might not actually be a 

good idea. It might be a good idea for us, but it’s actually an absolute 

nightmare for teachers and it’s unrealistic.  (Michael, year 10) 

 

 

Some younger students talked about how they might be more dependent on the 

adults to enable change and that they relied on their teachers to represent their 

views.  Jessica (year 8) described school as “our own mini-government with tutors 

like MPs and if we think something is wrong then we can talk to them and then 

they might bring it up and help change it”.  At other times, participants linked it to 

having trust in the adults.  Rather than being children dependent on adults to 

empower them, they seek to use their trusted adults’ wisdom to move things on 

accepting that “we won’t have the same presence and impact” (Marcus, year 10). 

 

The school seems to be able to assert some degree of control without students 

perceiving it as manipulation, for example, if it is delivered in a broader context 

and underpinned by a feeling of being cared for because “they know that it’s 
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what’s best for us” (Lottie, year 8).  Connected to this was a clear sense that if 

they had any worries, they could find the right member of staff to go to and their 

concerns would be heard and taken seriously. 

 

Concerning adult power, while conceptualising having a voice, students often 

talked about having that voice but it coming through their parents.  This belief 

extends the idea that some voices are authorised or held in higher esteem, and 

they are still seeking to enter that adult world.  Maddie (year 10) described “feeling 

nervous” when wanting to raise an issue about a lesson so “had my mum for that 

bit of security because I’d not really known what to do”. 

 

Apparent across the discussions was that older students seemed to have 

assimilated more with the adults.  This belief was particularly noticeable amongst 

those participants who are actively engaged and involved with the focus groups.  

Theirs was a narrative of mutual respect and empowerment. 

 

Student voice is students and teachers - I’d say maybe collaborating, for 

lack of a better word, together to kind of put their minds together and 

almost sometimes – this doesn’t apply all the time – but sometimes 

compromise on things, aspects of school that maybe the student doesn’t 

feel is the best it could be. (Curtis, year 10) 
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Staff perspectives. 

Theme three:  Purpose of school. 

 
 

Staff participants constructed student voice as part of something bigger and 

connected it to the purpose of school and education more widely.  They often 

linked it to broader philosophical questions and reflected on whether the 

education the young people are receiving is preparing them for adulthood.  The 

sub-themes reflect participant ideas that schooling supports young people in 

finding their place in the world.  Within this is the idea that they are acquiring 

knowledge and skills to enable them to function as adults through becoming part 

of a negotiated order. 

 

Within this narrative, staff describe the ways in which young people have to 

negotiate their way through the system and seek to find their place within it.  Staff 
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talked about preparing students to be active and critical citizens in a democracy 

who can truly listen to other people’s points of view, empathise, act accordingly 

and discuss and deal with issues critically.  Participants reflected on providing an 

education that helps young people gain an authentic purpose and a role in society 

other than being consumers in training. 

 

They add a lot.  They are in the school every day.  They know the school 

inside out, don’t they?  They will have memories and opinions of the school 

for their whole life and I think it is important that you help shape those, and 

they have an input.  It is that moment when they can look back and go “we 

did that” or “we talked about that” rather than “oh, I didn’t know about that” 

or “this thing just happened.  (David, Assistant Headteacher) 

 

 

Some of the staff participants discussed how they had felt challenged by the 

recent performance-driven agenda and questioned whether the school is about 

outcomes and grades or about more meaningful and enjoyable experiences for 

young people. 

 

 
Academic qualifications open doors so I fundamentally believe in that, but 

if that’s all we do we’re not going to be preparing children for this global 

society that we live in, so teaching them about respect, their rights, 

responsibilities, trying to find a passion and interest in all the 

extracurricular programmes we run here. (Lucy, teacher) 

 

 

The sub-theme negotiated order comes from the ideas shared by participants 

that there is a need to engage with the existing order of the school to enable an 

understanding of the processes and parameters they will encounter in life. 
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They can’t just suddenly say, “I want to do something now” before they 

actually understand the process of it. That’s a huge life skill in that you 

can’t do anything without having thought about it, planned it, moved it to 

the next level.  I think that’s one of the things the children find really difficult 

to accept to begin with because they’ve got their big ideas but their big 

ideas have to be structured. (Maria, teacher) 

 

 

Staff participants talked about supporting students with this process through 

decision making which is both inclusive, transparent and negotiated with one 

summing it up as “If you get a no, there’s a reason why”.   

 

Theme Four:  We value it. 

 
 

This theme explores some of the staff motivations behind enabling and engaging 

with student voice practices.  All staff participants talked about student voice as 

something having inherent value.  Intrinsic value refers to staff observations 

which consistently underpinned participants’ talk, that student voice as a concept 
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is valuable for its own sake.  There was a sense that the school is somehow a 

better place for the existence of student voice within it and that it needs to be kept 

alive. 

 

It’s just the power of that. They can actually see a solution that sometimes 

you can’t see. So, it is that kind of two-way street. It’s by the students. 

Always said that. Absolutely. But equally, we do get something out of it as 

well. I know it sounds a bit selfish but that’s the added benefit.  (Lucy, 

teacher) 

 

Instrumental value reflects the idea of a means to an end.  In this instance, 

student voice becomes a tool through which other things might occur as a result 

of it. Participants highlighted that they felt it taught young people different types 

of skills and the ability to collaborate.  Jeff (teacher) describes how it enables 

“reasonable, critical thinkers who actually think about what they’re doing rather 

than just doing it because they’re told to”.  Finally, Institutional value captures the 

wider benefits for the school of engaging student voice. 

 

It fosters that sense of belonging, which is so important for mental health, isn’t it? 

Students can feel like they are valued within the school and that they belong, that 

they’re doing really positive things within the school, it is going to help them, as 

everyone has said, even in their maths lessons”.  (Penny, teacher). 

 

 

4.1.2 RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school context 
relevant to student voice, and how do these affect how it is enacted? 

 

For this research question, I have framed my findings using the same four 

superordinate themes for all three cases.  My analysis of the data identified four 

superordinate themes about the characteristics and features of the school context 
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relevant to student voice and its enactment.  Two relate to the features, and two 

relate to the enactment; one from a staff commitment perspective and one from 

a student engagement perspective. A full overview diagram of these 

superordinate themes and connected subthemes is in Appendix 18. 

 

Theme one:  Mindsets. 

 

 

 

 

The school’s ethos is embedded in the UNCRC with reference made to it in 

documents, staff and student planners, school policies, and on the walls of every 

classroom.  The RRSA has been in place for almost 15 years having grown from 

previous community cohesion projects across the local authority.  It is the only 

school in this study which references voice in its vision statement and the only 
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school not to have a school council but rather a model of distributed student 

leadership.  This commitment to the UNICEF award and the many years of 

embedding it has naturally woven rights, voice, and participation into the fabric of 

the school making it strong enough to withstand changes in staff and maybe shifts 

in the education policy context.  In this school, tradition is important.   From the 

statue dedicated to a previous headteacher to house names, chosen by students, 

and named after strawberries as a nod to the school being on the site of what 

once were strawberry fields it felt as if the ethos had been passed through 

generations, adapting as it went.   

 

The staff I spoke to all had a genuine interest, enthusiasm and commitment to 

the RRSA.  One participant explained how “everyone has to genuinely buy into 

it”, and it has to be “valued by leadership” and have someone with “influence and 

credibility leading it”.  Another explained how “actions affecting children are 

rooted in, reviewed and resolved through rights” and it is an “integral part of our 

practice”.   

 

What we have found with the Rights Respecting Award is it has given us 

an umbrella to put everything under to make things a little bit more explicit.  

When I first started working on it…… actually it was the students 

themselves…. they noticed it…that a lot of things required for the award 

we were doing already but just weren’t aware.  It has been about making 

tweaks, so, for example, talking using more rights-based language.  

(Donna, teacher) 

 

 

Student participants talked with what appeared to be a genuine sense of 

commitment to the values of their school.  They were able to talk about rights and 
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naturally linked them to having a voice not just through the formal activities but in 

the everyday practices of the school.  

 

This specific school became one of the first ‘Rights Respecting Schools in 

the country, and one of those rights was for a voice. So, students can be 

open about their opinions and say to the teachers, “Look, I’m not saying 

you’re a rubbish teacher,” but if you say, for example, to a design 

technology teacher that you think you might have another strategy in order 

to do this, the teacher, in my opinion, should listen to that strategy and 

then comment on it and see what they think of it. Everyone has a right to 

an opinion and for that opinion to be listened to.  (Jacob, year 7) 

 

 

The vignette interviews, where school leaders reflected on specific scenarios and 

the tensions contained within them, generated a lot of data about school ethos.  

Without exception, they voiced that things worked better in this current school 

than their previous places of work.  Staff described situations in other schools 

when the school was “not in such a positive place” and how this impacted on 

student voice practices.  These tended to be instances when more control might 

be needed and a firm approach to behaviour which “sometimes inhibited 

restorative approaches”. 

 

Across the data from senior leaders, it became clear that their personal beliefs of 

play a part in the positioning of student voice within a school.  They all used the 

word “transparency” as they talked about what sits behind the decisions they 

make.  A commitment to having an “open-door policy with staff and students” 

along with “being open to challenge”, “communicating the vision” and “creating a 

culture of listening” were also highlighted as being central to their ethos. 
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Theme two:  Making time and space 

 

 

 

 

Provision mapping of student voice activities across the four arenas of 

participation concerning Article 12 (UNCRC) is in Appendix 17. This document 

shows an extensive range of opportunities for students to be actively engaged in 

the life of the school and have their views listened to, facilitated, and taken 

seriously.  Student-driven groups including eco groups, peer support and 

mentoring, mental health, UNICEF, and the new diversity group were described 

by participants as “bringing about change” and “allowing decision-making”. 

 

Student voice appears to be an essential part of the school’s pedagogic practices 

whether formally through departmental reviews or informally through the fostering 

of trusting relationships which allow for the “capturing of things as they arise”.  

Both staff and students talked about the life of the school beyond the classroom.  
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They discussed the numerous opportunities provided and utilised to enable 

young people to make decisions affecting their lives in school.   

 

I don’t think this model has ever stayed the same year after year.  Even in 

terms of the focus groups themselves there’s always opportunities to 

reflect, evaluate, see what’s working and what isn’t and then make 

changes for the next year.  And even that just highlights the value that is 

placed upon it.  It’s not just let’s sit in a room and talk about something for 

half an hour.  It’s active.  (Donna, teacher) 

 

 

While these structures support student voice practices, there are some barriers.  

Several staff participants highlighted the challenges of enabling the voices of a 

student population of almost two thousand.  One way to combat this has been 

through the long-established voting voice which is set up online.  This system 

allows a vote on any matter or something topical to gauge student perceptions.  

It runs regularly and efficiently allowing for voluntary engagement, but has a high 

take-up even from those who might not be attending every day.  As Diana, the 

headteacher, explained “there are now so many ways and different routes to go 

down that we hope there is something for everyone”.   

 

Theme three:  Staff commitment 
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Shier’s (2001) model of pathways to participation helps to understand staff 

involvement in the case school by considering the three levels of commitment: 

openings, opportunities and obligations.  Staff participants articulated a student 

voice that tended to be positive; something which is deeply rooted in their beliefs 

with “opportunities carefully created and planned for” (openings).  At the next 

level, the practices are developed further through the “allocation of resources and 

time” (opportunities).  There is a dedicated member of staff given remission time 

to lead the process, and potential teachers are questioned on it by students at 

interview to explore their conviction to it.  In the staff focus group discussion, 

participants described student voice as “our bread and butter” and the “heartbeat 

of the school”.  Current staff value and share it with those joining the school by 

building it into staff training and induction.  This approach corresponds to the 

highest level of commitment when it becomes agreed policy of the organisation 

(obligations).  As one staff member stated, “It’s part of what we do”.  Staff shared 

experiences of working with students in focus groups.  One described it as 

“finding your passions, the things you care about, and the things which connect 

us” while another reflected on how “it can be infectious here”. 
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Theme four:  Student engagement 

 

 

 
 

 

There are many ways young peoples’ voices are engaged in school.  These 

include voting on specific issues, joining a focus group, becoming involved in 

leadership opportunities, being a peer mentor, being a student observer of 

learning or a student evaluator, or just being able to email the headteacher.  More 

detailed information on each of these is in the mapping provision document in 

Appendix 17. 

 

As discussed earlier, there has been a focus on expanding the range of 

participatory activities for students in the hope that it might engage more 

members of the school community. 

We kind of moved away from the traditional school council.  We had focus 

groups to focus on an element – you know, like the wider community or 

the wider school.  Googlers came about because students said they 

wanted to use mobile phones and wanted to find a way to incorporate that 

into school.  (Sarah, teacher) 
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Student participants talked about how they might become engaged in school life.  

Those who have volunteered for student voice activities discussed ways in which 

they feel consulted and ways in which they thought they led to decision-making.  

These narratives were missing from those who are not involved in them.  These 

non-participants in formal student voice mechanisms still shared stories of how 

they feel engaged with school, mainly through their learning and the relationships 

with their teachers as summed up by Jacob (year 7). 

 
 

In my opinion, one of the things I value most about school is student 

teacher relationships. If you don’t get along well with your teacher or your 

form tutor, you’re not going to have a good time, are you? You’re not going 

to enjoy lessons, enjoy school in those times, but if you really enjoy a 

teacher you’re going to be a lot more engaged, you’ll want to learn more.   

 

 

A key idea generated from across the student focus groups was about the 

importance of them feeling visible as a learner.  Students appeared to expect that 

they are actively engaged in their learning.  While reflecting on their education, 

young people articulated how they wanted some ownership of their learning 

rather than seeing it as a transfer of knowledge from one person to the group.  

They described classrooms as shared teacher and student spaces; places which 

allow for creative disagreement and dialogue to take place.  A benefit of this is 

that it enables them to be part of the process and helps them to feel actively 

engaged.   

 

There are also opportunities for young people to influence, negotiate and 

construct pedagogic practices in their school through volunteering to be student 
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evaluators or leaders of learning.  While potentially open to all, these roles appear 

to attract students who are already engaging with school rather than having 

universal appeal.  Matthew (year 8), who had recently been a student evaluator 

spoke confidently about how he feels his voice had not only been heard but acted 

upon.  

 

They asked about group work, so what the students like about groupwork, 

what they think could improve, did they want more, did they want less, 

what aspects do they want to be changed or tweaked. They also did 

feedback, so what did they like about feedback, what could be improved. 

All of that goes towards the Humanities Department when they next have 

their whole department meeting, they will go through all of the feedback 

from the students and they will try and put all of that into the lessons.  

 

 

For Michael (year 10), who had not had this role in his time at the school, his 

perception of the process was that only particular students might get chosen and 

maybe some voices would be missing.  

 
There are student evaluators where teachers choose students to go and 

talk about the subject; it is usually their favourite students or students that 

work hard or students that are achieving well. Probably the people that are 

maybe failing a bit more or might mess around a bit don’t get that 

opportunity, at least. 

 

 

4.1.3 RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within 

their school? 

 

My analysis of the data identified four superordinate themes concerning the 

experiences of student voice with this setting.  Two relate to the data gathered 
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from the student focus groups and two from the staff interviews and focus group.  

An overview diagram of these superordinate themes and connected subthemes 

is in Appendix 18.  

 

Student perspectives. 

Theme one:  Our lived experience. 

 

 
 

 

Student participants provided an affirmative narrative of our lived experience at 

the school, including the positive impact of being heard.  These descriptions 

included examples of how they feel acknowledged and supported as individuals.  

Without exception, the young people gave examples of staff members who they 

connected with and felt would listen to them. 
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Amongst student participants, there was a universal acceptance that if you have 

to go to school, then this is one of the best ones.  In all of the student focus groups 

the discussion moved towards “the good reputation the school has”, how they 

were “fortunate to go here”, and how “other schools compare less favourably”.  

These beliefs often stemmed from making comparisons of their school 

experience with friends from other schools.  Students voiced very few examples 

of uncomfortable feelings, but when they discussed them, they seemed to come 

from personal interactions rather than at a school level.  They described not 

getting on with an individual teacher or feeling they were not treated fairly in a 

particular situation. 

 

Theme two:  Who’s in and who’s out? 

 
Students who are actively involved in the life of the school through the 

participation in focus groups have more positive reflections on the student voice 

practices.  Amanda (year 8) described the process as an active and empowering 

one as “when we speak and try to make our voice heard, it is heard and they take 
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it to the staff meetings. They say their view, what we said, and then they do make 

a change.” 

 

It would appear that the more emotionally invested you are, the more you will 

defend the system and maybe approach it with less criticality or objectivity as it 

works for you.  For those young people who are engaged and active in it, they 

can sometimes feel those not participating have consciously chosen not to rather 

than that the system does not equally empower all students.  Curtis (year 10) 

states “there’s always going be those students who don’t really take it seriously 

and take it as a joke and they spoil it for the rest who really care about their 

opinion”.  Others involved in the focus group activities acknowledged that maybe 

they are not accessible to all, and they need to find ways to recruit different 

people. 

 

I think everyone does have the opportunity and the right to, and everyone, 

if they went to a focus group, are more than welcome, but I feel like not 

everyone knows that.  I’m not sure - how can we show them they can have 

a voice?  (Kate, year 10) 

 

There seemed to be an acknowledgement that students do not have a say on the 

curriculum and syllabus, but the learning activities are something which can be 

shaped by staff and students working together.  Marcus (year 10) describes how 

“a good teacher needs to almost ask the class, “Is this working or shall I change 

it?”. 

 

Certain practices can make students feel they have no voice.  An example which 

came up on more than one occasion was the setting of classes or groupings of 
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students.  Poppy (year 9) described feeling unheard as a result of asking to 

change groups because she thought it would benefit her learning and it “just being 

ignored”.  Michael (year 10) shared how he and others had used the annual 

survey to “raise this issue, but it had appeared to go nowhere”.   

 

While student participants discussed wanting more say at times in the classroom, 

they began to talk about what they perceived to be the influential individuals in 

the class.  It became evident that the concepts of power and popularity where 

often intertwined.  Often those young people most involved in the school 

structures for decision making, those who regularly engaged with senior leaders 

and teachers perceived others to have the real power in the school amongst their 

peers. 

 

There’s a lot of hierarchy with students. It sounds really harsh and I don’t 

think this should be how it is, but there’s a top tier and a bottom tier. 

Everyone sat here knows it. You know your place. You know if you’re 

popular and you know if you’re not popular and even if you don’t want to 

admit it, you know, really.  (Jude, year 10) 

 

 
One student talked about her invisibility to the school as an institution.  This belief 

had left her feeling, at times, unconnected.  As she spoke the others listened, 

before someone asked her if there was anyone to who she felt a connection.  She 

reflected and went on to talk about a particular teacher whose lessons she 

enjoyed and why.  This exchange demonstrated the power of relationships but 

also the importance of having a supportive space to share and reflect in.   
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I noticed that the young people in this particular focus group who had not met 

before had managed to create that positive space, and I got a sense that they 

are used to talking in this way.  Interestingly, this particular group were older 

students who had never participated in formal student voice practices in the four 

years they had been at the school.  When I explored this with them, they shared 

that there were not always things they “felt passionate about” or they “had more 

important things to do”.  Similar reflections were present in the staff data too. 

 

When you’re a teenager, sometimes you just don’t care about certain 

things. Amazingly, some will be intense and into something, and then you’ll 

hear about it all the time and they’ll want to put a proposal to SLT, and 

then others won’t care but something else will come along. It’s the ebbs 

and flows, isn’t it?  (Lucy, teacher) 

 

 

With regards to the silencing of some voices, one focus group explored the idea 

of how to manage “voices we might not want to hear – voices of hate” and how 

they believe the school provides a place to do this in a supported way.  There 

was a consensus in this group that using your voice comes with a level of 

responsibility.  A participant shared that she had never been involved in school-

wide activities before but had gone to the UNICEF focus group the previous week 

for the first time to get ideas to run an event to raise awareness of the LGBTQ+ 

community in the school. 

I’ve had people tell me that I shouldn’t do it because it’s going to make 

people angry. I’ve had people tell me that me doing this fundraising day to 

spread positivity and acceptance is going to upset someone because they 

don’t agree with it. But I’ve had to tell them that yes, they have a right to 

an opinion and to have free speech, but they also have a responsibility to 

respect other people’s happiness and safety.  (Holly, year 9) 
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I noticed she seemed nervous as she spoke and scanned the group.  The others 

listened, called her brave, and encouraged her to “channel your energy and put 

it into making a worthwhile difference”.  After a pause, one participant said he 

was friends with people who sometimes judged others before adding “but 

individually, I am nothing like that”.  This reflection highlights the power of meeting 

with others you might not ordinarily encounter and finding commonality.   While 

leaving, two of the participants from this group exchanged contact details 

seeming to have made a new connection.   

 

Staff Perspectives. 
Theme three:  Person-centred Learning community. 

 

 
 

Person-centred learning community captures the way that data from staff 

interviews and discussions prioritised knowing the students as learners but also 

as people within the school community.  Staff participants made frequent 

reference to the importance of “developing the whole child” and on “a team effort 
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from within” which includes “all members of our school community”.  The staff 

talked about young people with pride and shared examples of how students have 

contributed to the school as a learning community.   

 

School leaders reflected on “being afforded professional trust” and being able to 

reflect honestly on what is working and what is not.  David, a senior leader 

described having “professional differences but coming to a consensus” in the end 

through “always defaulting back to what's best for the students”.  There was an 

acknowledgement that the two generations of adult and young people had 

something to learn from one another, and reciprocity that would result in some 

kind of mutual benefits.  Through reflections during the vignette interviews, 

members of the SLT acknowledged how they have to find new ways to connect 

and engage with today’s young people.  At times this involves opening yourselves 

up as Joanna explains “They comment all the time and I think we need to be in a 

position where we are happy for them to comment on what we do as well”.  David 

conveys how he feels it is important to role model and embody the values and 

attributes they expect from the students.   

 
Sometimes you have to hold your hands up and say “You know, we got it 

wrong”.  It is not a sign of weakness is it to change or to admit that you got 

things wrong?  That is not a good message to give to students.  We always 

talk about resilience and determination and that it is fine to fail.  If you are 

going “No I am never getting it wrong and I’m just going to carry on” even 

when it is not quite right.  What messages do you give students? 

 

 

The sub-theme opportunities to reflect captures how staff value the time to stop, 

think and reflect with their colleagues.  In his vignette interview, Gordon (SLT) 
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voiced several perceived benefits of doing this including “allowing for measured 

approaches over controversial issues”, “taking a holistic view over time” and 

“relying on the experience of the team” before summing up that “as staff, we need 

to adapt”. 

 

 

Theme four:  Practical agenda for change. 

 

 
 

Practical agenda for change demonstrates how staff conceptualised the potential 

for student voice to have an impact.  They shared examples of times they had 

worked alongside the students to bring about change mainly through the focus 

groups and student evaluators programme.  When discussing the idea of “student 

satisfaction” staff would describe students as consumers or clients initially.  Still, 

as they talked, it became evident that underneath this seemingly corporate 

description sat the idea of valuing students as unique individuals and wanting to 

provide the best for them. 
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There is a culture within the school that the more you know your students, 

the better you’re going to be able to teach them…….it has always been 

about knowing the full context of the child, knowing about them as a human 

as opposed to just a student.  (Jeff, teacher) 

 

 

The internal dilemmas which arise centre around how to involve and make the 

process more meaningful for a higher number of students.  Senior staff all 

reflected on the formal procedures for student voice often being driven by a few 

keen students and the continued need to increase participation and engagement 

of the whole student body.  Diana (headteacher) pondered “how do you give 

everybody a voice that is purposeful and that it generates something to move 

forward with?”.  To make the process more meaningful staff raised the issue of 

students feeling that not only had they been able to speak up and be listened to 

but that they were spoken back to and knew what had happened through a 

process of “closing the loop”.  Joanna (SLT) believes this process is empowering 

and “through feeding back they then have more respect for the process, and I 

think you get better responses from them”.     

 

Staff also feel tensions from external pressures, and participant talk highlighted 

the culture of testing, curriculum and recruitment as crucial factors which have 

the potential to impact negatively on meaningful student voice practices.  The 

staff focus group discussed how students’ identities as learners should not be 

“overshadowed by target and data collecting activities”.  While this might be the 

belief, they noted that students share some of these concerns which led to the 
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creation of leadership opportunities lower down the school because older 

students do not always want to participate when it involves missing lessons. 

 

In this school, through working together, staff and students appear to have 

sustainably and meaningfully developed student voice practices. There are some 

core ideas which are consistent and patterned throughout the data for this case 

study.  These include a belief in young people and adults working together, 

mutual trust, a commitment to developing the whole child, and the notion that 

reflective practice builds a legacy for change.   

 
 
 
4.2 Case B:  The Silver Rights Aware School 

 
“It is about having those mechanisms to catch it in lots of different ways and 

pulling it together and making it cohesive.” 
Jane, Headteacher 

 

 

4.2.1 RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student 

voice in their school? 

 

My analysis of the data identified four superordinate themes concerning how 

student voice is conceptualised and understood.  Two relate to the data gathered 

from the student focus groups and two from the staff interviews and focus group.  

An overview diagram of these superordinate themes and connected subthemes 

is in Appendix 20.  
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Student perspectives. 

Theme one:  We have something to say. 

 

 

                     

We have something to say captures the way the student participants talked about 

voice from the viewpoint of having a level of both individual and collective 

responsibility.  Students expressed how, at times, they needed to find their voice 

and their confidence.  This view was often represented by older students through 

the use of hindsight and how when they were younger, they had kept quiet but 

are now more confident and “had learnt to speak out”.  This belief was interesting, 

and we might interpret it as showing how the school has mechanisms in place to 

encourage voices rather than suppress them.   
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Younger students talked with less confidence in their voices.  While they did not 

say they were not able to speak out, younger participants suggested that they 

might be reluctant to or lack the confidence to do so.  It was not always clear why 

they felt this way.  Some described it as not “being mature enough”, having to 

“build up the courage”, and “not knowing how things work when we first arrived”.  

It appears that year 7 might be a time to acclimatise to the new environment and 

watch and learn how the community functions.  This finding aligns with research 

suggesting that at secondary transition, at least for the first year, students 

experience a shift in their confidence in the school setting before feeling fully 

integrated (Whitty & Wisby, 2007). 

 

Staff participants also reported this.  The headteacher described how year 8 is 

the cohort which regularly leads initiatives, is most vocal, and often take the most 

active role in the formal mechanisms such as school council.  She attributes this 

to them now feeling part of the community but still being young enough not to 

worry what others think and, therefore, openly impassioned by their beliefs. 

 

When discussing the importance of using one’s voice, student participants linked 

it to being able to have some kind of ownership over their school experience.  

They talked about the “right to education” and how “schools exist for their 

students”.  These feelings created a sense that they are an integral part of their 

school and that their voices resonate as part of that experience. 

 

I think it adds authenticity to the school.  You can actually believe it 

because the students are the ones saying it, and it also helps to improve 

the school because some teachers might not completely understand like 
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the students would, they wouldn’t get it the same way.  So, they can pick 

apart what and how the students think to improve their learning and their 

experiences at school.  (Ric, year 11) 

 

As with the previous case school, student participants believe they bring insider 

knowledge to adults who are “not in our shoes”.  The young people in this school 

believe that hearing their voices will not only improve the school for themselves 

now, but it also plays a role in improving the school and making it better for others 

in the future.   

 

We quite often have different priorities than they do, so for us, it bothers 

us that the toilets are really gross, and although it might not affect our 

education it would be a lot nicer if they did something about it, but that’s 

not something that they see, so it’s overlooked by them.  Because that’s 

part of our lives, we see it, and then it matters more to us, and by voicing 

that it’s just helping us.  (Harriet, year 11) 

 

As with the gold school, those involved in formal student voice mechanisms, for 

example, the school council, believe they have a responsibility for “making the 

school a better learning community”.  This assumption explains their willingness 

to commit their time and energy to causes and the need to feel it is “making a 

difference”.  When talking about ownership of their school experiences 

participants most often discussed it in the context of taking responsibility for their 

learning and success.  There was universal agreement that when they do this, 

staff need to hear it and respond.  When this does not happen, it leads to feelings 

of frustration which I discuss in more depth later. 
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Theme two:  Finding our place in the world. 

 

             

 

Finding our place in the world demonstrates how the students talk about their 

place in their school and connect their voice to putting ideas into action.  This 

theme also includes the sense that they are learning the skills and processes to 

allow them to become responsible adults and future citizens. 

 

Students who are actively engaged in the school council believe it has power and 

that they are making a difference.  Flo (year 8) describes “having an impact” and 

being “able to put ideas into action”.  She also feels valued adding “you’re not just 

an average person” suggesting some status from her school council role.  

Interestingly, those students not involved in the school council still acknowledge 

it has a role to play in getting their views heard but do not want to “commit my 

time to it” rather than a sense that it would be a futile effort. 
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Within the context of change, these participants believe that adults are needed to 

open those doors or to mediate the voices of young people.  This idea is not 

specific to this case study, and student participants voiced this across all three 

schools.  In this particular school, however, participants seemed to have less trust 

that the student body would have the skills and ability to make decisions in the 

best interests of all.  As a result, there was a more noticeable belief that adults 

have a role to play in supporting this and enabling a collective voice which is more 

mature and respected.   

 

The participants from this school shared ideas about student voice practices 

supporting them to become future citizens.  These parts of the discussion always 

started with thoughts about academic success and finding a job, but as the 

groups talked, the conversations shifted.  With time to reflect and discuss, they 

talked about how they believed school sets young people up for the future, 

prepares them for adulthood, widens their experiences and teaches them skills 

that will prove valuable in the future. 

 

Although we come here to learn, it also teaches you communication, 

teamwork, interacting with other people, and school trips, experiencing 

those.  It’s like an indirect training because although we can't see how it 

helps now, there are certain skills that underlie all of these things that we’re 

doing, that actually do help.  (Poppy, year 10) 

 

Participants talked about school being a microcosm of the bigger society to which 

they belong.  “It exposes you to loads of different things, and I think it just really 

shows you how society works, how you're meant to fit in, but still be yourself” 

(Ric, year 11).  All student focus groups highlighted how they would like to learn 
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more about “skills for life”.  The school has reduced the time allocated to PSHE 

to just two hours a half-term taught by tutors.  Older students commented on this.  

They talked about the different levels of motivation and expertise amongst the 

staff, to tackle what they perceived as essential topics, including mental health, 

politics, and managing finances.  Dan (year 11) shared he did not enough about 

“how the world works, how money, loans, insurance, buying cars, houses, and all 

these things work”. 

 

Staff perspectives. 

Theme three:  Purpose of school. 

 

 

As with the gold School, staff participants constructed student voice as part of 

something bigger and connected it to the purpose of school and education more 

widely.  The sub-themes of personal development and collective endeavour 

reflect participant ideas that coming to this school brings benefits at both an 

individual and a school level. 
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Staff participants talked about school as an opportunity and voiced a commitment 

to developing the whole child. 

 

I want our children to go on Ten Tors.  I want them to be part of DofE.  I 

want them to take part in wonderful production and be living, as we would 

say here, life in all its fullness.  That means expressing themselves and 

developing their gifts and talents.  Through that naturally comes student 

voice because when children are involved in that sort of thing, they are 

naturally talking about their life.  (Jane, Headteacher) 

 

 

Within this whole child narrative, staff voiced frustrations about how people often 

judge schools on examination results.  While reflecting, they shared this focus on 

academic performance can often take the spotlight away from the other things 

they offer.  Heather (support staff) voiced frustration at how “It’s not these many 

kids did DofE and got gold, that’s not in the Telegraph is it?  It’s how many kids 

passed their GCSEs”.   

 

The sub-theme collective endeavour comes from the ideas shared by the 

participants that there is a need to work collaboratively.  Staff participants 

acknowledged that negotiating these different relationships and interactions can 

be challenging.  They see a role for themselves in enabling and supporting these 

connections.  In the focus group, staff discussed at length the importance of 

providing a supportive environment to allow young people to develop and grow 

in a safe space learning lessons to set them up for life. 
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Theme four:  Ownership of school experience. 

 

       

 

The theme ownership of school experience captures staff discussion around the 

importance of student voices, but also its positioning within the school community 

as a whole.  Staff repeatedly made statements about the school existing for the 

young people, and the words “client” and “customer” were both used.  While this 

might sound business-like, it was within a framework of satisfaction and 

interpreted as improving the experience for them rather than because the 

institution might benefit. 

 

 
Well they are our customers, aren’t they?  Let’s be brutally honest.  We 

are a nine million-pound business.  We don’t make widgets, we develop 

young people, and that’s really, really important.  So, we need to be sure 

that we are meeting the needs of young people because they are the ones 

that we are supposed to benefit.  And that is our core moral purpose.  It is 

to create young people who, you know, are citizens of the 21st century.  

So, when they are telling us they need this, that and the other we need to 

really think about what it is that they have to say.  (Jane, Headteacher) 



 117 

Within this theme, staff conceptualised voice as needing to be part of a broader 

voice that included a range and diversity of voices where every voice matters. 

This theme includes the idea that there are other voices in the school community, 

which they also have to acknowledge, including staff and parent voices. 

 

 

Student voice is just one aspect that you consider. It can’t be the be-all 

and end-all.  I think it is just letting them know that their voice is valid, but 

it is one strand of several other things.  It is important, but just one aspect.  

The same as staff voice.  The same as parent voice.  It is everything 

together.  (Ian, SLT) 

 

 

 

When conceptualising student voice, staff participants talked about the idea of a 

negotiated order.  This idea also connects with student conceptualisations of 

school as being a place where you learn about process and life skills as 

preparation for adulthood.  While staff do value student voice in this school, they 

also accept there are times when decisions have to be made by the adults who 

have access to the bigger picture around staffing and budgets.  I discuss these 

tensions later when considering some of the mechanisms which might restrict 

student voice practices. 

 

4.2.2 RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school 
context relevant to student voice, and how do these affect how it is 
enacted?  

 
I explore this section using the same four superordinate themes as the previous 

case.  These relate to school context (mindsets and making time and space) and 

enactment of student voice (staff commitment and student engagement). 
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Theme one: Mindsets. 

 

The school mission statement says “Our mission, rooted in our Church 

foundations is to be a “10:10” school, where student and staff experience life in 

all its fullness (John 10:10).  In this study, both staff and student participants 

shared stories of school life which transcended the classroom and were about 

valuing community and feeling part of something.   

 

That is why I get involved in extra-curricular clubs.  I do DofE, and I helped 

out with the Grease production last year.  It’s knowing the kids outside of 

the classroom, so not just a science teacher, I’m that guy on the mountain 

that’s been teaching them how to use a compass or laughing at their jokes.  

(John, teacher) 

 

 

The school has an ethos established on the importance of a relationship-based 

education built from mutual respect and trust.  Ben (year 9) acknowledged that 
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he values teachers “that over the year will actually persist to try and get to know 

you. I think that really benefits your school experience.” 

 

This ethos based on building positive relationships supports knowing and valuing 

the students and a desire to involve them in consultation and decision-making.  

During the vignette interviews, school leaders talked about involving people in 

processes and about the importance of listening and making people “part of the 

solution”.  The headteacher said that, in theory, nothing was off the table in terms 

of areas for discussion and consultation with students and all senior leaders used 

the words “open door” and “transparency” to sum up their approach.   

 

While this might guide their ethos, all the senior leaders interviewed expressed 

how sometimes believing in these consultative processes and being able to enact 

them can prove challenging.  They all confessed to times when this has not 

happened, and I noticed as they spoke that there were conflicts around making 

decisions which might, at times, challenge them.  For example, several members 

of SLT talked about the challenges of recruiting and retaining staff in particular 

subject areas with one sharing “teacher recruitment is difficult at the moment, so 

we are using some people who shouldn’t really be in teaching, they don’t have 

the skillset”.   

 

More than one senior leader talked about having chosen to work at the school 

and stay there so many years because it aligned with their belief systems and 

convictions about education.  They referred to other local schools who have 
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brought in “Draconian” discipline measures and seen their performance data 

improve.  Jane, the headteacher encapsulates these views below. 

 

It is one of those schools where they walk down the corridor on the right-

hand side clutching their planners. They have 40 minutes mandatory 

silence working every lesson.  It doesn’t matter whether you are teaching 

music or drama.  It is very rule-bound.  They permanently exclude children 

at the drop of a hat.  They do managed moves.  They are ruthless.  We 

are the only secondary school in [town] so we get all the children.  We 

need to be all things to all people.  So, I am not going to run a school like 

that.  We can definitely move our progress 8 up if we behaved like that, 

but we wouldn’t be producing children for the 21st century, would we? 
 

Another participant said “If I was on the SLT there with a headteacher doing that 

I would leave” while another reflected “Can you be an outstanding school and 

keep your values?”.   

 

While the school has a silver RRSA, this was not talked about much by the 

participants unless I specifically asked about it.  I did notice that the RRSA 

continues to form a significant part of the school’s identity in terms of the website 

and literature.  There are also some references to it on posters and in classrooms.  

The headteacher described how they achieved the RRSA.  She felt they were 

already doing much of what was required to obtain it as part of their Church of 

England school ethos.  So, rather than having additional values or practices to 

enact, they just had to audit current practice.  The RRSA had previously been led 

by a passionate and interested member of staff who had subsequently left, 

resulting in lost momentum.  This raises interesting questions about work linked 

to the award and why and how it might get prioritised which are explored further 

in the discussion. 
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While the RRSA is not referenced or spoken about in the everyday life of the 

school, the ethos seems to be one of community, facing outwards, and 

collaborative working.  For example, I attended a meeting of the eco group in the 

school attended by students across all year groups.  There was a lot of spirit and 

vigour as they planned both school and community-based projects.  While this 

was happening, a group of sixth formers became engaged in a very vocal and 

vigorous debate about charity work, the concept of “white saviours”, and 

discussions around altruism and activism.  Interestingly, in the focus groups, it 

was the older students who used the words “rights” when talking about education.  

I wondered if maybe this is a legacy of the time when the rights respecting ethos 

was more visible and they had learnt the language of rights more explicitly. 

 

Theme two:  Making time and space. 
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Provision mapping of student voice activities across the four arenas of 

participation concerning Article 12 (UNCRC) is in Appendix 19 and shows student 

involvement across all four spheres.  The “right to express a view” is something 

which students made regular reference to being able to voice (space) along with 

feeling heard (voice).  Discussions often included how staff encouraged or 

enabled this to happen (audience).  The area which seemed to be least apparent 

was the impact of these voices (influence).  From participants, it was not always 

clear how far school decision-makers act on the views they hear and what 

difference it makes.  Students seemed to have some empathy towards things in 

the school they wanted to see change not happening as long as there is dialogue 

and some kind of explanation or understanding. 

 

When things don’t happen, it’s generally the same answers.  They say, 

“It’s a good idea, but we can't do it”.  So, I don't see why they wouldn’t do 

it.  Unless they had a really good reason not to.  I think we just have to 

understand that.  (Poppy, year 10) 

 

On the provision mapping there is one least populated arena, and that is in the 

sphere of decision-making groups.  The primary way in which students can be 

involved in school-wide decision-making is through the school council.  This 

council consists of selected students chosen to represent every tutor group in the 

school.  Sometimes they are elected if more than two wish to have the role, and 

at other times they just put themselves forward.  This approach relies on 

representatives taking issues raised back to their tutor groups for discussion.  

How well they do this seems varied with some students reporting it happening 

weekly and others saying it only happened once at the start of the year. 
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Senior leaders host regular student panels on set issues about which they are 

seeking views.  These topics can vary each year and are in line with school 

priorities.  This year, for example, there is a focus on higher prior attaining boys’ 

learning, so selection for the focus group panel was from this population.  At other 

times, recruitment to the panels consists of a random selection of students.  

Having a selection criterion for panels has not gone unnoticed by students.  A 

number of them believe that being chosen for these panels is based on being a 

“good” student. 

 

Things like school council and student panel, I think you should at least 

get one chance to do it.  My head of year had to, not physically, but 

metaphorically fight to get me and another person to do student panel 

when we were in Year 8 because we had a lot of experience on a more 

personal level on what they would be talking about.  (Leah, year 10) 

 

The panel Leah was referring to was about mental health, and she firmly believed 

that she had something to offer but was being overlooked.  Interestingly, she 

ended up on the panel because she had a member of staff who advocated for 

her.  This story suggests the selection of students to be on representative groups 

can be difficult in a large school and might only attract some students who are 

either approached or have a passion for it.  Finding ways to widen it might, 

however, have benefits as it is something which the young people value. 

 

It’s knowing that you can be heard and it’s also something that can build 

your confidence being part of because a lot of people can think that they’re 

insignificant and they don’t have much of an impact.  Where a student 

voice panel lets you be heard, people consider your ideas, and it’s a bit of 

a confidence booster thinking, “Yes, I’m making an impact, I’m important.  

(David, year 8) 
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Another role which appears to be highly valued by students is being part of a staff 

interview selection panel.  This duty appears to be something all older students 

have done at some point, and something younger ones look forward to doing.  

There is a prominent narrative amongst student participants that it is an important 

role and one they take seriously. 

 

Theme three:  Staff commitment. 

 

 

 

When using Shier’s (2001) model of pathways to participation, it appears that 

there are some openings provided in this school to gather student voices.  Often 

these are through daily, positive interactions as already discussed in terms of 

staff and students working together.  Others are sometimes through less 

favourable events which can be just as revealing. 

 

I hear student voice sort of unofficially when I get called to lessons.  I find 

the students will talk to you about what has gone wrong.  Often, they are 

very honest and say they are just having an awful day, and it was just too 

much.  Sometimes they will say “I am finding this bit difficult” or “I found 

the way this was handled difficult” and then you can help in the future.  So, 

in that point of crisis, they might share more.  (Joanna, SLT) 
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With regards to teaching and learning, gathering student feedback has reached 

the ‘obligation’ stage through being written into the school monitoring and 

evaluation policies.  A clear example of this is in the department reviews which 

have a compulsory student voice element built into the evaluation schedule, the 

paperwork and the written report.  This information is held centrally with all the 

school tracking data and viewed as an essential strand in “telling the whole story”.  

This process aligns with student reports that they enjoy feeding back on their 

learning experiences which is explored further in the next theme. 

 

Theme four:  Student engagement. 

 

 

 

There are many ways young people’s voices are engaged in school.  As 

discussed previously, when asking about student voice, the students view the 
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formal mechanisms of the school council, student panels and staff recruitment 

interviews as the places they have power.  However, when they talk, it becomes 

clear that what happens in the classroom and the ownership of their learning is 

something which has a more significant impact on their daily lives. 

 

All student participants discussed wanting to be included in deciding class rules, 

choosing their preferred way of working independently, and being trusted to 

choose who to work with.  None of this is surprising, but what was noticeable was 

the idea that they might be more empowered to ask for these things in 

examination subjects.  Students felt this was not to do with their age or levels of 

maturity but because there might be a better examination result at the end of it. 

On more than one occasion a student referred to year 11 as being “the priority” 

and Dan (year 11) describes feeling “more valued” and “having every resource 

pulled in to help you try and understand”.   

 

This view was echoed by younger students who described feeling less heard in 

the classroom.  These views ranged from Ben (year 9) wanting “a bit more say to 

improve the learning”, to Kelly (year 9) feeling “unable to learn unless I am 

actively involved in the process” and wanting “to connect with who is teaching me 

because then I understand it more”.   

 

 

 

4.2.3 RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within 

their school? 
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My analysis of the data identified four superordinate themes concerning the 

experiences of student voice within this setting.  Two relate to the data gathered 

from the student focus groups and two from the staff interviews and focus group.  

An overview diagram of these superordinate themes and connected subthemes 

is in Appendix 20.  

 

Student perspectives. 

Theme one:  Our lived experience. 

 

            

 

Student participants made numerous references to the importance of being heard 

in the classroom context, the wider school, and in their interactions with the staff.  

Not only does it make them feel valued, but it also appears to make them feel 

empowered.  These findings suggest that their participation goes beyond 
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tokenism and into the realms of what Fielding (2012) called “Active 

Respondents”.  This dialogue allows for informal consultation alongside the 

formal allowing for the capturing of views.  As was the case with the gold school, 

students feeling a receptiveness to what they have to say is more potent for them 

(on an individual level) than needing action. 

 

Participants in all four student focus groups talked about their school with pride.  

They did this even when voicing frustrations with an acceptance that things which 

might frustrate them are probably the same in any school.  The students here 

believe in their school and describe it as having a good reputation.  Harriet (year 

11) proudly declared “I think the school has a very good reputation.  Everybody 

has heard it.   I've come here instead of going to my local school because it has 

a better reputation.  It is not perfect, but what school is?”.  These beliefs seem to 

have stemmed from their own experiences, along with making comparisons with 

other schools.  As Dan (year 10) explains “you hear about other schools, and you 

hear about the bad things that are happening in them.  I don’t want to say 

scapegoat, but you feel this is bad, we’re not like that so we must be valued”. 

 

 

Within their lived experience students also shared some uncomfortable feelings 

about their right to express a voice and have it acted upon.  One focus group 

explored these feelings through the idea that teachers might have favourites who 

are heard and valued more.  In another group the discussion focussed about not 

always knowing what was happening and feeling things raised at school council 

level sometimes just got talked about and not taken further summed up by “they 

listened, but nothing changed”.  
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Theme two:  Who’s in and who’s out? 

 

      

As discussed previously, in the focus groups with older students, discussions 

arose about younger students’ views being seemingly valued less or dismissed.  

These were strong views they were sharing based on their experiences lower 

down the school.  Now in year 10, Andrew still remembers “sometimes things that 

call for more in-depth discussion, especially younger years, get swept aside so 

easily, and I think if someone has a complaint you need to treat it the same for 

each year group”. 

 

I am uncertain whether this was because of a powerful voice leading the group 

in that direction but feel as it happened in both KS4 groups, it seems unlikely.  I 

wondered if the participants did not want to admit that they currently feel a little 

disempowered, so felt more comfortable describing previous feelings. 
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Interestingly, the younger students were not complaining of a lack of voice.  This 

absence might be because it is relative and when you are older and feeling more 

heard you notice what was missing before.  It also seemed to stem from a belief 

that younger students would have “silly” ideas, and it would result in chaos.  

Alternatively, it appears that younger students accept there is some hierarchy of 

voices and that as you mature, you are positioned more equally with the adults 

running the school. 

 
Because my brother, he’s a year 11, and he’s really mature, knows what 

to do with everything.  So, I feel like his voice definitely can be heard.  But 

if they had everyone’s voices completely heard, added everything in for 

everyone else, it would be chaos.  Because a lot of us aren’t actually very 

mature.  (David, year 8) 

 

 
Staff perspectives. 

Theme three:  The everyday life of the school. 
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The everyday life of the school captures how staff talked about student 

participation and voices positively.  They expressed being impressed by their 

passion, commitment and the drive of some of the older students leading the 

changes.  Within this theme, staff interview data included moments when 

participants compared student experiences at school now with their own from the 

past.  With this, came reflection on how society’s views of young people have 

changed. 

 

The work of student voice represents a shift in the status quo and the positioning 

of students with potentially more control over their learning.  I noticed that in the 

staff focus group, the two members of staff who commented most on how their 

experience of school was different were those who had been students at this 

school themselves.  It was as if being in the same school where they had grown 

up had made them notice the lived experiences more and question the changes. 

 

When I was at school here, there was a year group of 450, so you know, 

your head of year was like a head of school, so it was very different.  And 

we had no voice whatsoever.  You went, you sat, you did your lessons, 

you went home.  I mean there was nothing like this.  (Liz, teacher) 

 

Another participant talked about how young people today benefit from the more 

informal relationships which exist and the breaking down of barriers within the 

school 

 

It was much more formal.  I would never have gone to a member of staff if 

I had a problem, if I was worried about something.  Whereas I hope now 

children will feel like – and they do, on a day to day basis they talk to us 

about all sorts of things, and it’s a different dynamic.  (Eve, support staff) 
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It is important to note that staff participants were not questioning this shift towards 

student voices but rather seeing it as something which would benefit both the 

school and the young people as discussed in the earlier themes of personal 

development and collective endeavour. 

 

Theme four:  Why bother? 

 

 
 

 

Why bother demonstrates how staff conceptualised the benefits and the 

challenges of engaging student voice practices in their school.  In the same way, 

student participants did, staff shared times when they had worked alongside 

students and had valued the process.  The discussions always returned to the 

idea of building relationships.  I did notice, however, that although enabling 

student voice was considered a priority it often seemed to be said in a way that 

suggested it was the adult choice to “give” them a voice or “allow” that voice. 
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It all comes back, doesn’t it, to that central point, which is about building 

relationships, because that then helps you to know them, that helps you 

understand them, then you can give them a voice, because they know 

you'll listen and you know that they’ll talk to you in an honest way.  (Liz, 

teacher) 

 

Giving a voice appears to sit with the idea that it needs to be facilitated by staff.  

Interestingly, from speaking to senior leaders there did not seem to be boundaries 

about what the young people may have a voice on but rather what response they 

could give it.  The critical idea here appears to be finding participation which is 

not tokenistic but does not increase anxiety for staff.  In the vignette interviews 

around students observing teachers, an example of this was discussed.  While 

reflecting, senior leaders seemed acutely aware that students should feedback 

on their learning and that staff value it but making judgements on teachers might 

be a step too far. 

 

I mean students are pretty savvy actually and you can get a lot from 

student voice.  If you ask them who is a strong teacher or ask them who 

they think is a weaker teacher we might agree, but the minute we are 

having a dialogue about lesson observation and lessons being weak that 

could go around the school, and it could destroy someone’s morale, and I 

would be against that.  (Ian, SLT) 

 

 

Even in a school which welcomes student voices and actively seeks them in some 

areas, the power of adults to enable them is evident through Simon’s use of the 

words “allow” and “receive”.  
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Even doing this group allows people to get their voice out, because in most 

schools the teachers like change the school, but the students are the 

people who actually receive it.  (Simon, year 8) 

 

The external constraints discussed by staff participants are obstacles to many 

things in school rather than specific to student voice practices.  These obstacles 

are often multi-layered and tied together.  One big obstacle could potentially be 

the motivation of the staff in the setting to engage with and facilitate student voice.  

While for the participants in this setting, this did not appear to be the case I am 

unaware of how representative of the whole staff they are.  Flutter and Ruddock 

(2004) argue that teachers need to change their identity and not just their 

behaviour to enable participation.  The positioning of student voice centrally 

within the school ethos is, therefore, important but how much this is discussed 

and shared with new staff joining the school was unclear. 

 

In this school, sometimes participants’ initial response to discussing student voice 

involved defaulting to thinking about the formal mechanisms such as school 

council, student panels, and staff selection panels.  Once the focus groups began 

discussing the questions or the senior leaders started to reflect on the vignettes, 

it became clear that student voice within the school is something more dynamic 

and part of the broader school context.  Sometimes these reflections link to the 

idea of self-evaluation with the ultimate intention of school improvement and 

academic outcomes.  It was clear, however, that this was not just about raising 

academic standards but more focused on improving practice and meaningful 

experiences.  Both a student and a staff participant individually said that at this 

school, they “create memories” and feel ownership of their school experience.  

As with the previous case study, this highlights the power and sense of belonging 
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felt in this particular school summed up by Eve (support staff) as “if you feel like 

you can make a small contribution and that you’re heard in some way or other, 

you do have a sense that you’re part of something, that you’re able to contribute 

and that’s quite a powerful process”. 

 
 
4.3 Case C:  The Bronze Rights Committed School 

 

“A key measure of a great holistic education, I think, is that you have happy, 
fulfilled, engaged people.  At the heart of that is that we need to understand 

who these kids are: how they’re feeling, what they're thinking”. 
Will, Headteacher 

 

 

4.3.1 RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student 

voice in their school? 

 

My analysis of the data identified four superordinate themes concerning how 

student voice is conceptualised and understood.  Two relate to the data gathered 

from the student focus groups and two from the staff interviews and focus group. 

An overview diagram of these superordinate themes and connected subthemes 

is in Appendix 22.  

 
 

Student perspectives. 

Theme one:  Our voices matter. 
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Our voices matter captures the way the student participants talk about student 

voice as something meaningful, conceptualising it through the sub-themes a 

better school experience and the next generation.  Their views demonstrate the 

importance they place on the hearing of their voices within the context of learning 

and education.  It also captures how they believe that as young people they might 

bring different and additional perspectives which they want acknowledging and 

understood. 

 

As with the previous two case schools, student participants believe they bring 

insider knowledge and that their views “should not be overlooked”.  Participants 

conceptualised student voice as something which allows them to share who they 

are, what they believe in, and what they would like to happen.  When talking about 

their contribution, young people often noted that they might possess a different 

outlook “to the older generation”.   
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Schools have to change and adapt as children change and adapt or learn 

in different ways.  For example, we spend a lot of time on our phones, but 

in reality, you are on your phone, but you are socialising with people and 

interacting.  This is how I learn, find out things and organise myself.  I think 

adults need to understand this.  (Mia, year 10) 

 

Mia highlights how schools need to consider how young people learn and 

subsequently tailor student voice activities to relate to their lives and interests. 

 

Theme two:  A diverse community. 

 

 

 

A diverse community demonstrates how the students talk about their school as a 

vibrant and diverse community.  This view relates to how they conceptualise 

student voice as something which involves different people working together in 
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partnerships.  These require careful balancing of power and students often 

imagined this as something which adults lead and determine. 

 

Student participants conceptualised student voice as being something which 

should be inclusive.  Naomi (year 10) highlighted the importance of “getting 

different people from different parts of the school otherwise it's not reaching out 

and you have to make sure you get to everybody”.   

 

Students universally discussed school as teaching them skills for life and ways to 

learn about society.  Samuel (year 7) stated “It’s important when you’re little 

because you need to learn about how other people feel and about society and 

generally what’s going on”.  The school has the vision Q3C which stands for 

‘Qualifications, character, competence and creativity’.  Participants shared ideas 

which encapsulate these values. 

 

I think school should help build character.  It should be a safe environment, 

and you need to get your qualifications for a job.  In schools, you have to 

mix.  We've got quite a diverse school with lots of different personalities, 

lots of different cultures and that again builds a person.  (Theo, year 10) 

 

 

These views expressed by Theo show how the school is impacting on the 

students in the broader sense than just a place to gain qualifications.  There was 

a sense that while contributing to the community and shaping it, it also develops 

the people they might become in the future. 
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You come to school and the person you come out as is shaped by the 

people around you who teach you, your friends, the people you meet. I 

think school is significant in the person that you’re going to become one 

day.  (Grace, year 10) 

 

 

I noticed that student participants in this school place a lot of trust in their 

teachers.  They seem to value the profession talking about it as “important job” 

because “they shape the next generation”.  This respect of teachers extended to 

when they make decisions young people are less keen on, such as administering 

punishments or tightening rules.  It appears that the young people in this school 

will accept this because they are generally happy in their school and feel 

supported.  There was a definite theme from student participants that power in 

the school is delicately balanced, and they need access to adults as “the people 

that can do something about it” to open up dialogue and get change. 

 

Students in Year 7 shared how at primary school, they had more access to these 

influential people. 

 

We could just go up to a powerful teacher, just people who are high and 

say, “There’s a problem with this in the playground. Could we sort it out?”  

Here, I don’t know if we’re just allowed to go up to the teacher and say 

that.  You probably could.  (Isaac, year 7) 

 

 

Isaac suggests there is a more rigid leadership system in secondary schools, and 

the senior staff are more distant from the student body. While Isaac expressed 

that he might not know if he can approach these staff, he does not dismiss the 
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idea outright.  This feeling appears to change as students have been in the school 

longer with older students vocalising they would speak up.  Some linked this to 

confidence and others to knowing the right person to go to for help.  There was a 

sense that when you begin your time at the school, you are new, you watch, and 

you learn the dynamics and cultures of the place before being able to participate 

fully in it. 

 

In the younger focus group, two Year 7 students conceptualised voice as linking 

to the amount of power you have, and they compared it to the feudal system, 

which they were studying in history. 

 

Isla: Say like Mr Davis is the headmaster of the school. He’s right at the 

top where the king would be. He kind of decides. He probably gets 

the last decision about what happens. Then it would be teachers. 

 

Isaac:  I would say the deputy teachers. 

 

Isla: And then I would say the teachers that are the head of the subjects. 

Then the teachers.  Then the students. 

 

Researcher: All the students at the bottom? 

 

Isaac: I would say sixth formers are above the other students.  They are 

more mature and have been here longer. 

 

Sophie: I would class sixth form as teachers. 

 

Isaac: Maybe Year 11s are higher right now because they’re near their 

GCSEs.  They would probably get more help right now than we 

would because obviously the teachers are thinking they’re really 

close to their GCSEs, they’re four or five years ahead. 

 

Isla: Even though we are below all the teachers and stuff, I still think we 

are treated equally.  You’ve got to respect them because they are 

respecting you. 
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This exchange demonstrates that, for younger students, there is a clear hierarchy 

in the school.  They believe it stems from your position as a member of staff and 

your age as a young person.  A narrative around examinations emerged as if that 

might be the ultimate goal of schooling.  While sharing this, there was no disquiet 

or unhappiness, maybe because, as Isla summed it up at the end, they do not 

feel unfairly treated.  I had a sense that this is the system and the students are 

willing to accept their place in it almost comforted in the knowledge that one day 

in the future they will be higher up in it. 

 

All student participants shared that they trusted “the people who run the school” 

to make decisions and accept that there are some areas in which students should 

not have a say.  In particular, they acknowledge discipline and punishments as 

adult activities.  No participants complained about unfair sanctions or rules they 

did not understand or accept.  I felt that this might be as a result of the school’s 

restorative approach to discipline, which involves students in reflecting on 

incidents with a staff member to support a resolution. 
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Staff perspectives. 

Theme three:  Purpose of school. 

 

 

 

As with the previous schools, staff participants constructed student voice as part 

of something bigger and connected it to the purpose of school and education 

more widely.  The Headteacher described the school as “a community of 

exceptional people”.  Staff explored ways in which this might benefit the 

individuals within the school and the community as a whole.   

 

The ideas expressed align closely with those shared by participants in all three 

schools.  These include views that schools have a role in fostering workforce 

readiness and preparing young people for adult life.  While talking, participants 

framed their opinions through a qualifications lens as a way to open doors to 
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further opportunities.  Staff also shared ideas about teaching responsibility and 

active citizenship as additional benefits of engaging student voice.   

 

Alongside this opportunity for personal development comes collective endeavour.  

Staff participants acknowledged that there are times when adults need to 

advocate for young people and represent them within the local community.  Staff 

described themselves as “being a voice for them” and “a conduit for them to talk 

through”.  Will (headteacher) understands that he has “more credibility to talk with 

about an issue than an inarticulate 12-year-old boy who's going through a 

stressful situation”.  This sentiment mirrors those views expressed in the two 

previous schools, including the idea that engaging student voices can help staff 

support their young people to negotiate their way in the world.   

 

Theme four:  A values-driven approach. 
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This theme explores some of the staff motivations behind engaging with and 

enabling student voice practices.  These include a belief that it will strengthen 

student outcomes in terms of qualifications and life skills.  Staff also described 

young people having “control over their education” and “being able to influence 

their future”.  Participants conceptualised student voice as a way of engaging with 

the student population through “genuinely trying to listen, understand, then 

engage and then say why you made the decisions” (Will, headteacher). 

 

Staff participants shared beliefs that giving students a choice and opportunities 

for collaboration supports their motivation and engagement to rise.  Others linked 

it feelings of belonging and agency. 

 

I was reading something on agency and how if we insist on things being 

done a particular way, how do we allow students to make mistakes and be 

able to learn from them?  If we just tell them you are not to do this, and 

you must be this we’re not allowing them to develop and become more 

independent.  (Amy, SLT) 

 

 

The theme of knowing our community highlights how the needs of students differ 

in each neighbourhood.  Staff participants in this case school shared how they 

hear more about knife crime and gang-related incidents within their communities.  

They explained the importance of being proactive in discussing these concerns 

with students openly and honestly. 

I was saying, “that year group is too young to hear about things like knife 

crime,” and the year 8s were saying, “my friend carries a knife,” so you’re 

thinking, oh okay, we need to be doing that, then.  So, it was things like, 

where I was making a judgement as an adult about what was appropriate 

for them, they were saying, “No, no, that’s already happening in our age 
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group. We already know about that. We need to know about this.  (Teresa, 

teacher) 

 

Such dialogue allows for a bottom-up approach driven by the needs of the young 

people rather than by adult expectations.  A staff participant shared another 

example about an assembly led by the Headteacher. 

 

I had a student in my form who felt that an assembly he did was incorrect 

or inappropriate or something he’d said. She asked me, “Would it be okay 

to speak to him about it?” - I actually persuaded her to do so because I 

knew she wouldn’t do it in a rude way.  Again, it’s about the voice and how 

you say it. I think he appreciates having that dialogue with students, getting 

their viewpoints on things, and allow him to improve.  (Claire, teacher) 

 

This instance demonstrates the receptiveness of receiving student feedback.  It 

also illustrates staff beliefs in there being a right way to do it through the 

established channels. 

 

4.3.2 RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school context 
relevant to student voice, and how do these affect how it is enacted? 
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Theme one:  Mindsets. 

 

 

 

Staff also discussed the school vision of Q3C using phrases including “the 

differences between us make us stronger”, “we act with integrity” and “we 

understand honest mistakes happen”.  These values are written into school self-

evaluation and school improvement documents and shared with students in lead 

lessons (assemblies). 

 

 

We haven't got them on the walls, but if we've got a difficult decision or if 

we are at the start of an important meeting or if we're looking at our next 

steps they are right at the heart of it.  (Will, headteacher) 
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All members of the SLT discussed leadership values in their vignette interviews.  

They shared that they have lively and open debates in meetings, but once they 

gain consensus, the team stand united.  The member of SLT with oversight of 

student voice activities shared how they had pushed for it to have a higher and 

more explicit focus in strategic planning. 

 

I felt quite frustrated in that I don’t think that it was given a high enough 

priority, student voice.  So, we had a whole school, SLT strategic meeting 

for next year.  We had all the points itemised that we are going to be 

working on.  Well, I said, student voice isn’t there.  Why is student voice 

not on the list? So, then I have taken it back to the headteacher, and he is 

looking at putting it more explicitly on the strategic plan.  I don’t see how 

you can have a strategic plan with no student voice on it.  (Sally, SLT) 

 

 

The Headteacher talked about the motivations behind committing to the RRSA 

and how it was important to ensure they maintained their school vision and ethos. 

 

The UNICEF award has given me real clarity around rights.  For example, 

when it's my assembly, I will choose one to focus on.  I feel a badge should 

be recognition of the good work that you've done, and sometimes a good 

kite mark program will help give you direction and feedback.  One of my 

concerns was I didn't want it to end up being a sort of indoctrination or 

something from a non-governmental organisation and pushed in and 

made to fit (names city).  It's been, I think, driven proportionately.   

 

Progress towards the RRSA is evident in some school documents and forms part 

of the PSHE curriculum in drop-down days.  Explicitly teaching about rights is not 

yet an integral part of the school’s practice, and student participants do not have 

an awareness of their rights compared to those in the gold and silver schools.   
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I don’t know my rights. I don’t know what rights I have. I don’t know what I 

can do as a 14-year-old this day and age. I feel like it would be important 

for the school to let us know that, but I feel like we don’t know much about 

our rights at all.  (Grace, year 10) 

 

 

This difference might be reflective of their earlier stage of accreditation as a RR 

school.   Ava (year 10) who is part of the UNICEF group explained “the point of 

the group was to spread a message of what our rights are but we don’t do as 

much now because the teacher running it left the school”.  Like the silver school, 

the RRSA appears to have lost some momentum this year without a designated 

teacher leading it. 

 

Theme two:  Making time and space. 
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Provision mapping of student voice activities across the four arenas of 

participation concerning Article 12 (UNCRC) is in Appendix 21. This document 

shows an extensive range of opportunities for students to be actively engaged in 

the life of the school and have their views listened to, facilitated, and taken 

seriously.   

 

The four arenas of participation are represented equally in this document.  In this 

school, student voice was often initially conceptualised by students as the school 

council.  Zoe (year 9) shared “I think student voice in this school is represented 

through the student council because people talk to the people on student council 

and then we raise it, and then sometimes we act on what people say”.  The use 

of the word “sometimes” here is pertinent and shows that the council has some 

role in mediating the voices of students.  Those students who are not involved in 

the student council have less faith in its ability to function as a representative 

body for all students.  Samuel (year 7) believes that “the voices of students are 

rarely listened to because the student council make the majority of the decisions 

between themselves. I just feel that it does not represent everyone”. 

 

If an idea reaches student council, it is unclear who decides whether they act 

upon it.  I observed a meeting of the cabinet, which is the core leaders of the 

student council who have been elected by the sider council.  Each week they 

discuss any issues raised earlier in the week and complete agreed actions.  Any 

ideas they wish to take forward are written as a one-page proposal and targeted 

to the most appropriate member of staff.  Members of the cabinet themselves 
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acknowledge that they do not get the engagement with the wider school 

population they would like, and there is student apathy towards the system and 

what it is able to achieve.  They shared frustration at “representatives not turning 

up” and a need for a wider range of voices in order “to know what kind of direction 

to push things in”. 

 

It is interesting that when discussing student voice, there was default to assuming 

this meant the school council.  In the school, several other student-led groups are 

actioning change and gaining momentum.  These include ambassador groups for 

UNICEF, mental health, and anti-bullying.  All these groups have had training, led 

whole school days to raise awareness, and have delivered learning activities 

across the school on PSHE days.  These groups are shaping the work the school 

does, impacting on policy and making decisions yet they were not always 

conceptualised as student voice. 

 

 

Theme three:  Staff commitment. 
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Shier’s (2001) model of pathways to participation helps to understand staff 

involvement in the case school by considering the three levels of commitment: 

openings, opportunities and obligations.  Student voice appears to be an 

essential part of the school’s pedagogic practices through department reviews 

and focus groups selected to meet with SLT.  These suggest openings are 

created for student participation in the process and that there is responsiveness 

to student requests, for example, the LGBTQ+ group.  With regards to 

opportunities, time and money are allocated to planning, administering and 

analysing the annual student survey.  Building these findings into the school 

strategic plan is now established practice. 

 

Staff participants articulated a student voice that needed to be coherent but “not 

so over-engineered that you miss the naturalness of it”.  It appears the way they 

manage this is through the focus on building effective relationships.  This coalition 

between adults and students is discussed further in the experiences section. 
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Theme four:  Student engagement. 

 

 

 

 

There are many ways young peoples’ voices are engaged in this school.  This 

section will focus on how student voice is enacted with regards to teaching and 

learning.  I noticed that students often talked about teaching, and they notice if 

teachers have a passion for their subject and an interest which is infectious and 

can enthuse them.   

 

It is easier, and you definitely enjoy it more if you have a personal 

connection with that teacher.  It is not just learn this like this, it is more that 

you would have a conversation about something.  It sticks in your head 

more, and you learn more.  (Theo, year 10) 

 

 

Here the role of the teacher is not just one of transferring knowledge to them but 

one of engaging them, bringing the topic alive, and encouraging ownership of 
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their learning.  These student participants expect good teaching, and they will 

speak out if it is not happening.  Several students described times when they had 

spoken to their teachers about factors which were impacting on their learning, 

and all agreed that their teachers had responded positively.  Hazel (year 10) 

shared an example she described as “quite brutal, but we got a positive 

response”.  This incident involved a teacher whose lessons they were finding 

tedious and not enjoyable.    

 

A student just decided to say to the teacher, “Yeah, but none of us like 

your class”.  That was a bit brutal, but it’s ok because the teacher went 

home and thought about it and realised that the class could be taught in a 

different way to suit everyone better.  We just had worksheets constantly 

and were getting angry.  She was getting angry, and someone said “We’re 

not enjoying the lesson.  Maybe if we did more Kahoot or if we did it on 

Senaca more often”.  That must have hurt, but she listened.  By expressing 

something, it brought about a change. 

 

 

A second theme linked to student engagement was that of personal development.  

Staff talked ideologically about wanting to enable students to step up their civic 

engagement and supporting ways for them to grow.  They framed these ideas 

through the school vision statements of “growing through doing, growing through 

volunteering, and growing through knowing yourself”.  These were not ideas 

which students explicitly vocalised; however, they have noticed that “this school 

is always trying to provide you with opportunities” and “you have people guiding 

you, and you grasp those important social skills”. 
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4.3.3 RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within 

their school? 

 

My analysis of the data identified superordinate themes concerning the 

experiences of student voice with this setting.  Two relate to the data gathered 

from the student focus groups and two from the staff interviews and focus group.   

An overview diagram of these superordinate themes and connected subthemes 

is in Appendix 22.  

 

Student perspectives. 

Theme one:  Our lived experience. 

 

 

 

Student participants provided an affirmative narrative of our lived experience at 

school, including the positive impact of being heard.  These descriptions included 
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examples of how they feel supported and acknowledged.  Participants articulated 

feelings of being understood, belonging, and having a degree of autonomy.  Zoe 

(year 9) shared “I feel like Student Voice is not necessarily heard, but it’s 

something that you feel”.  When students talked about their lived experiences, 

they spoke of the importance of connecting with their teachers and not feeling as 

if they are just another statistic. 

 

I feel some schools might have a very systematic view of people based on 

scores.  They have your name, what kind of student you are, like your 

ethnicity, your age, your background, all that kind of stuff. That’s all that 

some headteachers know if they don’t teach you.  But with our teachers, 

you can build a relationship.  (Grace, year 10) 

 

Students universally named adults in the school who they could go to and voice 

an opinion or ask for support.  As in the previous two case schools, this is most 

often their form tutor who seems to be the person they attach to on arrival at the 

school.  Senior staff also voiced the importance of maintaining that contact with 

their students in both the classroom and daily life of the school.  Kerrie (SLT) 

explained “The day they stop coming and knocking on my door is the day I don’t 

do this job anymore.  I want to be approachable and I want them to come and 

talk to me”.   

 

 

Students voiced a few instances of uncomfortable feelings.  As with the examples 

in the previous schools, students based these reflections on relationships with 

specific teachers who they felt did not understand them.  There was, however, 

one clear example of when they felt their voice and wellbeing was overlooked, 

which was shared by all the KS4 students.  These opinions referred to the 
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removal of core PE lessons from their timetable to replace them with GCSEs in 

PE theory or statistics.  Students perceived this as being to “boost the school’s 

examination results” rather than for their benefit.  This discontent was the only 

time there appeared to be a disconnect between the students and staff and it had 

left the students feeling disempowered. 

 

I find it strange that we can have an opinion when it comes to stuff in our 

curriculum if you don't understand or like how we are learning it, but then 

we don't have an opinion on something which the school has just changed, 

but they didn't have to do. It's just kind of confusing the way that it is.  

(Logan, year 10) 

 

 

It was interesting as students had voiced earlier in the focus group discussion 

how they should fight for something they believed in, but with this, they had not 

expressed their unhappiness to school leaders.  I got a sense that they were 

voicing it to me because it frustrated them, but that they had possibly bought into 

the narrative that it might be useful to have more qualifications.  From this, a 

discussion about school experience changing as examinations took on a more 

significant focus ensued. While not directly linked to student voice practices, it felt 

as if the drive for academic outcomes in schools is something felt by the young 

people.  

 

It appears achieving a sense of autonomy in school is not easy for students.  

Having shared how they felt powerless about curriculum changes, they begin to 

reflect on their school experience compared to some of their friends in other 

schools.  One student shared how at a friend’s school, they are no longer allowed 
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to talk in the corridors and there was a strong response of “that would never 

happen here”.  This discussion coming straight after the complaints about PE 

highlighted to me that in a school where the young people feel heard and 

understood the majority of the time, they might be more willing to accept some of 

the less popular decisions when they happen. 

 

Theme two:  Who’s in and who’s out? 

 

 

 

Who’s in and who’s out captures patterns across the student participant data 

about whose voices are heard and whose might be silenced.  The earlier theme 

of student engagement explored these, including ideas about who the student 

council represents and how adults sometimes mediate the views of students. 
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This school has a more ethnically diverse population than the other two case 

schools, and this was evident in the discussions which took place in the focus 

groups.  Students talked about the “Equality Project” aimed at “giving minorities 

a platform”, and they described how the student council had supported the 

acquisition of black and minority ethnic literature.  While two individuals had led 

this on the student council, it had gained momentum in the wider school 

community.  The headteacher shared how, to resolve challenges or conflicts 

which arise, he includes the young people to become part of the solution. 

 

It started with a couple of students who came with a complaint about the 

use of the n-word in a text.  Then there was a discussion about whether 

people can use that word and in which case is it right to use it and which 

case is it wrong.  So, then we got a few more people to the next meeting, 

and then we came to a sort of consensus on when we could use it and 

couldn't use it and then we shared that out across the school.  We still 

need to keep going back to that, but we need to include the young people 

to understand the complexities. 

 

 

Participants talked about the importance of integrating their diverse school 

community and how they feel giving all members a voice might support this. 

 

I think it helps understand different cultures which I think is important 

because there are a lot of arguments in society around different cultures 

and culture clashes and if they’re completely segregated they're going to 

eventually come together and it could be a clash, and I think that 

integration helps that understanding especially from a young age.  (Theo, 

year 10) 
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While the breadth and diversity of the community is a strength, student 

participants talked about how the size of the school can sometimes leave them 

feeling silenced.  This exclusion might be through the formal mechanism of the 

student council or the everyday practices in the school, including larger class 

sizes.  There was a clear narrative in all of the student focus groups that you 

become more valued as you get older.  As discussed previously, participants 

linked this to the idea that this is because you are studying for your examinations.  

This assumption might suggest that students have internalised the belief that the 

most crucial part of schooling is the qualifications you gain and the end product 

rather than the process.  This mindset supports earlier discussions about the 

prioritising of learning and curriculum for GCSE students.   

 

Younger students discussed feeling more invisible and noted this might be worse 

if you are a less assertive person.  Samuel (year 7) shared “I don’t think my 

teachers know me at all, because I’m more of an introverted person and I just 

don’t like talking to people without actually knowing them”.  However, all student 

participants personally said they had someone they could go to in school.  There 

was a consensus that in the student support area known as ‘Return to Learn’, 

there would be access to help and specialist staff. 

 

They have qualifications and skills with supporting us with issues which 

maybe other teachers, maybe like a science teacher or someone that 

doesn't have any background in like talking to people, doesn't.  There are 

people with different skills and backgrounds who we could go to talk to 

about certain stuff and different things.  (Theo, year 10) 
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Staff perspectives. 

Theme three:  Person-centred learning community 

 

 

Person-centred learning community captures the way that data from staff 

interviews and discussions prioritised knowing their students and placing them at 

the centre of planning and decisions that affect them.  Staff participants made 

frequent reference to restorative approaches to behaviour which they felt were 

conducive to listening to and hearing students.   

 

I don't think you can have good student voice and have a behaviour 

system that is largely based on punitive actions because you won't get free 

speech and you won't get people discussing stuff and you won't get people 

reflecting on the harsh words that they've said or the decisions they've 

made if there is a fear of being punished.  (Josh, Support staff) 
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Staff participants talked about the importance of showing young people they are 

listened to, respected, and valued.  They explained how training on using positive 

language has impacted positively and improved their practice helping them to be 

more skilled at talking to young people.  Staff participants talked about bringing 

people together and young people as valued partners.  Within this narrative, they 

reflected on addressing difficulties with honesty and care and more than once 

people used the phrase “honest mistakes happen”.  They described how 

sometimes hearing the perspectives of others can open up dialogue or feedback 

which you might not want to hear.  Will (headteacher) talked about the importance 

of managing this feedback and balancing staff morale. 

 

The other little challenge that you will get with it is that sometimes when 

you're receiving feedback it hurts.  It can hurt as a leader.  When you want 

every kid to feel happy at your school.  When the survey comes out, and 

they don't all feel happy, that's upsetting.  And equally sometimes when 

you are feeding back to staff that student voice feel this you have to kind 

of wrap it up and give them the resource to respond but also the emotional 

space to respond from. 

 

 

This opportunity to give feedback allows the young people in the school to 

participate in shared decision-making through supporting the adults to evaluate 

practice and potentially influence changes to policy and processes. 
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Theme four:  Practical agenda for change 

 

 

 

Practical agenda for change demonstrates how staff conceptualised the potential 

for student voice to have an impact.  As already described there appears to be a 

real power in not only hearing the students but in responding to and enacting their 

ideas.  When curriculum time is tight, and examinations are on the horizon, this 

can be challenging, but staff sometimes have to follow the student’s lead and 

adapt what they had planned.   

 

Some of the best lessons I remember were ones I hadn’t planned to 

deliver.  It doesn’t necessarily come from us ourselves, but when we start 

a lesson and, unfortunately, if there’s been a terrorist attack or if there’s 

been something happen, the students want to explore these things.  



 163 

They’re sometimes the best lessons that we have because every single 

student is engaged, taking part and having that voice through giving their 

own opinion.  (Claire, teacher) 

 

This approach to authentically hearing young people is also evident in the 

approach to visitors to the school.  Staff shared that parents can ask for a tour of 

the school at any time and that often the headteacher will randomly select 

students to come out and talk to them or show them around the school. 

 

When we do tours, he won’t just get you to choose the students to come 

out to speak to the parents. He will go in and say, “If your birthday is in 

March or if you’re born on the 13th day, those students come out”.  So, it’s 

not like we’re tailoring it to choose students who will speak positively.  He 

gets a range of different voices. Some of the students might say, “I don’t 

like it here.” It’s the risk you take, but at least it’s honest.  (Amanda, support 

staff) 

 

 

Internal dilemmas arise around maintaining morale and engagement in the 

school community.  One SLT participant discussed the importance of “not 

becoming too removed from the classroom” as this might impact on relations with 

staff and students.  The potential for tokenism was another area discussed.  

Participants raised concerns of “the danger of a really powerful voice of twenty 

students theoretically representing the 1500 students”.  Running parallel to this 

view was the belief that the school needs to continue to find ways to engage 

further those who might already be positioned on the margins. 

 

There's a lovely phrase that someone said, “The person that you need to 

listen to most carefully in the room is the person whose views most 

different from yours”.  We sometimes need to listen to those kids that are 

on the edge of your group most carefully.  If you don’t, there is a real 

danger that you get stuck into groupthink.  And you all sit there as a team 
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of teachers and engage students by saying “well this is how it is, instead 

of going into the uncomfortable place and finding out where things are 

going wrong.  (Will, headteacher) 

 

 

In their interviews, senior leaders reflected on the many challenges they face in 

schools and how some of these have the potential to disengage young people 

and potentially disempower them.  As with the two previous schools, the external 

pressures most often referenced were tensions around managing budgets, 

staffing and curriculum.  It appears the way the school have found to handle this 

is through trying to break down barriers between staff and students and create 

spaces for dialogue, particularly over contentious issues.  Balancing this is, 

however, challenging as evident in the example of the PE lessons when students 

are not happy with a change yet are unwilling to raise it assuming the curriculum 

and timetable is a non-negotiable area.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 

My research aimed to investigate how staff and students in the case schools 

conceptualise student voice; what the school does to enable it, and how it is 

enacted and experienced by those in each setting.  With a focus on each school 

in context, I explored each case in its own right in the previous chapter.  In this 

section, I discuss and further interpret data collected and analysed from across 

the three case studies, searching for common themes.  For each research 

question, I synthesis and discuss the findings further with reference to previous 

literature, theories and models of participation while considering the contribution 

they make to existing knowledge. 

 

5.1 RQ1:  How do Staff and Students View and Conceptualise 
Student Voice in Their School? 

 

5.1.1 “We have a voice”: Active citizenship. 

The idea of active citizenship encompasses views shared by participants which 

expressed how student voice involves being an active part of the school 

community.  Participants linked it with the notion of personal development and as 

a means of providing young people with some ownership of their school 

experiences.  Sometimes this was framed within the language of rights and 

responsibilities.  This language of rights was more potent and more explicit in the 

gold school accounts.  Here, participants cited the UNCRC and located it as part 

of the culture of the school which translates into everyday language and 

practices.  This finding supports earlier research on RRSA where awareness of 
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the rights of others and a rights-based ethos were noted (Covell & Howe, 2005; 

Sebba & Robinson, 2010).   

 

In the silver and bronze schools, rights were more often inferred through, for 

example, a belief that students can always speak up and find someone to listen.  

The UNCRC was barely referenced except in the bronze school by those involved 

in the UNICEF group.  Here too, participants conceptualised student voice as 

being something which should acknowledge the diversity of the school population 

and challenge the homogeneity of the students as one voice.  Reassuringly, this 

same narrative was evident in staff accounts and maybe demonstrates how the 

conceptualisation of voice is inextricably linked to the broader school ethos.   

 

Embedded in the concept of voice enabling active citizenship were the themes of 

current autonomy, finding our place in the world, and future citizens.  Participants 

conceptualised voice and levels of participation as something which increases as 

you mature and progress through school and get closer to adulthood. This belief 

in children’s evolving capacity by being offered a range of school experiences 

was evident in all the schools, particularly in terms of having leadership 

opportunities and an ability to influence decision-making.  All three schools have 

older students leading focus groups, peer mentoring schemes, and ambassador 

roles.  These practices fit with some of the developmental justifications for 

participation, as discussed in the literature review (Farthing, 2012).  Older 

participants described how participation in a range of student voice practices had 

supported them in developing skills, gaining confidence, building competencies 

and shaping aspirations.  This finding aligns with other small-scale research 
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projects (Cruddas, 2005; Fielding & Bragg, 2003; Mitra, 2004; 2009; Toshalis & 

Nakkula, 2012) and fits the idea of becoming a more responsible community 

member as one progresses through the system. 

 

5.1.2 “Our voices together”: Collective endeavour. 

When conceptualising voice, both staff and students talked of collective efforts, 

including working together, collaborating, and partnerships.  They shared stories 

of being part of a community and interacting with different people to widen their 

horizons and experience.  For example, conceptualising voice as a social 

interaction which involves speaking and listening suggests a relational element 

being central to the process. 

 

Researchers have argued that collective formations of knowledge are involved 

when conceptualising young people’s rights, and they relate to their experiences 

of participation and influence (Harcourt & Hägglund, 2013).  I believe this may 

also be the case when imagining student voice.  Participants drew on 

experiences, remembering times they felt heard, listened to and understood.  In 

the data, this presented as talking about connections with specific staff and often 

included activities outside the formal curriculum. 

 

5.1.3 “Everyone having a say”: Balancing power. 

Participation and voice for young people do not negate the vital role of adults or 

imply that adults give up their share of responsibility (Purdy, 1992).  Childhood is 

a time of governance by others, and schools are no exception to this.  They are 

rule-bound with an expectation that children accept social and cultural norms.  
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These rules and regulations are potentially disempowering through limiting 

children from meaningful decision-making and potential tokenism (Lundy, 2007).  

Students can offer opinions and ideas, but they must rely on others to take on 

board their views within adult created systems. 

 

While participants assumed the right to a voice, it is interesting to consider 

whether the young people assign the rights to themselves or believe they are 

gifted to them by adults.  The very nature of the UNCRC is that it bestows and 

legislates rights.  This conferring of rights is similar to schools where the need to 

guide and protect young people in their care drives governance and policy 

creation.  Lundy (2007) argues that some of the rights-based justifications for 

engaging student voice have not paid enough attention to the power balance 

which exists and subsequently practices reinforce the status quo.  

 

In my study, participants never separated student voice practices from processes 

involving adults.  I noted that students often talked about having opportunities 

given to them or endorsed and facilitated by adults.  Most of the time, they 

described trusting and being comfortable with this power dynamic.  Their 

willingness to accept this was curious to me, and I possibly expected a little more 

discord.  Some participants in each school were selected as they had disengaged 

with organised participatory activities but it seems they still felt they had 

opportunities for a voice.  It appears these young people are willing to concede 

to adult authority if it comes from shared understanding and meaningful 

relationships rather than through a transactional culture.  Likewise, staff 



 169 

participants talked about an expectation of participation and appreciation of 

opportunities for intergenerational reciprocity.   

 

5.1.4 “Our voices matter”: A better school. 

In all the schools, when talking about student voice, it was conceptualised as 

doing something positive.  This idea is explored in the three case reports under 

the themes our voices matter, the greater good, and we have something to say.  

I believe that this perhaps stems from the idea of responsibility and could be 

linked to schools’ rights-based work, albeit at different levels.  There was a strong 

narrative across all schools regardless of whether actively involved in student 

voice practices or not, that it matters and brings perceived benefits.   

 

The data suggest that it is important for those young people who are active in 

formal student voice practices such as the school council, peer mentoring or 

specific groups to feel as if they are doing something to make a difference to the 

community.  Young people often talked about enabling change and brighter 

futures for others.  Even when change does not happen, they conceptualise it as 

“at least we tried” or “we were involved” meaning they continue to believe that 

change is possible. These views align with previous research that young people 

who feel listened to experience more significant investment in future interventions 

(Mager & Nowak, 2012; Mitra, 2004; Tisdall, 2015).  Much of this research has 

been focussed on school councils specifically.  Still, my study shows that students 

can experience similar feelings of empowerment from participation across many 

arenas of school life.  What matters is the feeling it brings from participating in 

the process rather than the outcome in itself.  This finding supports previous 
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findings by Harcourt and Hägglund (2013), who argue that experienced rights 

lead to feelings of connection and belonging. 

 

Staff participants opened up an interesting dialogue which explored the function 

and purpose of student voice.  In line with students, they view student voice 

practices as an inherently good thing to do.  This belief in the intrinsic value of it 

appears to stem from conceptualisations about the purpose of school and how 

they view students.  Senior leaders in all three schools at some point described 

students as users, customers or clients. Rogers (2012) eloquently argues that 

while this concept of student consumers did lead to the policy which proposed 

voice (DfE 2003; 2004), the reality was one which mostly muted their voices 

within the pedagogic practices of the school.  This finding was evident in my data 

with uncomfortable feelings around voice most often associated with classroom 

practices and the process of learning.  These appeared to stem from a lack of 

ownership of personal learning goals and targets, or teachers who were 

unfamiliar with their individual strengths and approaches to learning.  In two of 

the schools, students perceived that some curriculum decisions were being made 

to enhance school results and reputation over student choice.  While the 

customer or client label might bring with it the concept of choice, it also has a 

focus on feedback and evaluation which sit at the lower end of the continuum of 

participation typologies as expression and consultation (Toshalis & Nakkula, 

2012). 
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5.2 RQ2:  What are the Characteristics and Features of the 
School Context Relevant to Student Voice, and How do 
These Affect How it is Enacted? 

 

5.2.1 Participatory ethos. 

Student voice is a two-way process.  While students have some responsibility to 

speak up, they are also dependent on institutional conditions, policies, and the 

culture of the school to support them in doing so.  These occurring priorities and 

practices reflect the underpinning values of the institution and form the building 

blocks from which plans and procedures are made and enacted. 

 

Across the three case schools, leaders talked about the school ethos as being 

conducive to enabling student voice.  Ethos is a word commonly used about 

schools, but it can be quite an elusive idea to recognise, describe, and measure.   

The ethos within a school is the fundamental values and the underlying sentiment 

that informs the beliefs and practices within that school community (Allder, 1993).  

It can be considered to be a kind of climate or social glue which holds the place 

together.  Across the three case schools, leaders talked about their values and 

how this had shaped the school vision of providing holistic education.  There was 

a clear narrative that to develop the whole child, they had to be part of the 

process.   

When Headteachers and school leaders spoke, they rarely referenced legislation 

or policy around voice.  When they did, it included the UNCRC and historical 

guidance on Every Child Matters, Citizenship curriculum and community 

cohesion.  Staff in all three schools suggested that there was an expectation from 
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Ofsted that young people were involved in the life of the school and decision-

making.  So, while they are mindful of legislation and guidance, it appears they 

are not the main drivers behind a participatory ethos. 

 

My findings demonstrate that the RRSA has enabled the framing of practices 

through a rights lens.  Leaders in all the schools described how the UNCRC is an 

excellent starting point for the development of voices in schools. Commitment to 

it was more of a driving factor in the gold school.  There the RRSA has been in 

place for almost 15 years having grown from previous community cohesion 

projects across the local authority.  It is the only school in this study which 

references voice in its vision statement and the only school not to have a school 

council but rather a model of distributed student leadership.  This commitment to 

the UNICEF award and the many years of embedding it has naturally woven 

rights, voice, and participation into the fabric of the school making it strong 

enough to withstand changes in staff and maybe shifts in the education policy 

context. 

 

While ethos seems to be something shared, a collective belief which drives the 

organisation, there are potentials for a clash of values between young people and 

the adults.   A report from the Children’s Commissioner (2014) recommended 

that schools should establish an open, positive culture where feedback and 

children’s views are valued.   It was evident in interviews and focus groups that 

this matters in these schools.  While those in power largely determine the values, 

it seems that access to these people, a chance to feed into the plans for the 

school and to know when you have and what difference it made is valuable.  



 173 

Student voice practices are perhaps a way to involve the young people in creating 

and changing that ethos as a dynamic process giving them something to be part 

of outside their world vision. 

 

This idea of a negotiated and shifting culture is explored powerfully by Leitch and 

Mitchell (2007) whose research shows the potential disconnect which can exist 

between a school leader’s view of the school and the student’s interpretation of 

it.  An important message from Leitch and Mitchell’s (2007) research was that 

when there is a readiness for genuine student involvement it could better tackle 

this gap between rhetoric and reality.  

 

The idea of a difference between the espoused ethos, which may be the one in 

the policies and on the website and the lived everyday experiences is an 

interesting one.  In the gold school, the espoused ethos is one of rights and a 

culture of care.  The students talked about their school experiences in this way.  

There were few tensions and less talk of hierarchies.  In the silver school, the 

espoused ethos of the whole child was shared by students in terms of having 

opportunities and support.  Still, the experiences they shared in some classrooms 

seemed less in line with this and more in line with a narrower attainment driven 

process.  There were pride and attachment to the school but most often linked to 

the qualifications they might leave with.  Interestingly, this school experienced the 

most talk of hierarchies and had what appeared to be the lowest expectations of 

student voice being part of a process of change.  In the bronze school, there was 

a deep connection with the ethos that “our differences make us stronger” and that 
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diversity is valued.  These findings demonstrate that even in schools committed 

to RRSA, students feel different levels of enfranchisement. 

 

5.2.2 Participatory structures. 

In line with earlier UNICEF (2001) research my findings show that a strategic 

approach is needed to widen participation and ensure that student voice practices 

become obligations and part of the agreed policy of the organisation.  Structures 

appear to be more participatory when schools are proactive in involving students, 

and it is woven into the structures and done routinely and systematically as 

happened in the gold school. 

 

Finding time amongst numerous procedures and initiatives is challenging.  Tisdall 

(2015) explores the concept of time in schools observing how it is tightly 

accounted for, ruled by bells, and with little curriculum time for staff to detract 

from.  Often student voice practices are non-mandatory and, therefore, need to 

find new space in time which is precious.  In my research schools, participation 

often required young people to give up their free social time.  Examples across 

all schools show they are willing to do this when they feel passionate about the 

subject, can see the relevance, and feel there is a possibility for change. 

 

Within participatory structures, there needs to be accountability.  By this, I mean 

in the broadest sense that those involved should account for their actions.  An 

example from this research is how those on the school council manage 

representation and feedback.  Participants reported that school council 

representatives operated this differently and inconsistently.  This discrepancy is 



 175 

an area which needs further consideration as it leaves those not involved feeling 

the council at best does very little, and at worst serves only members’ interests.  

This disparity needs addressing as other research has shown that those in 

positions of power, such as governors sometimes view student voice as just the 

school council (Cross, Hulme & McKinney, 2014).  Also, the young people in my 

piloting most often conceptualised student voice as the school council.  This 

framing was different to those in my case schools, which demonstrates that those 

schools with a RRSA focus might already have more embedded structures for 

student voice which parallels previous research (Covell & Howe, 2005; Sebba & 

Robinson, 2010).  Students in the gold school did not speak in this way, and I 

would suggest this is because the structures are not of peer representation but 

rather student involvement at many levels through participatory groups. 

 

5.2.3 Participatory groups. 

In all three schools, there are student-led groups which are enacting change.  

These spaces are sometimes student-created, most often by older students.  

Cornwall and Coelho (2007) suggest it is wise to make a distinction between 

these created spaces over those adult spaces which invite students to participate.  

My research findings indicate that these student-driven groups were the ones 

seen to be enacting more change in the school.  Participants talked about eco 

groups, peer support and mentoring, LGBTQ+, mental health, UNICEF, and the 

equality groups in the most empowering ways.  These groups seemed to run freer 

of adult control and less formally with members able to join if interested.  
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My research highlights the need for balance between having a constitution and 

guidelines for a representative body such as a school council and harnessing 

passion and momentum for things as they arise.  There is an expectation that 

school councils be professional and have set roles, responsibilities and remits.  

They imitate an adult world of agendas, meetings, minutes and sometimes 

budgets.  Some research has suggested this helps allow for inclusion and 

equality of opportunity through the election of representatives (Wyness, 2005).  

Alternatively, other research suggests it is limiting for the council to be an elite 

activity out of the interests and reach of many students (Mager & Nowak, 2013; 

Percy-Smith, 2010).  By allowing student-created and generated groups, all three 

case schools had widened participation to maybe include those young people 

typically outside student voice practices.  These groups appear to have relevance 

as they are tackling issues which exist in the school and are brought to the fore 

by students.  While they have often needed a member of staff to advocate or 

advise them, this appears to be through working alongside in a bottom-up way 

which allows for the identification of shared goals and improved communication 

between students and adults. 

 

These groups also have educational value providing participants with new skills 

of communication and decision-making along with developing responsibility, 

teamwork, and positive peer leadership.  There is training for specific roles such 

as peer mentors or anti-bullying and mental health ambassadors.  This 

investment in skills appears to provide responsibility and loyalty to these roles, 

potentially enhancing the motivation to do the job well.   
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Data in this study showed the importance of good relationships and mutual 

respect between those involved in student voice activities.  Some of this stemmed 

from the collective ethos.  At other times, it was from an understanding of the 

clarity, purpose, and the scope of the activity.  For example, in all three schools, 

students have a role in selection panel interviews for staff.  Within this role, there 

are expectations of conduct and confidentiality.  Likewise, students are involved 

in formal department evaluations.  Again, the need for a common understanding 

of protocols and how the school uses the feedback these reviews generate is 

essential.  Senior staff in this study value sharing this evaluative space with 

students but are mindful of ensuring colleagues across the school feel student 

views form just one strand of the process.  Student participants shared that they 

enjoy these formal adult-led activities and feel they have something valuable to 

contribute. 

 

Some previous research has suggested a mistrust by peers of students who have 

positions of power in school (Cox & Robinson-Plant, 2005).  These researchers 

argue that other students might view students with positions of authority as doing 

adult work or colluding with adults.  This finding was not evident in my data.  This 

difference might be because Cox and Robinson-Plant’s (2005) research was in 

primary schools where telling on one another might be more the norm, and 

perhaps fewer formal groupings of students exist to counter these formal 

established groups.  It also does not fit with the narratives I heard of trust in older 

students, particularly sixth formers.  My study demonstrated how bringing 

together groups of students whose paths might not ordinarily cross has the 

potential for encouraging peer interactions and for collaboration across the 
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arenas of participation.  I observed this happen in some of the focus groups where 

young people offered support for differing views, found a connection, and even 

built future friendships with those they had not met before.   

 

5.3 RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice 
within their school? 

 

5.3.1 Who’s in and who’s out? 

The question of who participates is vital because by asking it, we recognise that 

students are not homogenous and unique mechanisms might be needed to 

engage with some members of the school community.  As discussed in the 

literature review, there is a risk that the term ‘voice’ suggests a voice that is 

collective and unified (Thomson & Gunter, 2006). 

 

In this study, voice was sometimes naively hailed as a harmonious inclusion of 

all views and an assumption made of equitable positioning.  Other research has 

suggested that in reality, there are many dissonant or inaudible voices in schools 

(Bahou, 2011; Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016; Mitra, 2009;).  While my 

findings did not highlight much dissonance, staff and student participants 

referenced some examples of times when their voices had felt discouraged, 

muted or ignored.  These findings often came with a reflection that they might 

have had access to channels of communication had they been motivated to 

speak up.  Arnot and Reay (2007) argue that within practices which gather voices, 

there should be an acknowledgement of the interaction, diversity, and context 

specificity of voices.  They also recommend a focus on the production and 
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processes for gathering views rather than what is being said.  Their research 

implies that voice is socially constructed and representative of the existing 

hierarchies rather than as a way to challenge them.  This can make the elicitation 

of silent, suppressed voices difficult.  I have no evidence from my data that voices 

were being actively blocked by the practices which exist.  However, the young 

people themselves made it very clear that voices of hate, such as attacks on 

people who have protected characteristics, should not go unchallenged.  While 

this was shared in the safety of our focus groups, students also acknowledged 

there are times when they suppress what they feel or think for fear of the 

consequences of voicing them in front of some peers. 

 

In all three schools, SLT raised the importance of increasing participation to a 

broader cross-section of the school community.  I noticed it seemed to be a 

desire, but it was not always clear that any specific planning on how to achieve 

this was taking place, as discussed in the previous section.  Previous research 

has suggested that most students are conditioned to participate and by giving 

power to some, hierarchies are enforced (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016).    

In my study, student participants talked about there being hierarchies in their 

schools, but the data also recognises how voice might traverse and influence 

hierarchies.  Sometimes those higher up were defined in terms of their age and 

subsequently perceived maturity.  Students appeared happy to accept these 

knowing that one day they will have moved higher up in the system.  At other 

times, there were perceptions that students who are disruptive in class and break 

the rules have higher status amongst their peers.  Young people voiced that they 

feel uncomfortable about this, maybe because obedience is ingrained in us from 
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childhood with the school having many legitimate authority figures, including 

teachers and perhaps older students.   

 

My study suggests that approaches to behaviour based on relationships and 

empowerment rather than authoritarian measures are conducive to positive 

student voice experiences.  Staff participants told me with pride that they strive 

not to exclude students, and only one of the schools operates a system of 

isolation as a sanction.  While examining these claims further is beyond the scope 

of this study, it highlights how staff participants connect voice to engaging more 

meaningfully with more of the student population.   

 

Data in my study highlights how participants often conceptualised student voice 

as coming together, belonging, and feeling your voice resonates with and is part 

of your school experience.  Enabling voice appears to meet some fundamental 

psychological needs which are central to human motivation, including 

competence, agency, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  My participant 

accounts highlight how student voice is central to the learning process and giving 

students control over how they learn, and sometimes what they learn supports 

their engagement with it and helps them see the relevance. This research also 

shows that having a wide range of ways to get involved potentially allows for more 

engagement with students, and a more extensive range of views be encapsulated 

in the term voice.   

 

In all three schools, there were examples shared of openings and spaces for 

dialogue and discussion between adults and young people.  Examples ranged 
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from deepening understanding through restorative approaches, connecting while 

engaging in extra-curricular activities, accompanying a tutee to have a 

challenging conversation, and proudly watching students present at national 

conferences.  These exchanges are what Mercer and Dawes (2014) refer to as 

bi-directional interactions which can challenge and breakdown systems and 

processes and support equality and inclusivity of voice.  These findings share 

those of previous literature which argues for adults positioning themselves 

alongside young people rather than activities being top-down (Bragg, 2007; 

Cook-Sather, 2006; Fielding 2012). 

 

5.3.2 Responsiveness of school leaders. 

Across the three case schools, there was a clear commitment from staff to the 

process of consulting students and working in partnership with them.  Some 

previous research has suggested that there are safe areas for children to be 

involved in decision-making.  These include event planning, fundraising and 

improving services which directly affect them, such as school meals and the 

playground (Brasof, 2015; Cockburn, 2005).  These are risk-free areas because 

they do not challenge the existing status quo and the delicate power balances 

within a school (Fielding 2012; Wisby, 2011).  In my study, staff occasionally 

expressed views on what might be inappropriate or unsuitable areas for students 

to participate in including staff appraisal and behaviour policy.  Many of them, 

including all three headteachers, said that in theory, nothing was off-limits in 

terms of discussion.  This view did, however, come with a caveat that young 

people need to understand process and procedure to reflect our society which 

has boundaries and limits which they have to learn to work within.   
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I agree with Lundy’s (2018) assertion that children’s rights are absolute which 

means they should not have conditions attached to them or be seen as a 

removable reward.  Still, in reality, school practices and the power imbalances in 

student-teacher relationships can lead to student voice initiatives, perhaps 

inadvertently, being suppressed.  As discussed in the literature review, certain 

limits placed on children are deemed justifiable as schools in the role of loco 

parentis will have to make decisions in the ‘best interests’ of their students (Purdy, 

1992).   

 

Many academics have recognised participation in schools as a political issue 

(Arnot & Reay, 2006; Biesta, 2019; Fielding, 2012; Fletcher, 2017; Robinson, 

2011).  Debates include how those in power might abuse the concept in order to 

serve their interests or as a means to reproduce or further entrench existing 

power structures.  Alternatively, participatory structures and processes, as 

discussed above, might be able to challenge the dominant or existing power 

structures.  The determination of the arenas in which young people participate is, 

therefore, fundamentally a question of power which school leaders can begin to 

address (UNICEF, 2001).   

 

5.3.3 Democratic school community. 

White (1996) distinguishes four forms of participation:  nominal, instrumental, 

representative and transformative.  While this model has been used to explain 

the forms and functions of emerging democracy within developing countries, it 

helps frame the different perceptions and interests particularly for those in 
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positions of power, in this case, senior leaders in the schools.  Nominal 

participation is when those with power give legitimacy to their plans by involving 

those lower down as a sign of inclusion.  An illustration of this might be the 

tokenism sometimes spoken of in student voice.  Examples of this in my data 

include giving the students a voice regarding uniform changes which is not a 

choice, such as two skirts both of which are unpopular.  This approach appears 

to antagonise students more than not being asked.  Instrumental participation is 

when the skills of the community are called upon to complete a project.  

Participation of this type has worked well in the case schools if the project has 

had relevance, for example, environmental projects such as community litter pick 

or campaigns to change packaging in the canteen.   

 

Representative participation involves participation in decision-making which 

might lead to the implementation of policies and procedures which affect them.  

There were lots of examples of this from the work of the student-led focus groups 

in the gold school, such as the Googlers group who have trail blazed online 

learning platforms.  There were fewer examples in the other two schools.  When 

they did happen, it was usually through staff-led groups as a one-off with a 

particular focus on consultation rather than decision-making.  This type of 

participation involves students a lot but tends to sustain the status quo and the 

structures already in the schools.  Finally, transformative participation is when 

these existing structures get challenged.  I am unsure how often this happens in 

schools.  Still, the model in the gold school has started to do this by considering 

ways for distributed student leadership and involvement in feeding into strategic 

planning and governance thus creating a more democratic school community. 
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My study demonstrates that when student voice is embedded in the ethos and 

structures of a person-centred learning community with collective opportunities 

across the four arenas of participation young people report feelings of 

empowerment and belonging.  Shier (2019) notes that empowerment will only 

come when there are enabling conditions, capability, and belief in one’s own 

agency.  While school leaders are able to facilitate the first two the last one 

involves a transformative process within the young person themselves and a 

belief they can have influence.  At an individual level, student participants in this 

study shared the importance of involving them in decisions affecting their 

education.  They also talked of wanting more ownership of their learning rather 

than being passive recipients.  At a collective level, it was articulated as having 

opportunities for expressing a view and decision-making across the arenas of 

participation.  This seems most empowering when it happens through 

partnerships and collaboration with the adults rather than through the bestowing 

of power, which ultimately can also be taken away. 

 

Figure 8 conceptualises a way to understand how student voice might be enabled 

in schools, showing how my research questions relate to each area. 
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Figure 8:  An understanding of how student voice is enabled. 

 

 

• Concepts of student voice: Initially, there is a need to understand what 

voice means in each school context because how it is conceptualised 

affects the practices which develop around it. 

• Practices of student voice: These practices develop and become 

conditions to enable it, such as participatory ethos, structures and groups.  

In turn, these allow young people to engage which build their skills and 

capabilities. 

• Responsiveness of school leaders: The responsiveness of school 

leaders plays a central role in supporting these practices by working in 

partnership, alongside and sometimes stepping back to allow the young 

people to develop ownership and agency within a democratic school 

community.   
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• Democratic school community: Education is an important social activity 

and what the young people experience in their school setting and 

classrooms as their everyday life helps to shape their views about the 

world and themselves.  In turn, this belief in the process allows 

participation to be a continual exchange and continues to affect how it is 

constructed and understood in the setting. 

 

Figure 9 provides a summary of how my findings and points raised in the across 

case discussion map onto this model.  Appendix 23 provides a summary and 

resource to aid school leaders in using this model to reflect on student voice 

practices in their schools. 

 

 

Figure 9: An understanding of how student voice is enabled linked to the key cross case findings. 
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5.4 Contribution to Knowledge 

 

In this section, I will highlight how my research adds to the existing knowledge of 

student voice practices in ‘Rights Respecting Schools’ by summarising the key 

findings and reflecting on their significance. 

 

5.4.1 Concepts of student voice 

• This study adds to our understanding that student voice is conceptualised 

on both an individual and collective level.  Individuals involved can see the 

personal benefits being part of the process might bring, such as learning 

and developing new skills.  They also believe that they are playing an 

important role in improving the school community for others and that their 

voices matter.  

• In these schools, having a voice was linked to having the right to speak up 

and be heard.  My study offers new insights into how students want to be 

more involved with issues of curriculum choice and learning practices.  

While this research did not focus on individual stories, uncomfortable 

feelings were most often voiced about not being taken seriously or having 

access to those with the power to enact change.  This aligns with Lundy’s 

(2007) model of the importance of having an audience for their views and 

that their views will have influence. 

 

5.4.2 Practices of student voice 

• My study shows that in these schools, students experience feelings of 

empowerment from participation across many arenas of school life.  
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Practices for gathering and capturing student voice exist in multiple ways.  

It appears to be more highly valued when the process is clear, shared and 

there is feedback from the adults.   

• The process of being involved is valued by young people whether it results 

in change or not.  This extends previous research on RRSA schools which 

noted links to the promotion of student engagement (Anderson & Graham, 

2015; Lloyd & Emerson, 2016; UNICEF Spain, 2012).  This finding might 

be helpful for school leaders who might not consult if they feel the options 

are narrow.  Leaders raised a dilemma that if you ask for views but know 

you can’t give them what they want, it will look like tokenism.  My finding 

shows that even tokenistic participation might be good point to start and 

extends Lundy’s (2018) more recent work which argues that even the 

mundane can be meaningful. 

• This research demonstrates that even in schools committed to engaging 

the voices of their students, making it meaningful remains challenging.  My 

original mapping provision framework (Appendix 4) might provide a helpful 

starting point for schools to audit not only what they do but to interrogate 

the ideas of space, voice, audience and influence (Lundy, 2007) across a 

range of arenas of participation. 

 

5.4.3 Responsiveness of school leaders 

• My findings show that school leaders’ convictions and beliefs matter.  

There is a need for a headteacher and senior team who believe in enabling 

participation across the different arenas of school life and at different levels 

from consultation through to partnership and leadership opportunities. 
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• To embed practices, school leaders need to commit to sharing or ‘giving 

away’ some of their power (Shier, 2001; Fielding, 2006).  In my study, 

school leaders shared that finding ways to hear challenging feedback and 

sometimes test the way they do things is fundamental to change, but it 

takes teamwork and requires safe spaces within leadership teams.  My 

study extends this position of ‘giving away’ power through highlighting 

specific approaches including the ability to flex your systems, the 

openness to honest feedback, and the ability to admit mistakes.  It also 

highlights the novel finding that if the role of driving forward the RRSA or 

student voice agenda is left to an individual rather than a team it is more 

likely to lose momentum. 

• Young people are happy to trust adults with a lot of the decision making in 

schools if it is within a context of feeling heard and valued.   

• Both staff and students referenced restorative approaches to behaviour 

management and person-centred learning approaches as being an 

important part of this.  Consulting students on changes to behaviour policy 

and curriculum appear to be two areas which might sometimes be 

overlooked and were times when young people voiced uncomfortable 

feelings. 

 

5.4.4 Democratic school community 

• The organisational culture of a school is vital for student voice to take root, 

be nurtured and thrive (Fielding, 2001).  My study extends knowledge on 

the importance of a participatory ethos.  Within this, staff participants 
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talked about their own beliefs and professional convictions, reflecting, at 

times, on why they do what they do. 

• Having a clear vision and values is crucial, and so is finding ways for 

students to be involved in contributing to them is important in nurturing 

ownership of their school experience and connectedness with their school 

community.  The participatory ethos needs to be reflected in policies and 

governance, for example, by making sure vital documents are written 

together with students and made more accessible (Children’s 

Commissioner, 2014).  Student participants in the gold school strongly 

voiced how this happens in the student led focus groups and how 

empowering it is. 

• When making changes within a school, leaders raised the issue of 

implementing key priorities.  Any decisions are made within current 

legislation and guidance so need to be understood within that context.  

Leadership and management, policies, structures and communications 

within the setting also mediate these decisions.  This study makes a 

unique contribution by demonstrating that student voice seems to work 

when it is conceptualised not as a specialist activity but rather something 

which links into the core work of the school.   

• The ‘Rights Respecting Schools’ award provides an accountability and 

self-evaluation framework through which the case schools are able to 

evaluate and measure their teaching and learning through rights.  The 

system of accreditations provides them with focus, feedback and 

networking opportunities.  My study highlights how a long-term 

commitment to this award in the gold school has raised the profile of 
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student voices and led to a system of distributed student leadership which 

students described in particularly empowering ways. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 
 
In this final chapter, I reflect on the limitations of my research and suggest 

possible future directions worthy of further investigation.  Next, I explore practical 

implications for children’s rights, empowerment, and student voice practices in 

schools.  Finally, I reflect on how this might align with educational psychology 

practice before my concluding statement. 

 

6.1 Study Limitations 

 

My research was an interpretative study exploring school-wide student voice 

practices through a participatory rights lens.  While I approached the study with 

an open mind and a keenness to hear participants’ views, I recognise that my 

personal views have influenced the questions asked, the process of analysis, and 

the conclusions drawn.  The method of analysis has allowed me to feel confident 

in the findings presented.  Still, they are limited potentially by my skills and 

experience, and the context in which the research was undertaken. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, case study approaches have faced criticisms for 

lacking transferability and generalisation, meaning it is not possible to make 

assumptions that findings apply in wider settings (Cresswell, 2013; Denscombe, 

2014).  This study took a fresh look at student voice through selecting a sample 

of secondary school cases which have achieved different levels of the RRSA.  I 

hoped that by selecting schools who had committed to the RRSA but were at 

different stages in the journey, it might provide diverse and multiple sources of 
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evidence as recommended by Yin (2013).  One might argue that this is still a 

limited sample as it considered those schools who have actively sought out the 

RRSA status and, therefore, have already committed to participatory practices.   

 

The case study approach allowed for data to be collected in a range of ways, thus 

gaining multiple perspectives.  These included individual semi-structured 

interviews, vignette interviews, focus groups, and mapping exercises using 

participatory and rights frameworks.  My decision-making behind these methods 

and the strengths and limitations of each are explored in Chapter 3.  Although an 

array of data was gathered in each setting, the views only reflect those of the 

heard participants.  These included the staff member co-ordinating it and 

students involved in some of the formal processes.  While acknowledging this 

might be a limitation, my study also recruited participants from the wider staff 

body and included students who had not engaged in formal student voice 

practices before.  All were able to reflect on and share valuable experiences.  In 

line with my philosophical assumptions that we each construct our own narrative, 

all the stories and experiences shared hold value in this research. 

 

Although this research included students’ voices, they were limited to a small 

number of focus groups in each school.  The nature of the questions did not 

appear to create a need for socially competitive responses.  However, at times, 

there was disagreement and questioning across the groups as the students 

shared some personal observations and experiences about themselves.  While 

participants appeared comfortable with being consulted in these groups, different 

research methods may have allowed for the gathering of more diverse student 
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perspectives.  While the focus groups were split by key stage, I noticed that in 

those groups with mixed year groups, the younger students seemed more 

nervous before discussions started and initially allowed their older counterparts 

to take the lead. 

 

6.2 Future Research 

 

As the three participating schools had all achieved RRSA status, a commitment 

to rights-based approaches was already embedded to some degree in their 

practices.  There is potential for further research in schools to consider if and how 

the UNCRC has had an impact on their practices.   

 

Many children fail or drop out of school because of pedagogy or environment 

which ignores their views or denies them opportunities for participation 

(Lansdown, 2011).  There is, therefore, a need to acknowledge the differences 

between children and an acknowledgement that voice might be expressed in 

different ways (Thomson & Gunter, 2006).  Some young people are more willing 

to speak than others. Some articulate their thoughts of school through disruption 

and disengagement while others, marginalised by their differences, do their best 

to disappear.  There is potential for further investigation of how adults deny the 

right to participate in school to those students who behave anti-socially.  It is easy 

to assume that having a voice is an inherently good thing and that all young 

people might want to exercise that power.  Importantly Article 12 highlights the 

right not to participate and the voluntary nature of it, which remains an under-

explored area. 
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Fielding (2006) calls the involving of those whose voices are seldom heard 

“radical inclusion” and argues that the goal of student voice is to challenge and 

break down systems and processes which limit equality and inclusivity of voice.  

He advocates the remaking of public spaces in school where adults and young 

people can have an open dialogue.  Exploring where there are spaces for 

dialogue and discussion in school potentially opens up further research 

opportunities.   

 

6.3 Implications for Policy and Practice 

 

The research findings illustrate examples of good practice occurring across the 

different schools, and a collective desire to increase student participation and 

practices around student voice.  Participants’ accounts highlighted factors 

perceived to create conditions conducive to being a rights respecting school and 

some potential ways to develop further and enact student voice practices. 

 

6.3.1 Children’s rights. 

My research contributes to the understanding of children’s rights in schools by 

recognising the potential of children to share perspectives, participate across the 

many arenas of school life, act as agents of change, and take on leadership roles.   

 

There is a need to engage all students in decision-making at school.  As explored 

in the discussion, this needs to be at both an individual and collective level.  While 

this research did not focus on individual stories, I noticed that any times 
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uncomfortable feelings were voiced they were about a personal experience of not 

feeling heard or valued. 

 

This study suggests that often young people want to contribute actively, and they 

want to be more involved with issues of curriculum choice and learning practices.  

They want to be individually understood when it comes to their learning 

experiences, but also need to feel part of the wider community. 

 

6.3.2 School policy and practice. 

This research contributes to knowledge of the participatory ethos and values in 

the case schools.  These work best when not only reflected in policies and 

governance but in everyday practices experienced by those in the school 

community.  While much fills the literature about understanding the importance 

and benefits of participation, knowledge about how it might contribute to change 

and improvements in school is limited (Cook-Sather, 2006).  This research 

demonstrates that even in schools committed to engaging the voices of their 

students, it is still challenging at times to make it meaningful.  My mapping 

provision framework might provide a helpful starting point for schools to audit not 

only what they do but to interrogate the ideas of space, voice, audience and 

influence (Lundy, 2007). 

 

One of the most persuasive implications from this research is the part played by 

the responsiveness of school leaders.  To embed practices, school leaders need 

to commit to sharing or ‘giving away’ some of their power (Shier, 2001; 2019; 

Fielding, 2006).  My research highlights how finding ways to hear challenging 
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feedback and sometimes test the way we do things is fundamental to change, 

but it takes teamwork and requires safe spaces within leadership teams.  During 

the process of data collection, I observed staff benefit from the time to rethink 

their values and reflect on what they are doing and why.  Several participants fed 

back that they had valued the process, and it had made them stop, think, and 

reflect.  On their own, these seem like isolated examples, but they highlight 

specific approaches.  These are the ability to flex your systems, the openness to 

honest feedback, the ability to admit mistakes, and the school existing for what 

works for the students first and foremost.  This approach allows opportunities for 

young people to inform policies and practices and contribute to the ethos as part 

of a dynamic process.  

 

6.3.3 Empowerment. 

As duty-bearers of rights in school, school leaders must understand the process 

of empowerment.  Shier’s (2019) model of enabling conditions, capability, and 

belief in one’s agency is a simple yet powerful way to explain empowerment and 

is the basis for my overall conceptualisation for understanding how student voice 

is enabled (figure 8).  I believe that flattening hierarchies and seeing power as a 

more fluid concept enacted through everyday actions might be a productive way 

to challenge this. 

 

Thinking about student voice practices in schools in this way allows for the 

consideration of hidden agendas and the dynamic relationship between those 

with more and those with less power.  I agree with Lundy (2018) that this kind of 

thinking needs to take place more.  School leaders having an awareness of who 
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they are involving, why and for what purpose might help to clarify the motivations 

and objectives for building practices around student voice.  For example, how is 

voice developed through the process of consultation or everyday teaching?  How 

do they find the space to facilitate voice through daily interactions and make it 

part of the culture, so it is embedded and not an afterthought?   

 

These were sometimes questions asked by school leaders who participated in 

this study, with them lamenting they do not always make space to revisit and 

reflect on these things.  I would suggest that recognising it exists is an essential 

first step to opening up to the potential for change.  All three schools have done 

this to differing degrees by embracing the RRSA, which has a focus on 

repositioning young people in a culture of rights and active citizenship.   

 

The idea of voice providing students with some sort of ownership of their school 

experience was consistent across all participants.  This research demonstrated 

that for those young people actively involved in formal student voice practices, it 

is a worthwhile and beneficial endeavour. These particular participants shared 

how they had grown in confidence, developed friendships and learnt new skills, 

thus linking participation to positive self-regard and self-determination. 

 

6.3.4 Educational psychology practice. 

As discussed previously, the UNCRC places an obligation on all adults who work 

with children and young people to enable them to express their views about 

decisions, which affect their lives.  Educational psychologists work hard to 

advocate with and for young people, and the profession places much value on 
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recognising the voice of the child (Gersch, Lipscomb & Potton, 2017).  Positioning 

young people as agents of change fits with how EPs are trained and work.  It also 

aligns with the focus on voice and the central positioning of the views of young 

people as outlined in the Code of Practice (DfE, 2014b). 

 

Positive psychology suggests that in addition to academic-related skills, schools 

should nurture strengths virtues and social and emotional competences 

(Seligman et al., 2009).  This study shows that when schools find time in the 

curriculum to widen learning beyond examined subjects, it allows space for 

participation, discussion, and skill development.  The commitment of the case 

schools to their PSHE curriculum is varied.   In a time when many schools are 

reducing it to collapsed days each half term and a short tutor time activity, the 

gold school has prioritised maintaining it.  Three hours for PSHE and citizenship 

lessons are allocated each fortnight, and half an hour every morning in 

registration.  This approach appears to give space in the day to reflect and to 

target the curriculum to non-examined topics which are valued by the young 

people.  Also, many of the mechanisms regarding student voice practices happen 

at this time.  EPs have the potential to support schools in conceptualising, 

training, policy and practice development of pedagogy and curriculum which 

enables rights and voice for children and young people. 

 

Some of the initiatives which young people want a say about are complex 

problems, for example, climate change.  When tackling these, we need to be 

realistic and practical and take on board the pitfalls such as the limits of human 

capacity, bias, groupthink, and how we learn best.  My study highlights the 
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importance of listening not just deeply but genuinely to others; to student, 

colleagues, parents, and also to ourselves.  EPs are well placed to support this 

and model this through their work with schools.   

 

6.4 Concluding Statement 

 

While schools appear to hold many similarities, I find them to be unique 

communities with very different systems, structures and names for their everyday 

business.  Student voice has become an umbrella term for a whole range and of 

activities at differing levels of participation and engagement.  The rules and norms 

of the school, the dominant discourse and the views of those seen as having the 

power, most often adults or older students, will affect how it is perceived as young 

people internalise these beliefs.  The conceptualisation of voice being open to all 

and woven into the daily fabric of the school can potentially distribute power more, 

soften its hard edges and flatten hierarchies within a school setting.  When this 

happens, it allows more students to engage in the process, becomes meaningful 

to them and potentially generates further the belief that “our voices matter”. 
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Appendices 

 
 
Appendix 1: Information on the Three Case Study Schools 

 
The Gold School: Rights Respecting 
 

School Context Secondary school which is part of a multi-

academy trust. 

1920 students on roll (11-16 years) 

The proportion of students eligible for the 

pupil premium is 13%. 

Students who speak English as an additional 

language is 1%. 

Students identified as SEN support is 10%. 

Student who have an EHCP is 1%. 

The school was graded ‘outstanding’ in all 

areas by Ofsted, November 2012. 

Rights Respecting School 

Information 

Gold status achieved:    November 2019 

                                       January 2016 

                                        January 2011 

 Silver award achieved:   June 2009                      

Adults interviewed Headteacher 

Deputy Headteacher 

Assistant Headteacher x 2 

Student Voice Co-ordinator (current) and 

Head of Department (previous student voice 

Coordinator) 

Staff focus group: 

• 6 teaching staff 

• 2 support staff 

Students interviewed Head and deputy head boys and girls 

4 focus groups: 

• KS3 – 6 students involved in formal 

student voice  

• KS3 - 6 students not involved in formal 

student voice 

• KS4 - 5 students involved in formal 

student voice 

• KS4 - 6 students not involved in formal 

student voice 



 215 

Documents read School Charter – linked to UNCRC 

Rights Respecting Award reports 

Annual student survey findings 

Tutor time activities programme of study 

Behaviour policy 

Student planners 

School club information 

Safeguarding policy 

Observations in the field Tour of the school on first day with head boy 

and Head girl. 

I visited classrooms, the staffroom, the 

canteen, library, learning hub, student 

services and special needs support areas. 

Informal conversation with SENCo, House 

Co-ordinator and numerous staff. 

Spoke to students at lunch and breaktimes, in 

classes and in the library. 

 

 

 
The Silver School: Rights Aware 
 

School Context Secondary school which is part of a multi-

academy trust. 

1555 students on roll (11-18 years) 

The proportion of students eligible for the 

pupil premium is 17%. 

Students who speak English as an additional 

language is 6%. 

Students identified as SEN support is 6% 

Students who have an EHCP is 1%. 

The school was graded ‘good’ in all areas by 

Ofsted, November 2017. 

Rights Respecting School 

Information 

Silver status achieved:   June 2016 

Due reaccreditation.                 

Adults interviewed Headteacher 

Assistant Headteacher x 3 

Staff focus group: 

• 3 teaching staff 

• 3 support staff 

Students interviewed 4 focus groups: 
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• KS3 - 5 students involved in formal 

student voice  

• KS3 - 5 students not involved in formal 

student voice 

• KS4 - 5 students involved in formal 

student voice 

• KS4 - 4 students not involved in formal 

student voice  

Documents read Rights Respecting Award report 

Behaviour policy 

Tutor time activities programme of study 

School club information 

Safeguarding policy 

Observations in the field Tour of the school on preliminary visit with 

Assistant Headteacher. 

I visited classrooms, the staffroom, the 

canteen, library, learning hub, student support 

and special needs support areas. 

Informal conversation with SENCo, and 

numerous staff. 

Attended meeting of ECO club 

Spoke to students at lunch and breaktimes. 

 

 

 

The Bronze School: Rights Committed 
 

School Context Secondary school which is part of a multi-

academy trust. 

1491 students on roll (11-19 years) 

The proportion of students eligible for the 

pupil premium is 13%. 

Students who speak English as an additional 

language is 14%. 

Students identified as SEN support is 6% 

Students who have an EHCP is 2%. 

The school was graded ‘Good’ in all areas by 

Ofsted, October 2018. 

Rights Respecting School 

Information 

Bronze status achieved – no formal 

assessment required.                   

Adults interviewed Principal 

Vice Principal 
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Deputy Principal 

Assistant Principal/Student Voice/Rights 

Respecting Coordinator  

Head of SEND  

Staff focus group: 

• 3 teaching staff 

• 3 Support staff 

Students interviewed Student Voice (Council) members 

4 focus groups: 

• KS3 - 5 students involved in formal 

student voice  

• KS3 – 5 students not involved in formal 

student voice 

• KS4 - 5 students involved in formal 

student voice  

• KS4 – 5 students not involved in formal 

student voice 

Documents read School Charter and vision 

Annual student survey findings 

Tutor time activities programme of study 

Behaviour policy 

Student planners 

School club information 

Safeguarding policy 

Observations in the field Tour of the school on first day with year 8 

student. 

I visited classrooms, the staffroom, the 

canteen, library, and Return to Learn (student 

support area). 

Informal conversation with SENCo, SLT and 

numerous staff. 

Attended Student Council meeting and 

cabinet meeting. 

Spoke to students at lunch and breaktimes, in 

classes and in the library. 
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Appendix 2: Overview of Data Collection 
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Appendix 3: Piloting of Data Collection Tools 

 
Headteacher Interviews 
 
Headteacher interview questions were piloted on: 

• Headteacher 
• Retired headteacher 

 
Initial Question Feedback Changes made 

 
What do you understand 
by the term student 
voice? 

People might just play 
lip service to this 
question. 
Good to start open to 
get their perception. 

 

Why is it important to you 
as an approach? 
 

This assumes it is 
important so maybe 
reword. 

Added 
“As a leader in a 
RRS……” 

What do you see as the 
role of young peoples’ 
voice within school? 

  

What opportunities does 
the school provide for 
students to have a voice? 

Maybe ask about levels 
– staff in their class and 
leadership of school. 

Awareness to follow 
up/ask during 
interview. 

How are you trying to 
implement it in your 
school?  What is your role 
in this as Headteacher? 
 

Good to ask about 
facilitating and 
enabling. 
Could explore how they 
are getting students to 
value it. 

Awareness to follow 
up/ask during 
interview. 

What are the successes 
and challenges you have 
experienced in 
implementing student 
voice in your school? 

Good to put success 
and challenges together 
as it “might show which 
way they swing”. 

 

 
What are the key issues 
for you in developing 
student voice? 

Maybe explore question 
of sustainability – what 
are they going to do 
with it? 
How might it change 
with cohorts? 

 

 
General feedback 

These questions might 
be hard to answer if 
they are not a “fan of 
student voice”. 
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SLT Vignette Interviews 
 
 
SLT vignette interviews were piloted on: 

• Headteacher 
• Retired headteacher 
• Deputy headteacher 
• Assistant headteachers x 2 

 
 Feedback Changes made 

 
 
Vignette 1 
 

Good validity of experience. 
Well written and good 
commentary. 
I don’t feel a tension here as 
feel it should happen. 
 

 

 
Vignette 2 
 

Interesting as it considers 
staff and parent voice. 
This is very real – mobile 
phone policy creates strong 
views and polarises staff. 
 

 

 
Vignette 3 
 

This gives me a strong 
physical and emotional 
response. 
I think this is the most 
controversial of the 
scenarios. 
I think this scenario is 
interesting for unpicking 
SLT dynamics. 

 
The feedback on the 
separate vignettes helped 
me to decide the order to 
present them in. 

 
General 
feedback 
 

Interesting, read well and 
seem plausible and real. 
I think the initial reaction 
might be different to a 
considered response. 
These are good because 
leaders can sometimes be 
quick to decide without 
reflecting. 
These scenarios are 
relevant and help leaders to 
consider their own context 
and how to manage 
change. 
These are really interesting 
and the answers will be 
intriguing. 

Have a print out of the 
questions available if 
participants want to access 
them. 
 
Place the vignette about the 
behaviour assembly last as 
it appears to produce a 
stronger emotional 
response. 
 
Ask participants about the 
experience once completed. 
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These will lead to 
interesting discussions. 
It would help to have the 
questions in front of me. 

 
 
 
Staff Focus Group 
 
 
Staff focus group questions were piloted on: 

• Middle leaders (pastoral and curriculum) x 4 
• Senior leaders x 2 
• Teachers x 3 
• Newly Qualified Teacher x1 
• Teaching Assistant x1 

 
Initial Question Feedback Changes made 

 
What do you think is the 
point of school? 
 

Good warm up 
question. 
I love this question and 
the openness of it. 
Huge question and 
could be hard to 
answer.  You might get 
mission statements. 
Some might ask “for 
whom?” 

Thought about 
changing it to purpose 
but wanted the 
questions to mirror 
student ones and felt 
this might be an easier 
way in. 

Tell me what student 
voice means to you.  
What does it look like in 
this school? 
 

You might get shorter 
responses to this 
question. 
This is a big question.  
Maybe separate what 
they feel and what they 
do. 
Are you interested in 
diversity of student 
voice? 

I decided to separate 
these two questions. 
 
Held in mind the 
concept of “all voices”. 

How much do you feel 
the voices of your 
students are heard in 
school? 
 

It will be interesting to 
hear of they respond in 
data speak or by 
naming students. 
Ask if valued rather than 
heard. 
Ask about ways in 
which it might be 
meaningful to them. 

Changed from “heard” 
to “valued”. 
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As staff, how well do you 
feel you know your 
students and how does it 
affect their learning? 
 

What about asking what 
information do staff 
want that they do not 
have access to? 
I’m not quite sure what 
you are getting at here 
– knowledge in terms of 
data or personal 
relationships? 

Be aware of these for 
exploring or for follow 
up questions within the 
discussion. 

What kind of decisions 
do students get to make 
in the classroom and the 
school? 
 

This might take longer 
to answer. 
Maybe ask how student 
influence change in 
school. 
Could consider low or 
high value in terms of 
how those decision 
held. 
Could ask if students 
ever present or share 
their findings of what 
they do. 
Ask how students are 
selected to participate. 

Be aware of these for 
exploring or for follow 
up questions within the 
discussion. 
 
 
 

Which areas of the 
school do you think 
students should have 
more influence?  What 
form might this take? 

This might take longer 
to answer. 

Changed to: 
Which parts of school 
life do you think 
students should have 
more say on?   
 

If school were to take 
more notice of what 
students say how would 
things be different? 

Maybe add “or less” to 
this and explore that as 
well. 

 

What other things do you 
think students should not 
be involved in or have a 
say on? 
 

Maybe clarify the 
wording – e.g. areas of 
school life 

Changed to: 
Is there anything in 
school that students 
should not have a say 
on? 
 

What do you think are 
the most important things 
schools can do to 
engage their young 
people? 
 

  

 
General feedback 
 

Good questions which 
really gave me food for 
thought. 
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 I would like to see the 
element of impact 
explored more 
specifically – can the 
school evidence student 
voice? 
How do the schools 
compare? 
It will be important to 
have a rage of people in 
the focus group. 
Maybe ask specifically 
for examples. 

This is covered in the 
mapping exercise. 
 
 
 
 
This will be considered 
in cross case analysis. 
 
 
Added a question: 
Can you give an 
example of a change 
that student voice has 
had and how it 
impacted on the school 
community? 

 
 
Student Focus Group 
 
 
Student focus questions were piloted on: 

• Year 7 x 3 
• Year 8 
• Year 9 x 2 
• Year 10 
• Year 11 
 

Initial Question Feedback Changes made 
 

What do you think is the 
point of school? 
 

Good warm up 
question. 
I think children might 
just say “to learn”. 
You might get some 
rude answers. 

 

Tell me what student 
voice means to you.  
What does it look like in 
this school? 
 

Easy to answer.   
I think most people will 
talk about school 
council.  I assume you 
would not mean me as I 
am not a school rep. 
I think this means 
everyone not just the 
school council. 
I’m not sure what you 
mean by student voice. 

Student struggled to 
understand concept of 
student voice – need to 
be mindful in the focus 
groups to let the 
discussion run in this 
question and to hear 
how they build 
understanding through 
their interactions. 
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These two questions 
were separated. 

How much you feel your 
voices are heard in 
school? 
 

I found this hard to 
answer. 
Might be helpful if we 
had some examples. 
There is lots of talk but 
little change.  Not sure 
how much it is valued. 

Question changed from 
“heard” to “valued”. 

How well do you feel 
your teachers know you 
and how does this affect 
your learning? 
 

I found this hard to 
answer. 
I found this easy to 
answer but think 
students might just talk 
about one teacher. 
Could go off track – 
maybe ask about 
positive and negative 
examples. 

 

What kind of decisions 
do you get to make in the 
classroom and the 
school? 
 

This is easy to answer 
– we get none. 
I’m not sure what I 
would say here. 

 

Which areas of the 
school do you think you 
should have more 
influence?  What form 
might this take? 
 

I think this might take a 
long time to answer. 
I think you will get lots 
of opinions and 
differences. 
This question really 
made me think. 
 

Changed to: 
Which parts of school 
life do you think 
students should have 
more say on?   
 

If school were to take 
more notice of what you 
say how would things be 
different? 
 

Good question – I can 
think of lots of things. 

 

What other things do you 
think students should not 
be involved in or have a 
say on? 
 

This question could be 
reworded as it is a bit 
hard to understand. 

Changed to: 
Is there anything in 
school that students 
should not have a say 
on? 
 

What do you think are 
the most important things 
schools can do to 
engage their young 
people? 
 

Good question – might 
get interesting ideas. 
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General feedback 
 

Two new suggested 
questions: 
Do you think they pick 
for student voice is fair? 
What type of student 
does student voice 
cater for? 

These were both from a 
young person whose 
school called the school 
council “student voice” 
so they were actually 
asking about that.   
 
These questions were 
not added but held in 
mind to be explored in 
discussion if they came 
up. 
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Appendix 4: Provision Mapping of Student Voice 

 
Thank you for taking part in my research. 
 
Please find below the mapping matrix which will be used in the study of student voice provision in schools.  The table is divided into sections, 
which we will use to map how the school provides for student voice opportunities.  I am interested in how the young people are enabled to 
express their views and how they are acted upon within the four different arenas of participation. 
 
We will consider each section of the table and what might fall into each category.  At this stage, you do not need to complete the whole matrix 
as we will do this together during the interview, however it might be useful to think about the sections in advance. 
 
Interviews will be conducted as part of a small focus group with people who have a professional role supporting student voice or working 
towards the Rights Resecting Schools Award status.  If a focus group is logistically impossible to arrange, interviews can also be conducted on 
a one-to one basis. 
 
 
 

 Article 12 (UNCRC) 
Four arenas for 

participation 
Right to express a view Right to have views given due weight 

Space 
Children must be given 

the opportunity to 
express a view 

Voice 
The view must be listened 

to 

Audience 
Children must be 

facilitated to express their 
views 

Influence 
The view must be acted 

upon 

 
 
Formal curriculum  
e.g. in class or other areas of 
learning and assessment 
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Extended curriculum 
e.g. clubs, trips, voluntary 
activities, award schemes, 
competitions 
 
 
 

    

 
 
Decision making groups 
e.g. student councils, eco-
committee, peer support groups 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
Other informal contact 
between peers and adults 
e.g. canteen, playground, wider 
community 
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Appendix 5: Interview with the Headteacher 

 

 

1. What do you understand by the term student voice? 

 

 

2. Why is it important to you as an approach? 

 

 

3. What do you see as the role of young peoples’ voice within school? 

 

 

4. What opportunities does the school provide for students to have a voice? 

 

 

5. How are you trying to implement it in your school?  What is your role in 

this as Headteacher? 

 

 

6. What are the successes and challenges you have experienced in 

implementing student voice in your school? 

 

 

7. What are the key issues for you in developing student voice? 
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Appendix 6: Vignettes for Senior Leadership Team Interviews 

 

Vignette 1 

 

Burrow Hill secondary school was graded good at their last Ofsted inspection two 

years ago.  Since then there have been a number of new initiatives introduced by 

the new Headteacher including performance related pay.  Now the SLT are 

overhauling their performance management process including the removal of the 

grading of individual lesson observations.  They are, however, insistent that 

lesson observations must still be an integral part of this process. 

 

It was suggested in one staff development meeting that students could be 

involved in the lesson observation process however some staff have responded 

strongly against this.  Those in favour feel that it would be a great way to engage 

students in the purpose of learning.  Currently there is an annual student voice 

survey which is comprehensive and covers general views of teaching and 

learning.  The results of this are shared to Heads of department but the way this 

information is used is inconsistent.  Nothing is ever reported back explicitly to the 

students. 

 

Mr Ball the union rep for the NASUWT referred to the ‘Classroom Observation 

Protocol’ which clearly states “Neither pupils nor governors will undertake 

observations”.  This NASUWT guidance upholds that pupils are not properly 

qualified to make a judgement on teaching and learning.  Mr Ball highlighted the 

argument that formal student observations of teachers’ practice might legitimise 

criticism of teachers.  

 

Miss Dennehy, Student Voice Coordinator, argued that lesson observations 

should not be about judging lessons but rather about exploring different 

approaches in the classroom to develop the best learning community.  She 

strongly argued that students are our clients and not just our products.  They 

should be able to have some say in the quality and purpose of their education. 
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Options: 

 

You could continue to use professional judgements on lessons and students 

would continue to participate through the annual survey.  This runs the risk of 

student voice being tokenistic and students not feeling consulted or engaged 

about their learning. 

 

There could be a move to a model that includes both professional and student 

feedback on lessons.  This has the potential to upset staff who are already feeling 

under pressure by the introduction of performance related pay. 

 

 

Vignette 2 

 

Oak Meadow Academy is a rural secondary school with many of the students 

bussed in across a large catchment area.  Following a parental complaint about 

bullying on Instagram the Senior Leadership Team have taken the decision to 

have a zero-tolerance policy regarding the use of mobile phones in school.  They 

made this decision based on their safeguarding concerns.   

 

Any student seen with a mobile phone will have it confiscated and it will only be 

returned to the parent.  If this happens a second time the student will be isolated 

for the day in the internal exclusion room.  A third time will result in a fixed term 

exclusion. 

 

Staff have responded dramatically to these changes.  Some feel this is a great 

decision.  They dislike social media and believe mobile phones are harmful and 

disruptive to learning.  Other staff angrily mourn the loss of a valuable teaching 

resource.  They have complained about being under resourced and having no 

access to online materials.  Earlier in the year the Head of PSHE raised online 

bullying as an important subject matter.  There are also some staff who believe 
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that the only way to teach young people to be safe online is through experience 

and being supported to navigate the technology in a safe environment.   

 

Students have been mutinous.  A couple have refused to hand over their phone 

altogether which has resulted in rapidly escalating consequences.  The school’s 

isolation room has been at capacity and this has led to problematic behaviour, 

delays in consequences, and staff not wanting to be on duty there.   

 

Other students have got their parents to complain.  The story has made it onto 

local social media sites and the press have been in contact with the school.  A 

further group of students have started an online petition and their campaign is 

gaining momentum. 

 

Options: 

 

You could hold steadfast to the new rule.  This runs the risk of staff inconsistency 

in following the new mobile phone ruling.  There is also a high chance of student 

disengagement and rule breaking which the school may not have the capacity to 

cope with. 

 

There could be a review of the policy.  This may set a dangerous precedent which 

could result in further challenges to the running of the school.  This risks 

inadvertently expanding the remit of student voice. 

 

 

Vignette 3 

 

After receiving a judgement of “special measures” Bay Tree Secondary School 

has been taken over by the Isiah Academy Trust.  The trust has a strong track 

record of raising standards and a philosophy that high expectations, academic 

rigour and exceptional behaviour are non-negotiable. 
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Trust advisors have been sent to Bay Tree to promote the idea of creating a level 

playing field replacing the old systems that in their opinion failed children.  As part 

of the process, an assembly was held to get the message across to all students 

that they are part of a family of schools and that they need to make the right 

choices to fit in.  Their new motto is ‘Students first: raising standards and 

transforming lives’. 

 

The assembly was long and some students found it hard to concentrate and sit 

still.  At one point a member of the SLT made an example of a fidgeting child who 

was made to stand and was told off on front of the whole school until he cried. 

 

Some staff felt encouraged by the messages and look forward to the new regime.  

Others felt it was heavy handed and did not consider the diversity of the student 

population. 

 

A group of Year 10 students went to speak to the Deputy Headteacher that 

lunchtime.  During this discussion they raised a concern about the assembly and 

described feeling intimidated and they were being treated like primary school 

children.  In response the Deputy Headteacher said she did not know the 

assembly was happening but sometimes we just have to accept things without 

question. 

 

The boy who was told off in the assembly has been absent for two weeks since 

it happened and his parents have phoned in to say he is too unwell to attend.  

The Head of Year has noticed this is his first absence this year.  

 

Options: 

This approach could to continue in order to establish new behavioural norms and 

expectations.  This runs the risk of alienating a large proportion of the student 

body and some staff.  It may also place unrealistic expectations on some 

vulnerable students.   
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Alternatively, Senior leadership should consider the motto of ‘students first’ and 

seek student views in order to reform the system.  This has the potential of 

weakening Senior Leaders’ authority and introducing inconsistencies across the 

academy trust. 

 

 

Exploratory questions 

 

• What are your first reactions/feelings after reading the vignette? 

 

• What, if any, are the issues and tensions in this scenario? 

 

• Are there any hard choices (dilemmas) here? What are they? 

 

• How might a school leader respond to this situation and why? 

 

• How would you respond to this situation and why? 

 

• How is this scenario similar/different to situations you have experienced in 

school? 

 

• How did you deal with these and how do you feel about it? 
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Appendix 7: Staff Focus Group Questions 

 

1. What do you think is the point of school? 

 

2. Tell us what student voice means to you.   

 

3. What does it look like in this school? 

 

4. How much you feel the voices of your students are valued in school? 

 

5. As staff, how well do you feel you know your students and how does it 

affect their learning? 

 

6. What kind of decisions do students get to make in the classroom and the 

school? 

 

7. Can you give an example of a change that student voice has had and how 

it impacted on the school community? 

 

8. Which parts of school life do you think students should have more say on?   

 

9. If school were to take more notice of what students say how would things 

be different? 

 

10. Is there anything in school that students should not have a say on? 

 

11. What do you think are the most important things school can do to engage 

their young people? 

 
12. Is there anything else that anyone feels we should have talked about but 

didn’t? 
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Appendix 8: Student Focus Group Questions 

 

1. What do you think is the point of school? 

 

2. Tell me what student voice means to you.   

 

3. What does student voice look like in this school? 

 

4. How much you feel your voices are valued in school? 

 

5. As students, how well do you feel your teachers know you and how does 

this affect your learning? 

 

6. What kind of decisions do you get to make in the classroom and the 

school? 

 
7. Can you give an example of a change that student vice has had and how 

it impacted on the school community? 

 

8. Which parts of school life do you think you should have more say on? 

 

9. If school were to take more notice of what students say how would things 

be different? 

 

10. Is there anything in school that students should not have a say on? 

 

11. What do you think are the most important things schools can do to engage 

their young people? 

 
12. Is there anything else that anyone feels we should have talked about but 

didn’t? 
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Appendix 9:  Overview of Thematic Analysis with Illustrative Examples  

 
Stage 

 
Description Steps taken Illustrative examples 

 Transcription of 
data 

• Recorded interview transcribed  
• Transcripts checked against the tapes for accuracy 

 

Interview transcript 
(Appendix 10) 
Focus group transcript  
(Appendix 11) 
 

1 Familiarisation 
with the data 
 

• Reading and re-reading data 
• Noting down initial ideas 
• Mind mapping ideas as go to represent data visually 
• Underlining interesting quotes/phrases 
• Inductive approach: Mind mapping concepts of student 

voice (data driven or semantic codes) 

Annotated transcripts and 
initial note taking 
(Appendices 10 and 11) 
 

2 Generating initial 
codes 

• Deductive approach: broad codes were used as a 
template for initial data sort by question categories 

• Inductive approach: coding, at a statement level, 
interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion 
across the data set and collating data relevant to each 
code 

• Ensure each data item has been given equal attention in 
the coding process 

• Broad codes used after repeated reading and linked to 
the three research questions to begin initial sort of data. 
 

Photographs 
(Appendix 12) 

3 Searching for 
themes 

• The aim was to identify or examine underlying ideas, 
assumptions and conceptualisations which give meaning. 

Photographs of the coding 
process  
(Appendix 12) 
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• Through a process of reading and rereading, themes 
were identified and arranged into groups based on 
conceptual correspondence and the underlying story they 
told. 

• Clusters of themes were brought together and interpreted 
as organising themes. 

• From this I was able to reinterpret the organising themes 
and bring them together to illustrate a single concluding 
idea or master theme. 

• These master themes clarify the main claim of the data, 
show the key assumptions of a group of organising 
themes and provide a core principal metaphor. 

• Part of the process at work here was to explore and 
refine the themes.  I did this by reading through the text 
segments relating to each theme to ensure they reflected 
the data. 

 

 
Codes to themes and 
theme generation 
(Appendix 13) 
 
Example of thematic grid 
(Appendix 14) 
 
School provision maps 
(Appendices 17, 19 and 21) 
 

4 Reviewing 
themes  

• Producing a thematic network map case by case and for 
each of the three research questions. 

• Checking themes work in relation to coded extracts and 
the entire data set (for each case). 

 

Thematic network maps for 
each case – one for each 
research question  
(Appendices 18, 20, 22) 

5 Defining and 
naming themes 

• Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, 
and the overall story the analysis tells. 

• Generating clear definitions and interesting names for 
each theme. 

• Questioning throughout: 
1. What does this theme mean? 
2. What are the assumptions underpinning it? 
3. What are the implications of this theme? 
4. What conditions are likely to have given rise to it? 

Example of thematic grid  
(Appendix 14) 
 
Thematic network maps for 
each case – one for each 
research question  
(Appendices 18, 20, 22) 
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5. Why do people talk about student voice in this 
particular way (as opposed to other ways)?? 

6. What is the overall story the different themes 
reveal about student voice? 

 
6 
 

Producing the 
report 

• Selection of vivid and compelling extract examples which 
illustrate the analytic claims. 

• Final analysis of selected extracts. 
• Relating back of the analysis to the research questions 

and the literature.  This was for building a bigger picture 
rather than for checking accuracy. 

• Language and concepts used in the report are consistent 
with the epistemological position of the analysis. 
 

Thematic network maps for 
each case – one for each 
research question  
(Appendices 18, 20, 22) 
 
Findings and discussion 
chapters. 
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Appendix 10: Sample of Coded Interview Transcript 
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Appendix 11:  Sample of Coded Focus Group Transcript 
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Appendix 12:  Coding, Searching, and Reviewing Themes 

 
The Gold School: Rights Respecting 
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The Silver School: Rights Aware 
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The Bronze School: Rights Committed 
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Appendix 13:  Example of Theme Generation  

 
From codes to themes:  Gold School 
 
 

1. How do staff and students view and conceptualise student voice in 
their school? 

 
Codes Themes identified 
Students 
• Feeling unequal 

• Not want to be dictated to 

• No voice equals left out and 

controlled 

• Respects for our views 

• Teachers expect respect, children 

have to earn it 

• It is only fair to ask and include us 

• Can tell people your opinion 

• Voice equals choice 

• We have the right to a voice 

 

 

• Teaches important life skills 

• Develops skills of communication 

• Give you the skills needed as an 

adult 

• Helps with being treated like an 

adult 

 

 

• Teachers don’t always know what 

happens at school 

• We understand the place 

• We actually get to say what it is 

really like at school 

• We have different views to 

teachers 

 

 

1. Children should have rights in 

their school community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Teaches necessary skills 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Insider knowledge 

4. Our views matter 

5. We have the lived experience of 

being here 
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• It is us trying to improve our 

school 

• The school needs our input to be 

able to improve 

• Make school better for others in 

the future 

 

 

• You can say what can help you 

• Explaining how something might 

benefit or help you learn 

• Input in what we are learning 

• Ways to feedback and 

communicate with teachers in 

class 

• A good teacher asks the class “Is 

this working or shall I change” 

 

 

• People who are not heard might 

feel excluded 

• People use it to moan 

• A way to complain 

• Maybe some people don’t want a 

voice 

 

 

• Our own mini government 

• What we want to change 

• Decisions for the greater good 

• Choice instead of being forced to 

• Being included in the process 

• The choice to do what you feel is 

right 

• Not just being led by teachers 

• Move discussions forwards 

• Let students make decision on 

things 

• Staff have to consider the whole 

student body 

6. We have a role in making the 

school better for ourselves and 

others 

 

 

 

 

 

7. We need to be part of the learning 

process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Not everyone is bothered about it 

9. People might use their voice in a 

negative way 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Students as agents of change 

11. Empowerment 

12. There are processes in place 

13. We can contribute to a greater           

good 

14. Students need a voice to feel 

included 
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• Sometimes it is about making your 

own voice 

• To have a say on things 

 

 

• Teachers listening 

• Teachers and students working 

together 

• Teachers and students as equals 

• Teachers appreciate feedback 

• All listening to each other 

• Genuinely listening 

• Feedback as an ongoing process 

• Collaboration 

• Coalition 

• Compromise 

• Giving critical feedback 

• Teachers will find out if what they 

implemented was good or bad 

• Level of trust 

 

 

• Being given responsibility 

• Generational differences 

• Gain trust through demonstrating 

responsible behaviour 

• Testing boundaries 

• Abuse of power (by adults) 

• Teachers know what is best for 

their students 

• Adults trying to lead you in the 

right direction 

• Having a voice but not a complete 

say 

• We are a new generation 

 

 

• Being taken seriously 

• Teachers taking time out of their 

day for us 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15. Working together 

16. Teachers and students as equals 

17. Mutual trust 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18. Concepts of a child 

19. Adults know best 

20. We need adult guidance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21. Student value it 
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Staff 
• Creates community 

• Supports belonging 

• Discovering commonalities 

• “School voice” 

• Supports understanding of 

equitability between staff and 

students 

• Community of participants 

• Understanding the subtleties of 

our community 

 

• Understanding process and 

parameters 

• Agenda for change 

• Representation 

• Using voices to support one 

another 

• Involves compromise 

• Adults control 

• Relinquishing power 

• Breaking down barriers 

• Empowerment 

• Reaching agreement 

• Authentic response to what has 

been heard 

 

 

• Preparation for life 

• Necessary and important skills to 

have 

• Active citizenship 

• Develop the whole child 

• This school values the whole child 

• A focus outside the classroom 

• Self confidence 

• Sense of value 

 

 

• Students have something to offer 

• Student expertise 

1. Community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Process 

3. A negotiated order  

4. Authentic response to what has 

been heard 

5. For the children by the children 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Skills for life 

7. A place in the world 

8. This school values the whole child 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Student expertise 

10. Collaboration and compromise 

11. Working together 
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• Insider knowledge 

• Staff benefit from it 

• Staff learn from it 

• Mutual respect 

• Listening 

• Learning we have the right to a 

voice but not at the cost of anyone 

else’s rights 

• Relationship building 

• We value your opinion 

• Dialogue 

• Closing the circle/loop by giving 

feedback 

 

• Constructs of a child 

• Rights of the child 

• Students as critical thinkers 

• Students are so insightful 

• Students as experts on their own 

learning experience 

• Producing critical thinkers 

• Students as consumers 

• Students are our clients 

• Students are informers and they 

tell us so much 

• Speaking up 

• Having the confidence to come 

and say 

• They need to understand the 

limitations of their voices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12. Constructs of a student 

 

 

 

 

2.  What are the characteristics and features of the school context 
relevant to student voice, and how do these affect how student voice is 
considered and enacted? 

 
Codes Themes identified 
• Power and structural barriers 

• Choice equals voice 

• Formal mechanisms 

1. Mechanism to enable it 

2. Mechanisms to disable it 
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• Policies 

• Rights Respecting School 

• Given the stamp of approval 

• We have good structures 

• Working within structures which 

already exist 

• Curriculum restrictions 

• Making time and space for it 

 

 

• Mindsets 

• Culture of listening 

• Restorative approaches to 

behaviour 

• Values 

• Styles of leadership and 

management 

• Understanding the subtleties of 

the community 

• Listening and hearing 

• Understanding families and 

context 

• Some things you don’t have a 

choice on 

• Personal beliefs and experiences 

of SLT 

• Why I became a teacher 

 

 

• Formal curriculum 

• Extended curriculum 

• Decision making 

• Other informal areas  

• Adult led 

• Student led 

 

 

• Student buy in can vary 

• Participation 

• Helps us to feel engaged with 

school 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Ethos (think how it interacts with 

internal structures) 

4. Personal beliefs and experiences 

of school leaders 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Where is takes place 

6. How it takes place 

7. Arenas of participation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Levels of engagement (students) 
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• Who’s in and who’s out 

• Teacher attitudes towards it 

 

 

• Openings 

• Opportunities 

• Obligations 

• Needs to be given time and space 

• Pressures of policy impacting on 

the way we do things 

• Budgetary restraints 

• Staffing challenges 

• Lack of opportunity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Levels of commitment (staff) 

 

 

 
 
 
3. How do staff and students experience student voice within their 

school? 
 
Codes Themes identified 
Students 
• Some voices are responsible 

enough 

• Sense of invisibility 

• Can be divisive and only engage 

some voices 

• Some voices are not heard 

• Student self-imposed boundaries 

 

 

• Student hierarchies 

• Students are mediators of the 

voices of others 

• Speaking for others 

 

 

• Betrayal 

• Trust in adults 

• Mutual benefits 

• Staff alongside 

1. Who’s in and who’s out? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Representatives 

 

 

 

 

3. Trust in adults 
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• Partnerships 

• Consultation 

• Leadership 

• Responsibility 

• Students involved in school 

evaluation 

• Symbolic leadership opportunities 

 

 

 

4. Students as collaborators 

 

 

Staff 
• It is a good thing to do 

• Why bother 

• Purpose of school 

 

• Large community of different 

people 

• Relative privilege of those 

involved 

• How student leaders connect with 

the rest of the community 

• Does it represent the wider 

student body? 

• Student self-imposed boundaries 

 

 

• Students as partners 

• Relationships 

• Team effort from within 

 

 

• The value it adds 

• Strengthened peer relationships 

• Students confident to say how it is 

• Positive impact of being heard 

• Genuine hope for change 

• Treated as people whose ideas 

matter 

 

 

• Habitual practice  

1. Motivations 

 

 

 

2. Representatives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Working in partnership 

 

 

 

 

4. Benefits 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. The everyday 
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• Being part of something bigger 

• Not passive participants 

• Building bonds and bridges where 

voice is the norm 

 

 

• The first thing to go 

 

6. Student voice is our bread and 

butter 

 

 

 

 

7. Tensions 
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Appendix 14:  Example of Thematic Grid 

 
Silver School:  Superordinate themes showing selected associated codes by research question 
 
RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student voice in their school? 
 
Student Perspectives 

We have something to say Finding our place in the world 

Individual responsibility Ownership of school experience Ideas into action Future citizens 

• We have a right to say our 

opinions 

• Having a say without fear of 

criticism 

• Student voice is having your 

own opinion 

• A lot of us are not mature 

enough yet 

• Not everyone would offer 

sensible ideas 

• Different levels of maturity 

• We need to show teachers we 

can be trusted 

• Range of voices 

• We like to be treated like young 

adults rather than children 

• Building up the courage to say 

something 

• We have learnt to speak out 

 

• We have a right to education 

• Schools exist for students 

• We have a right to say our 

opinions 

• Just being given the chance to 

say it 

• Student voice helps students 

get their voices heard 

• We are all equal 

• They are not in our shoes 

• We need to show teachers we 

can be trusted 

• Making sure that everyone has 

a voice 

• Helps to hear different views 

• Range of voices 

• Student Voice = teachers not 

putting words in our mouths 

• We have different priorities to 

teachers 

• Student voice adds authenticity 

to the school 

• Student voice helps students 

get their voices heard 

• Mutual respect 

• Making sure that everyone has 

a voice 

• Help the school in the future 

• Student voice improves the 

school 

• We can impact on what 

happens in school life 

• We can impact on what 

happens in school life 

• Our opinion will benefit the 

school 

• Student voice = changing the 

school 

• Power of a collective voice 

• We get to say how to make the 

school better 

• So teachers know how to 

improve the school  

• Our generation work in different 

ways 

• Hidden curriculum 

• Schools sets you up for the 

future 

• Skills for life 

• School prepares you for exams 

• School teaches you about the 

world 

• School widens your experience 

• A purpose for in life 

• Learning social skills 

• Building resilience 

• School teaches you a good 

mindset for life 

• Preparation for adulthood 

• Communication skills 

• We learn how to behave in 

certain situations 

• We like to be treated like young 

adults rather than children 
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 • Sometimes one voice can start 

change 

 

 
Staff Perspectives 

Purpose of school Ownership of school experience 

Personal development Collective endeavour Every voice Matters A negotiated order 

• Develop whole child 

• Not every child is 

academic 

• School builds interactions 

and confidence 

• Importance of good mental 

health 

• Importance of extra-

curricular 

• Life skills 

• Process teaches them 

skills 

• Opportunity to succeed in 

life 

• School = opportunity 

• Learning to manage 

challenges 

• Rights and responsibilities 

• Process teaches them 

skills 

• Do we prepare them 

enough? 

 

 

• Bringing people together 

• Bridging gaps between 

generations 

• Importance of developing 

relationships 

• Meet different people 

• Process of consultation 

• Process of change 

• Feedback on things which 

school changes 

• Make them feel part of the 

process 

• Expectations of students 

• Students can learn from 

each other 

• Chance to interact with 

different people 

 

• They have something to contribute 

• Inclusion/variety of voices 

• Not just hear the loudest voices 

• How do you hear all voices? 

• Student input is just one part of the 

process 

• Student voice is one aspect of a 

wider view 

• They are the ones experiencing 

school 

• Students sharing their experiences 

• Helpful feedback from students 

• Students give sensible and balanced 

views 

• Hearing student perspectives 

• Listening to students 

• Student ownership of the 

process/activity 

• Ownership of their own school 

experience 

• Not like heavy handed behaviour 

policy 

• Student voice gathered form those 

excluded from lessons 

 

• Bringing people together 

• Negotiation 

• How you introduce change 

• Breaking down those barriers 

• Negotiated classroom rules 

• Students in discussion to 

understanding why decisions made 

• School is a chance for trial and error 

• School has safety nets 

• Constructs of a student 

• Students as customers 

• Students as clients 

• Sometimes we should listen to 

children more 

• They need feedback when involved 

in processes 

• Balancing staff and student voice 

• Student voice as equal to parent 

voice 

• Balancing power 

• Sometimes the loudest voices are 

heard the most 

• Society has less respect for authority 
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• Positioned as equal to staff and 

parent voice 

• Student voice is one source of 

evidence 

• There are channels to follow 

 

 
RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school context relevant to student voice and how do these affect how student voice is 
           considered and enacted? 
 

Making Time and Space 

Audience and Influence Arenas of participation Space and voice 

• Bringing people together 

• Breaking down those barriers 

• Negotiated classroom rules 

• Students aren’t trained to observe lessons 

• Often student voice is tokenistic 

• Some tutors don’t tell us things 

• School Council Reps only pass on what is 

important to them 

• We will accept rules we don’t like if we feel 

they have listened 

• School Council don’t change anything 

 

 

• Ownership of their learning 

• Student representatives 

• School council seen as student voice 

• Views to represent student population 

• Representation 

• Peer mentoring 

• Wide range of forums 

• Student led initiatives 

• Staff facilitate, children drive 

• Students sometimes want to take the lead 

• Eco group is student led 

• They interview new staff 

• Communication is important 

• Outside the class room 

• Importance of transition 

• A chance to vote on community issues 

• Being on School Council is a big 

commitment 

• Importance of local community 

• Only good students get selected for panels 

• Student voice as more general feedback 

• Students involved in department reviews 

• Student focus groups on specific issues 

• Knowing your school community 

• Making it cohesive 

• Schools are their ow What weighting is 

student voice given? 

• Ideas sometimes just come up 

• How do you bring in new initiatives? 

• It happens naturally 

• n communities 

• Specific needs of the school 

• You have made them feel part of it 

• Older students drive changes 

• Type of student we get 

• Need mechanism to catch it 

• We should try and capture voices in different 

ways 

• You need to give people equal opportunity to 

have a voice 
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• There is lots of say on extracurricular 

opportunities 

• We enjoy it when chosen to do department 

reviews 

• The way the school is set up affects your 

voices 

• School Council don’t change anything 

 

• We are sat here able to say what we want to 

you 

• This research gave us an opportunity 

 

 
Mindsets Staff Commitment 

Ethos Rights Respecting School Professions Conviction Levels of Commitment 

• Schools are their own 

communities 

• Specific needs of the school 

• What weighting is student 

voice given? 

• Every school has a different 

ethos 

• Different routes to gather voice 

• We listen but we can’t always 

act 

• How feedback is managed 

• Staff as role models 

• Importance of involving people 

in the process 

• How you bring in new rules 

• Our doors are always open 

• Open door for students 

• Ethos – importance of 

relationship-based education 

• Academy chains and 

centralisation policy 

• Knowing your school 

community 

• Making it cohesive 

• RRSA staff member left 

• RRSA needs to be part of 

everyday agenda. 

• Depends where the school is 

on its journey 

• Do we prepare them enough 

for the world ahead? 

 

• The way you talk to students 

• Changes in leadership 

• Leadership skills 

• SLT have clearly defined roles 

• SLT should already be aware of 

issues 

• Backtracking by school leaders 

shows weakness 

• Know them as individuals 

• Getting to know your students 

• Cohorts have different needs 

• The parameters people will 

accept 

• Autonomy as a school leader 

• How you keep your autonomy as 

a school leader 

 

• Needs to be driven from the top 

• Depends where the school is on 

its journey 

• SLT should be aware of issues 

• Sometimes it happens naturally 

• Ideas just come up 

• How you bring in new initiatives 
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• Can you be an outstanding 

school and keep your values 

• Importance of consulting all 

• What makes an outstanding 

school? 

 

 
Student Engagement 

In the Classroom Influence Teacher and Student as Partners 

• Pupils know what good lessons look like 

• Students experience learning daily 

• Feedback on learning (keep, grow, change) 

• Teachers don’t always understand how we 

learn 

• We need more lessons on life skills 

• Some teachers are not interested in 

delivering PSHE 

• Some teachers don’t have the skills to teach 

certain subjects 

• We want more learning on life skills 

• We do reviews at the end of topics 

• PSHE is what to avoid rather than what to do 

• We want them to make the learning more 

engaging 

• We should not have a say on curriculum 

• We would like more say on how lessons are 

taught 

• We like it when the teaching and learning is 

varied 

• We’d like to study fewer subjects 

• We prefer classes to be set 

• We know ourselves as a learner 

• Student voice as school council 

• Feedback to wider student body 

• Voice = formal mechanisms = council 

• We understand School Council processes 

• Getting wider student voice might bring 

some new, good ideas 

• If we had to make too many decisions it 

would be chaos 

• We need to make sure more people are 

informed 

• School Council reps do not always feed back 

• You have to have a member of staff to 

facilitate change 

• We can lack motivation 

• I am not involved in School Council as it is 

too much effort 

• Student panels have had impact 

• If students have too much power they get 

carried away 

• Some things could never happen 

• Other things get prioritised 

• People on School Council get heard more 

• Sometimes the adults know best 

• Collaboration between different people 

• We should establish class rules together 

• We should have more say in our lessons 

• Teachers don’t always understand how we 

learn 

• We do reviews at the end of topics 

• You have to have a member of staff to 

facilitate change 

• Teachers make changes but students 

receive them 

• Teachers need to maintain professional 

distance 

• Teachers are really good at advocating for 

us 

• Our generation work in different ways 

• It is about connection rather than job title 

• Relationships are more formal in year 7 

• Your reputation affects your relationships 

• Teachers are more relaxed with you when 

you are older 

• Teachers respect you more as you get older 

• Teachers have a view of you 
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• We want ownership of out learning 

• I’d like to be able to make more decisions 

about my learning 

 

• They say our ideas are good but they can’t 

resource them 

• They listen but nothing changes 

 

• We like it when teacher understand us as 

individuals 

• We have good relationships when doing 

extra-curricular together 

• You learn better of you have good 

relationships 

• Your tutor will always support you 

• You can always go to a teacher you trust 

• Our tutors know us really well 

• We can talk to our teachers 

• We can talk to our teachers 

• Our Form Tutor is important 

• We like to keep the same tutor 

• I think everyone finds that one teacher they 

connect with 

• Our teachers know us well 

• Relationships with teachers are important 

• Students showing empathy towards teachers  

• Relationships are two way 

 
 
 
RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within their school? 
 
 
Student Perspectives 

Our Lived Experience 

Positive Impact of Being Heard School Identity Uncomfortable Feelings 

• Voices outside school widen representation 

of young people 

• We enjoy it when chosen to do department 

reviews 

• Voices outside school widen representation 

of young people 

• We are different but have similar 

experiences 

• We are doing things none of us want to do 

• Students can be easily influenced by a 

teacher 
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• We believe we have power on the staff 

selection panels 

• Student interview panels are good 

• People higher up listen to us 

• It is best to speak up at the time 

• We enjoyed doing interview panels 

• They listen if you make a valid point 

• It is nice being heard 

• We feel our voices are heard 

• Our ideas become reality 

• We are making a difference 

• We have seen change happen 

• It builds your confidence 

• Teachers respond when we ask for things 

• They will listen and act 

• We have learnt to speak out 

•  

 

 

• We like to feel part of something bigger 

• We create memories of our time at school 

• It is important to feel part of a school identity 

• I have heard that we are better than others 

schools 

• Belief in our school 

• Our school has a strong academic focus 

• Our students do well 

• We have something to aspire to 

• Our school has a really good reputation 

• Importance of group identity 

• Community 

• The importance of connection 

• The reputation of your school might affect 

your self-belief 

• I’ve not been to another school so don’t 

know how it compares 

 

• It is hard to challenge when you don’t have 

the power 

• Sometimes people don’t listen because we 

are younger 

• School Council reps focus on their own 

issues 

• Complaints about teachers get a varied 

response 

• They tend to listen more to years 10 and 11 

• You have to speak up repeatedly to get 

change 

• People abused the system and it was 

removed 

• People can ruin things for others 

• Teachers have favourites 

• In GCSE years you are the priority 

• Sometimes in school you get judged as a 

class/group 

• Disagreement is good if managed 

respectfully 

• Fear of speaking up 

• Frustration 

• They listen but nothing changes 

• Sometimes we are kept in the dark 

• Favouritism towards some students 

 
 
 

Who’s in and Who’s Out? 

Hierarchies Who Gets Heard Representatives 

• Government says do this 

• Where do we sit in the process? 

• Finding ways to get the voice from everyone 

as much as possible 

• Voices outside school widen representation 

of young people 



 260 

• Some people have more authority 

• Talking to the people with power makes 

changes 

• Teachers have authority 

• Teachers are really good at advocating for 

us 

• There are differences in power 

• We know the hierarchy of staff in the school 

• We like hierarchy of staff but not students 

• There is a hierarchy amongst students 

• People higher up listen to us 

• Student can be easily influenced by a 

teacher 

• They tend to listen more to years 10 and 11 

• We have to earn their trust for them to make 

changes 

• Sometimes the adults know best 

• We would sometimes like to know more 

about what is happening 

• Respect takes time to earn 

 

 

 

• You need to give people equal opportunity to 

have a voice 

• In year 7 you don’t know the process 

• If they listened to us more there might be 

chaos 

• Different people have different priorities 

• In class I sometimes feel teachers ignore me 

• Some people are not able to speak up 

• If we are in the middle we got unnoticed 

• Older students get to make more decisions 

• Teachers have decided and won’t take a 

view change 

• You get more attention if you are naughty 

• They listen more if more of you are saying it 

• People on School Council get heard more 

• If you do well they value your opinion more 

• Younger students need more of a voice 

• Teachers are more relaxed with you when 

you are older 

• They should treat all complaints the same 

• Sometimes the good students get 

overlooked 

• In GCSE years you are the priority 

• Naughty students get more help 

• It is important knowing the person you speak 

to will receive it 

• They trust us more as we get older 

 

• If students have too much power they get 

carried away 

• We represent our school 

• School Council reps focus on their own 

issues 
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Staff Perspectives 
The Everyday Life of the School 

The Passion of our Young People The Good Old Days How we View Our Students 

• They have something to contribute 

• Students are passionate about things 

• Young people always amaze us 

• Older students drive change 

• They can talk about their school 

• Individual students with drive and passion 

• Need a passion to lead on things 

• Young people should be trusted to behave 

responsibly view of the world 

• We trust our students 

• Students make good judgements 

• Younger children don’t have the 

• The way you talk to students 

• The modern world is different 

• Society is changing 

• School is a chance for trial and error 

• School has safety nets 

• Students use of technology has changed 

• When I was at school 

• Comparing with own time at school 

• Mutual respect 

• It was different in the past 

• School was different then 

• Our generation work in different ways 

 

• They have something to contribute 

• They are the ones experiencing school 

• Constructs of a student 

• Students as customers 

• Students as clients 

• Sometimes we should listen to children more 

• Sometimes assumes knows what students 

would say 

• We don’t tell them what to say 

 

 
 

Why Bother? 

Working Together Challenges 

• Importance of developing relationships 

• Meet different people 

• Process of consultation 

• Process of change 

• Feedback on things which school changes 

• You have made them feel part of it 

• Not a confrontational approach to behaviour 

• Reviews of lessons is ongoing 

• We use keep, grow, change to shape teaching and learning 

• Every lesson’s a fresh start 

• Working as a team 

• Too many ideas – how do you embed things? 

• Capacity of the staff/SLT 

• Budget constraints 

• Not enough time 

• Reality of budgets 

• Tight budgets can lead to tensions 

• Results matter  

• Too strong a focus on exams 

• Exams weight heavy on them 

• So many national policies we have to follow 

• Cultures clashing in school is challenging 
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• Negotiated classroom rules 

• Giving some voice if no change is dangerous 

• Important to admit when you got it wrong 

• Changes have come about as a result of consulting students 

• Being open with students 

• Importance of good communication 

• We’re human 

• Increased engagement 

• Sense of belonging 

• They need to understand/feel safe 

• Feeling valued 

• Students drop by to talk 

• Importance of trust 

• Making early connections 

• Knowing who to turn to 

• Students sometimes share more in a crisis 

• Building relationships 

• The different relationships we have in school 

• Personal relationships 

• Importance of relationships 

• It takes time to build trust 

• Teacher recruitment impacts relationships 

• Building good relationships takes time 

• Students can tell when you are not genuine 

 

• Staff nervous of student feedback on teaching 

• Teachers don’t like being judged 

• What it is that teachers are comfortable with 

• Ways to manage anxiety 

• Conflicts – mobiles/uniform 

• Staff don’t like it when they are not consulted 
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Appendix 15:  Ethical Approval Certificate 
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Appendix 16:  Participant Information and Consent Forms 

 

 
  

An invitation to take part in university research 
 

My name is Anna Winch and I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist at the University of 

Exeter.  I would like to invite you to take part in a research study that is part of my doctoral 

training.  The research is exploring approaches to student voice in secondary schools:  Why 

is it gathered and how is it acted upon?  It aims to develop a detailed understanding of how 

student voice is understood and experienced by students, staff and senior leaders in the 

school. 

 

The research will involve: 

Part 1 - Mapping the organisational context for the delivery of student voice 
• Interview with the Headteacher.  The focus will be on the delivery of student voice 

at an organisational level.   

• School provision mapping with staff group.  I will ask you to identify 2-3 key 

members of staff to complete this task which might include pastoral or curriculum 

leads.  The focus of this exercise is to map out your school’s student voice 

opportunities and provision.   

• Examination of school documents and the website in order to better understand 

practices within the school. 

Part 2 – Perceptions and experiences of student voice  
• Interviews with members of the Senior Leadership Team.  Participants will be 

presented with three scenarios which describe a leadership dilemma related to 

student voice and participation in school and asked to respond to it. 

• Staff focus group interview.  This will involve a small group of teaching and support 

staff discussing questions about participation and student voice. 

• Student focus group interviews.  This will involve three group interviews.  One 

group made up of student volunteers who have participated in student voice 

activities and the other two made up of students randomly selected to represent 

the lower and upper school (Key Stages 3 and 4). 

 

All data collected will be treated as anonymous and confidential.  It will be accessible only 

to the researcher and stored securely.  The results of this project will be used to write up 

my final thesis and may be published but the anonymity of the school will be preserved. 

 

Contact details  
 

Anna Winch:  aw679@exeter.ac.uk 

Supervisor:  Brahm Norwich at b.norwich@exeter.ac.uk  
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Research Project:  Exploring approaches to student voice in secondary schools 
 

 
Informed consent form 
 

 

I have:          Yes No 

 

• Been given information explaining about the study.   q q 

• Had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study.  q q 

• Received satisfactory answers to any questions I have asked. q q 

• Received enough information to decide about participating q q 

 

I know that: 

          Yes No 

 

• The school’s participation in the project is entirely voluntary. q q 

• The school is free to withdraw at any time without disadvantage. q q 

• The data will be stored securely and destroyed when it is no longer  

Needed.        q q 

• The results of the project may be published but the anonymity of the  

school will be preserved.      q q 

 

I agree to take part in the project. 

 

    

 

Signed: ____________________ Print name: ____________________ Date: __________ 
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Information sheet for staff participants 

 
An invitation to take part in university research 

 

My name is Anna Winch and I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist at the University of 

Exeter.  I would like to invite you to take part in a research study that is part of my doctoral 

training.  The research is exploring approaches to student voice in secondary schools:  Why 

is it gathered and how is it acted upon?  It aims to develop a detailed understanding of how 

student voice is understood and experienced by students, staff and senior leaders in the 

school. 

 

The research will involve: 

Part 1 - Mapping the organisational context for the delivery of student voice 
• Interview with the Headteacher.  The focus will be on the delivery of student voice 

at an organisational level.   

• School provision mapping with staff group.  I will ask you to identify 2-3 key 

members of staff to complete this task which might include pastoral or curriculum 

leads.  The focus of this exercise is to map out your school’s student voice 

opportunities and provision.   

• Examination of school documents and the website in order to better understand 

practices within the school. 

 

Part 2 – Perceptions and experiences of student voice  
• Interviews with members of the Senior Leadership Team.  Participants will be 

presented with three scenarios which describe a leadership dilemma related to 

student voice and participation in school and asked to respond to it. 

• Staff focus group interview.  This will involve a small group of teaching and support 

staff discussing questions about participation and student voice. 

• Student focus group interviews.  This will three group interviews.  One group made 

up of student volunteers who have participated in student voice activities and the 

other two made up of students randomly selected to represent the lower and upper 

school (Key Stages 3 and 4). 

 

The Headteacher has given permission for this research.  All data collected will be treated 

as anonymous and confidential.  It will be accessible only to the researcher and stored 

securely.  The results of this project will be used to write up my final thesis and may be 

published but the anonymity of the school will be preserved. 

 

Contact details  
 

Anna Winch:  aw679@exeter.ac.uk 

Supervisor:  Brahm Norwich at b.norwich@exeter.ac.uk  
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Staff informed consent form 
 

 
 

Research Project:  Exploring approaches to student voice in secondary schools. 
 

 
Informed consent form for all staff participants 
 

I have:          Yes No 

 

• Been given information explaining about the study   q q 

• Had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study  q q 

• Received satisfactory answers to any questions I have asked q q 

• Received enough information to decide about participating q q 

 

I consent to my data being collected, stored anonymously, and used by the researcher for 

the purpose of the study.        q 

   

 

I agree to the interview being audio recorded, and the recording being used as an aid to 

data collection.         q  

 

I understand that I am free to withdraw my consent from participating in this study at any 

time before the end of the study, without giving a reason.    q  

 

 

Signed: ____________________ Print name: ____________________ Date: __________ 
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Information for students 
 

 
 

Dear student 

 

My name is Anna Winch and I am researcher at the University of Exeter.  I am interested 

in finding out what students really think about school and in hearing their views and 

learning about their experiences.  

I am interested in finding out: 

• Your beliefs and thoughts about school  

• What you can get involved in at school 

• The rights you feel you have in school 

• What you think about decision making in the school 

• How well you feel your school knows you 

• What you would like to see more of in school 

 

Your Headteacher has given permission for this research.  I am planning on working with 

small groups of students to allow for discussion between you.  Everything you say will be 

anonymous (unless you tell me something that makes me seriously concerned about your 

safety) and you can stop being involved at any time in the process. 

 

It will be impossible for me to remember everything that is said in the discussion so it will 

be audio recorded.  This will just be used to help me write up the research.  Don’t worry, 

you will not be named and will not be able to be identified in the write up.  It will be 

destroyed once the research is complete. 

 

Thank you in anticipation of your support. 

 

Anna Winch 
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Student informed consent form 
 
 

 
 
 

Research Project:  Exploring approaches to student voice in secondary schools 
 

Informed consent for all student participants 

 

I have:          Yes No 

 

• Volunteered to participate in the group discussion   q q 

• Been given information explaining about the study   q q 

• Had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study  q q 

 

 

I am happy to be interviewed and for my views to be used by the researcher for the 

purpose of the study.         q 

   

 

I agree to the discussion being taped.      q  

  

I understand that I am free to withdraw from this study at any time before the end of the 

study, without giving a reason.       q  

 

 

Signed: ____________________ Print name: ___________________Date:____________ 
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Letter to parents/carers 

 

 

 

Dear (parent/carer’s name) 

 

I am a student at the University of Exeter.  As part of my studies, I am doing a research 

project to find out about student voice practices and participation in schools. 

 

I am particularly interested in finding out about student perceptions and experiences of 

school, and I want to learn from speaking to students more about ways in which they feel 

it could be made better.  Your son/daughter (student’s name) has agreed to be part of a 

focus group involved in a discussion on this topic.   The discussion will include topics 

including: how students are consulted and their views sought within school; where they 

feel they have influence; decision making practices and rights within a school setting. 

 

Mr/Mrs (Headteacher) has given permission for this research.  The focus group will take 

place in school and anything which is said will remain anonymous.  When I write up the 

research (student’s name) will not be named and will not be able to be identified.   

 

If you are happy for (student’s name) to participate then please complete the attached 

consent form.  If you would like to discuss this further or have any questions please email 

me on aw679@exeter.ac.uk. 

 

Thank you in anticipation of your support. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Anna Winch 
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Parent informed consent form 
 

 
 

 
Research Project:  Exploring approaches to student voice in secondary schools 

 

 
I confirm that I have read and understood the letter about this study. 

 

I understand my son/daughter has:        

   

• Been given information explaining about the study.    q 

  

• Had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study.   q  

• Agreed to be interviewed and for his/her views to be used by the  

researcher for the purpose of the study.     q 

 

• Agreed to the interview being taped, and the recording being used  

as an aid to data collection.        q 

 

• Been informed he/she is free to withdraw his/her consent from  

participating in this study at any time before the end of the study,  

without giving a reason.       q 

    

I give consent for my son/daughter___________________ to participate in this study. 

 

 

Signed: ____________________ Print name: ___________________Date: ____________ 
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Appendix 17:  Gold School Provision Map  

 
 Article 12 (UNCRC) 

Four arenas for 
participation 

Right to express a view Right to have views given due weight 
Space 

Children must be given 
the opportunity to 

express a view 

Voice 
The view must be 

listened to 

Audience 
Children must be 

facilitated to express 
their views 

Influence 
The view must be acted 

upon 

 
 
Formal 
curriculum  
e.g. in class or other 
areas of learning and 
assessment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Focus group Interviews 
with SLT on certain 
topics.  Random 
selection and includes 
certain groups e.g. SEN, 
pupil premium in order to 
be “representative”.  
These happen weekly. 
Tutors rotate students for 
selection and you can 
volunteer. 
 

SLT willingness to hear 
and allocated time for 
these meetings. 
 

“We hope they have 
been set up to allow 
honest dialogue”. 
 
Students report you can 
say what you want to 
say. 
 

Need to close the loop 
and feedback on what 
they shared and what 
happened next. 
 
Use feedback to choose 
new areas to consult on. 
 
Findings become a focus 
for staff meetings or 
training and can link into 
school improvement 
work. 

Student voice gathered 
by each department 
once a term and as part 
of more formal 
department reviews. 

Forms part of the 
process of school self-
evaluation. 

SLT ask for selection of 
students. 
 
“It changes all the time 
so it is never the same 
people” 

Forms part of formal 
review report. 
 
“Like a mini internal 
Ofsted”. 

Learning walks are 
conducted regularly 
across the school, year 

Students will be spoken 
to as part of this and 

This is built into training 
of middle leaders. 

Informs part of whole 
school self-evaluation 
process. 
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groups and subject 
areas. 

asked to talk about their 
learning. 

Student Evaluators. 
Review schemes of work 
with department staff. 

Meet once a term. 
Involved in department 
reviews. 
 

Open questions and 
asked for honesty. 
 

Department feedback 
through link meetings. 
Students believe it is 
acted upon. 

Student Observers of 
Learning (Learning 
Leaders) 
Work with NQTs and any 
teachers who ask for 
their input. 

Observe teaching and 
learning across the 
school and work with 
Heads of Department. 
 
Part of department 
development reviews. 
 
Observe NQTs and meet 
them to feed back. 
 
Any teacher can request 
an observation by the 
SOLs 

Training before they do 
the role. 
 
Meeting with school 
leaders and managers 
after observations. 
 
Meet with school leaders 
to assist with school 
strategies e.g. the school 
Attributes. 

Observations and 
feedback form part of 
department reviews. 
 
Contribute to school 
improvement through 
feedback focus groups. 
 
“It is about giving them 
some critical feedback 
just so they can improve 
and help people in their 
lessons more” 

Students consulted 
about curriculum choices 
where possible e.g. 
religion to study or text 
preferences. 

Staff reported that if they 
ask they have to be 
prepared to accept the 
feedback. 

Opportunities given as 
much as possible within 
subject specifications. 

Choice honoured even 
though it created work 
for staff. 
“I wanted to teach 
Buddhism, but this is 
what they chose”. 

Annual student survey. 
All students do this 
anonymously online. 

 

Analysed by company 
and then SLT. 

All students encouraged 
to take it and given time 
in tutor time. 

Action planning after 
survey and built into 
school development 
plan.  Feedback on a few 
themes in assembly. 



 274 

“You get feedback as in 
the changes the school 
decide to make” 

PSHE is till prioritised on 
the curriculum through 
all years who have 3 
hours a fortnight in this 
non-examined subject. 

Teaching and Learning 
allows for debate and 
discussion. 

Students shared that 
they found some of 
these sessions helpful 
but others would like 
them to be more driven 
by them. 

Building skills into the 
curriculum which staff 
feel “Develop the whole 
child and prepare them 
for active, global 
citizenship” 

Digging Deeper days 
 

Students are involved in 
the planning of these 
days and the groupings 
they are in. 

Student are consulted on 
what they would like to 
do and the groupings 
they can work in on 
these days. 

Younger students liked 
the time to work with 
different students and 
the feeling of less 
academic learning. 

Philosophy for Children 
(P4C) allows time for 
deep discussion on 
range of topics and in a 
range of subject areas. 

 Teaching skills around 
respect for views of 
others and respectful 
dialogue. 

“An environment where 
they see it and breathe it 
and it becomes the 
norm”. 

Progress Learning 
Reviews are held  

Each student has a PLR 
mentor 

Two formal meetings 
with parents a year 

“It gives another person 
for that child to wave at, 
to be confident with. 

Odyssey Programme – 
mentoring and support 
system for identified 
students 
 

Fortnightly meetings with 
Odyssey mentor. 
Meetings are set up to 
be student led. 

Mentor is there to 
support the student and 
work “alongside” them to 
support their learning.   

Mechanism after every 
meeting to share 
relevant points with that 
student’s teachers.  
“So, it’s another way to 
communicate what’s 
going on with this child in 
front of me. I can speak 
to their Odyssey mentor, 
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and find out a little bit 
more”. 

Classroom management.  
Students can make 
some decisions around 
seating, independent 
learning, home learning. 
 

“I feel teacher her will 
listen if you speak to 
them about things in 
class you are not happy 
with”. 

Staff training on 
restorative behaviour 
approaches. 

All students feel this 
might be heard, 
accepted and listened to 
although some teachers 
are better at it than 
others. 

 
 
Extended 
curriculum 
e.g. clubs, trips, 
voluntary activities, 
award schemes, 
competitions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Careers focus group 
 

Students feedback on 
their experiences 

Opportunity to do this 
annually. 

Shared to the next 
cohort down in 
assemblies. 

Range of clubs in the 
school.  This had grown 
organically from requests 
from students and 
interested staff. 

If students ask for a club 
there is a search for an 
interested staff member 
to lead it. 
 

Momentum of the club 
often kept going through 
student 
leadership/freedom to 
develop it with support. 

Space to enjoy range of 
interests and feedback 
from students is that this 
is valued. 
 
Participation is reviewed 
annually to see what is 
offered and what else 
might be needed. 

House competitions run 
through the school. 
 

Student gave examples 
of things they had 
participated in and had a 
say on e.g. naming the 
houses. 

Student House Captains 
lead this.  Staff are 
available to guide and 
support if needed. 

Student led and 
developing distributed 
leadership so 
opportunities now lower 
down the school. 

Sports Young 
Ambassadors 

Plan activities and work 
to be done with younger 
students. 
 

Students are supported 
to follow a training 
programme. 

Support primary school 
students and offer them 
opportunities to find out 
more about the 
secondary school. 
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Referee/coach and 
organise sporting events 
themselves. 

Media club 
Send student 
representatives to events 
to report on them from 
student perspective. 

Student wrote the 
reports themselves for 
the newsletter or the 
website. 

They have a lead 
member of staff they can 
ask for guidance or 
support if needed.   

These reports are often 
shared in the press. 

Duke of Edinburgh 
Award Scheme. 

Students involved in 
planning, team working 
and individual 
community work. 

Time is given to staff to 
support the students 
through the process and 
work “alongside” them. 

“We are learning 
valuable skills and feel a 
sense of achievement”. 

Library Monitors. 
 

Anyone can volunteer for 
the role if they want to. 

Staff are there to support 
and train them but also 
allow them autonomy 
and responsibility. 

Ideas have been 
implemented and helped 
with the running of the 
library. 

Students run a number 
of community and/or 
events. 
 
Local MP comes into 
school to meet with 
students. 

Events which involve 
students, staff and 
community members, for 
example, the big clean. 
 
“Students had made a 
list of questions they 
wanted to ask her about 
the wider world and what 
she is doing for 
education”. 

Teachers support and 
facilitate these through 
“making the right calls to 
the right places” 

Two students sit on the 
rotary club board to 
represent young 
peoples’ views. 
Event will get added to 
the whole school 
calendar going forwards 
e.g. Big Clean is now 
once a term. 

Students run a number 
of charity events and 
fundraisers throughout 
the year. 

Any student can suggest 
and email relevant staff 
of the Headteacher with 
ideas. 

The Rights Resecting 
Focus Group staff leader 
would support with this 
work. 

“We heard about a local 
girl in need of medical 
care so we asked if we 
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could take action and 
fundraise for her”. 

 
 
Decision making 
groups 
e.g. student councils, 
eco-committee, peer 
support groups 
 
 

 

School Leaders 
Ambassadorial role 
 

They might be asked to 
represent the school at 
events within the 
community. 

Work “alongside” middle 
and senior leaders. 

“Raising profile of 
students and placing 
them in a further 
leadership role”. 

Transition Leaders 
Year 8 support year 6 
Years 9 and 10 support 
lower years e.g. help 
them chose 
options/pathways.  
 
Run the ‘Big room’ to 
support students at 
social times. 

Plan and deliver 
activities for induction 
day. 
 
Year 8 plan and deliver 
activities for Year 7 tutor 
time. 
 
 

Time and adult support 
provided for them by 
middle/senior leader. 
 
 

They have the freedom 
to plan and create and 
review annually. 
 
Trusted to run the room 
and know that an adult is 
there is needed. 
 
Older students train 
younger students. 

Diversity Leaders Promotes and model 
“tolerance and respect 
amongst staff and 
students”. 

The idea for this group 
came from students. 
 
 

Student run campaigns 
e.g. anti-bullying month. 
‘Rainbow Day’ 
happening at their 
request. 

Student led focus 
groups: 

• Rights Respecting 
and Community 
leaders 

• Mind, body and 
soul leaders 

• Eco leaders 
• E-Safety leaders 
• Googlers leaders 

“Collaborate, brainstorm, 
work on it on Google 
classroom and then 
produce proposal” 
 
Proposal sheet needs to 
be completed to go to 
SLT. 
 

Every focus group has a 
linked member of staff 
with a particular interest 
and passion for the topic. 
“It is heard by those 
teachers who listen and 
try to take it back to staff 
meetings.  They say our 
view, what we said and 
they do make a change”. 

Personal development 
for the young people 
involved. 
 
Opportunities outside of 
the school, e.g. Googlars 
presented at BETT.  Eco 
working with County 
Council on ‘park and 
stride’ sites. 
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• Careers leaders 
 
These members are 
recruited through events 
or anyone can attend the 
meetings and join the 
group. 
 
Groups meet weekly. 
 

Formal meetings are 
minuted and these 
shared with SLT. 
 
Reps from the group 
have the chance to feed 
back to SLT every half 
term. 

 
 (proposal sheet). 
 
Staff have link meetings 
with Student Voice Co-
Ordinator. 
 
Student Voice Co-
Ordinator has meeting 
with SLT fortnightly. 
 

 
Sharing their work with 
Headteachers and other 
schools. 
 
School has changed 
policy as a result, for 
example, the use of 
plastic in the canteen. 
 
Students will present in 
staff meetings. 
 
Links with school 
governors. 

Summit meeting 
Representatives from the 
focus groups. 

Meet with Headteacher 
and SLT half termly to 
give feedback about their 
work. 

“Everyone really listens 
to you.  You are being 
heard”. 
 
“They are always really 
nice meetings”. 

Examples given of 
changes made 
“one of the issues last 
year was stress around 
exams and one of the 
points to come out of it 
was to do something 
afterwards when the 
exams had finished”. 
 
“They’re finding they’re 
really helpful people”. 

Interview panel 
Group of students 
selected by Heads of 
Year. 

A range of students said 
they had been given the 
opportunity when they 
were in the lower school. 

They have a chance to 
feedback to SLT as part 
of the interview process. 

SLT confirm that their 
views matter and are an 
important part of the 
process. 
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Head boy/girl and prefect 
team 
 
Application process and 
then “Elected 
democratically” 
 

Support the work of 
school leaders and focus 
groups. 
 
 

Governors participate in 
this. 

Senior prefects re 
responsible for a 
particular area of school 
improvement based on 
their strengths, 
experience and 
application as well as to 
run a prefect team. 

House Captains (Year 
11) and deputies (Year 
10) make decisions 
about house 
competitions.   
Junior House Captains 
now in Years 7 and 8. 
 

Anyone in Year 10 can 
apply to be House 
Captain. 
Distributed leadership 
model.  There are plans 
to extend decision 
making to house 
champions from all year 
groups to provide 
opportunities for younger 
students. 

Provide the link between 
staff and student body – 
go into assemblies and 
tutor groups. 

They meet with the 
House Co-Ordinator and 
discuss their work.  The 
H/C meets weekly with 
SLT to ensure they are 
working together and 
ideas can be passed 
upwards. 

Voting voices.  Whole 
school votes on a 
chosen issue.  Used to 
be fortnightly but moved 
to when decision needed 
so had more relevance. 

Using Google classroom 
and an email link the 
whole school votes on a 
chosen issue. 
Students who are absent 
or on other provision can 
engage with this too. 
 

Staff can choose issues 
they want quick 
feedback on. 

Results analysed and 
used for input on 
decisions. 
Temperature gauge. 

 
 

Any student can email 
the Headteacher and ask 
for an appointment.  

Meeting arranged and 
time given. 
 

The Headteacher 
encourages this and 
always meets them. 
 

Tells students what can 
or might happen next. 
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Other informal 
contact between 
peers and adults 
e.g. canteen, 
playground, wider 
community 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

They are told this in 
assemblies. 
Heads of Year have an 
open-door policy. 

Available at any time. 
Many students email 
something if they have a 
question or want to set 
up a meeting. 

Heads of Year 
encourage this and work 
through the tutor team to 
enable access for all 
students in the cohort. 

Communicate back to 
students if action taken. 
 
Check in on them to see 
how it is now going. 

CHUMS 
Caring, helpful, 
understanding mentors 
are available for 
supporting younger 
students 
 

Available to listen but not 
have to act “They spoke 
to us because they didn’t 
want to talk to their tutor” 

Staff lead linked to this 
and support and training 
given to the CHUMs. 

The ‘Big Room’ is 
available and manned by 
CHUMs at social times 
so younger students 
have somewhere to go. 

Trust and openness to 
capture things as they 
arise.   
 
Staff modelling rights 
and respect. 

Communication 
structures and processes 
in school. 
 
Restorative approach to 
behaviour management 
and staff training on it. 
 
Chances for staff to 
share and talk are 
created e.g. free coffee 
in the staffroom at break. 

Means any staff member 
can pass information to 
the appropriate person.   
 
Individual dialogue with 
students. 

“A well and happy staff 
helps to support the 
students”. 
 
“It is really important for 
supporting staff voice 
too” 

Student support  
• Student services 
• Pastoral Heads of 

Year 
• The Hub 

Students have lots of 
places they can choose 
to go to which suit the 
need they might have at 
that particular time. 

Staff produced a 
wellbeing tree to 
signpost students to 
areas of support in the 
school. 

Students talked about 
having staff they trusted 
and could go to for 
support. 
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• Counsellor 
• ELSAs 

Chances for staff to 
share and talk are 
created e.g. free coffee 
in the staffroom at break. 

 Means any staff member 
can pass information to 
the appropriate person.   
 

Allows for trust and 
transparency which all 
participants talked about. 

Staff duties.  Staff do two 
one day a week and 
cover the site and are 
encouraged to interact 
with the students. 

Restorative approach to 
behaviour management 
and staff training on it. 
 
Chances for staff to 
share and talk are 
created e.g. free coffee 
in the staffroom at break. 

Staff encourage 
interactions with 
students. 
 

Individual dialogue with 
students. 
 
Means any staff member 
can pass information to 
the appropriate person.   
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Appendix 18:  Gold School Thematic Maps 

 
RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student voice in their school? 
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RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school context relevant to student voice and how do these affect how student voice is 
           considered and enacted? 
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RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within their school? 
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Appendix 19:  Silver School Provision Map  

 
 Article 12 (UNCRC) 

Four arenas for 
participation 

Right to express a view Right to have views given due weight 
Space 

Children must be given 
the opportunity to 

express a view 

Voice 
The view must be 

listened to 

Audience 
Children must be 

facilitated to express 
their views 

Influence 
The view must be acted 

upon 

 
 
 
Formal curriculum  
e.g. in class or other 
areas of learning and 
assessment 

 

Think, grow, change is 
established as a tool to 
be used in all lessons to 
gather student feedback 
on their learning in that 
subject twice a year. 
 

Opportunity given by all 
departments. 
Some do it online and 
can do it instantly at the 
end of a topic.  In ICT 
they do it by lesson.  It 
happens in revision 
sessions too. 

This does happen 
everywhere but 
departments might 
structure or time it 
slightly differently e.g. if 
tried something new. 
Some might call it “What 
went well and Even 
better if”. 

It feeds into future 
planning. 
 
Some departments 
might do it more than 
others. 
 

Student questionnaires 
have been used to gain 
whole school views on 
their learning.   
 

These happen every 
three years so they will 
do it twice in their school 
experience. 
 

Accessed online. 
SEND students 
supported. 
 

Findings feed into 
school improvement 
planning but are not 
shared with the 
students. 

Student voice panels 
are used as part of the 
department reviews. 
Usually years 7, 9 and 
11. 
Might be in relation to a 
specific question. 

Different selection 
methods. 
“Sometimes random so 
one from each tutor 
group” 
“Sometimes more 
selective, so a high prior 
attainer or SEN”. 

There is a form on 
SISRA (assessment 
database) set up and 
ready for each review.  
The questions are open. 
 
Will be based on the 
school improvement 

This information feeds 
directly into the review 
and has equal weight to 
other evidence gathering 
e.g. learning walks and 
book scrutiny. 
Actions happen as a 
result of the reviews.  
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Sometimes an additional 
focus group might be set 
up to find out more 
about an issue which 
has arisen in this 
process. 

“It is very rarely the 
same children”. 
 

focus for that year e.g. 
high prior attainers. 
 

Might then impact the 
next year group or 
cohort coming through. 
Might be fed back to 
students if relevant or 
needed. 
“These are the things 
which students do which 
really impact change”. 
 

Students are 
interviewed following 
data drops where there 
are concerns showing.   
 

They are selected based 
on the data, so the 
group they are in or if 
they themselves are 
underperforming. 

Staff interview them. 
Staff are not specifically 
trained on gathering 
voice/feedback. 

This is used to consider 
school wide 
interventions/groups to 
focus resources on. 
“They say whether they 
feel they can develop 
relationships with them”. 

Assessment and 
marking policy allow 
dialogue with teacher 
through use of the 
purple pen.  Student 
respond to marking 
comments. 

Whole school policy 
followed by 
departments.  “Part of 
everyday teacher 
practice”. 

Teachers ask questions 
in their marking and ask 
for justifications. 
 
 

Linked to school 
improvement planning. 

Classroom 
management.  Students 
can make some 
decisions around 
seating, independent 
learning, home learning. 
 

“In theory, all students 
can have this say but 
many might not speak 
up”. 

“We encourage students 
to have a conversation 
if, for example, they are 
not happy with where 
they are sat” 
 

Students feel this might 
be heard, accepted and 
listened to differently 
depending on the 
teacher. 
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Rewards system 
 

Every student has a 
booklet to receive 
stamps (bit like a ration 
book).  They can spend 
it in the library. 

School have allocated a 
budget to support this. 
Reward celebrations at 
end of year. 
End of year students 
invited to celebration 
lunches – effort grades 
not achievement. 
 

This was changed this 
year due to the feedback 
from students. 
It is now streamlined to 
just “Excellence” and 
“Community”. 
 
They chose the prizes. 
 

PSHE curriculum 
Every year group has 
two lessons a half term. 
 

All year groups and 
students involved in 
these at the same time. 

Staff trained and have 
input in planning and 
delivering the sessions. 
Supported by external 
visitors/speakers. 

Students asked for 
feedback after the days.  
Used for planning going 
forwards. 

Act of reflection built into 
every tutor time daily. 
These are themed 
weekly and an activity 
planned but it can be 
personalised. 
 

All students do this.  Facilitated by tutors and 
Heads of Year. 

Students often 
contribute to this with an 
activity or through 
sharing ideas. 

Nurture Group 
A smaller group for core 
subjects and 
humanities. 
Increased interventions 
to support and same 
teacher for all lessons. 
 

“This group are smaller 
and have opportunities 
for say in things like 
classroom rules and 
who they work with”. 

“One teacher for all 
these lessons allows 
relationship building”. 

Students in these 
classes reported 
enjoying the smaller 
class size and pace of 
their learning. 

4C Group “Each year group has a 
group.  It is set up on 

School has allocated 
teachers and resources 

Students in these 
classes reported 
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This depends on the 
intake and cohort – level 
4 lower attainers. 
 

need.  This year instead 
of prior attainment it was 
based on anxiety”. 

to it.  Aim is to raise 
attainment. 

enjoying the smaller 
class size and pace of 
their learning. 

 
 
Extended 
curriculum 
e.g. clubs, trips, 
voluntary activities, 
award schemes, 
competitions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Student focus groups as 
above can be on 
extended curriculum 
areas, for example, 
transition day or year 11 
examination 
arrangements. 

Students selected by 
Head of Year on rotation 
or if it might be relevant 
to them. 

Facilitated by Heads of 
Year and SLT 
depending on focus.  

“Feedback said that on 
Year 6 induction day 
they liked to be told 
where to eat as they get 
that at primary school so 
we listened and built that 
in”. 
 

School offers a whole 
range of extra-curricular 
opportunities, clubs, 
trips and experiences.  
These include: 

• sports 
• music 
• woodturning 
• kit cars 
• gaming 
• origami 
• creating writing 
• Lego 
• Warhammer 
• Pokémon x 2 
• LGBTQ+ 
• Art 
• Mindfulness 

There is a bulletin which 
goes out to advertise the 
clubs. 
 
Students have come 
forward and suggested 
clubs. 
 
Sports and music have 
own bulletins. 
 
None of these are paid 
clubs. 
 
Anyone can drop in at 
any time. 

Staff member linked to 
each club.   
 
Discussions about E-
gaming clubs as these 
are big in universities.  
Are these replacing 
sports clubs. 
 
Often Heads of Year will 
offer events like sports. 

Students from these 
clubs might share 
information or lead an 
assembly. 
 
Space to enjoy range of 
interests and feedback 
from students is that this 
is valued. 
 
Participation is reviewed 
annually to see what is 
offered and what else 
might be needed. 
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• Christ Union 
 
Departments offer 
award schemes, for 
example, Science club 
and STEM club. 
Also offer competitions, 
for example, maths 
Olympiad. 

Voluntary and open to 
all. 

Driven by staff member.  

Community Volunteering 
All Year 9 do a day in 
the local community. 
 

They have a choice of 
areas: creative, 
environmental and 
educational. 
Sometimes they request 
community groups to 
support. 

Co-ordinated by staff 
member. 

Feedback from students 
is always positive. 
e.g. cakes of kindness – 
they deliver them in the 
community. 

Duke of Edinburgh 
Award Scheme. 
 

Any student can 
participate: 

• Year 9 bronze 
• Year 10 silver 
• Years 11/12 gold 

Member of staff 
allocated time to support 
this. 

Students involved in 
planning, team working 
and individual 
community work. 

School visits 
 

Curriculum based ones 
open to all and funded 
for vulnerable families. 

Staff lead these. Students values these 
and talked about them in 
focus groups. 

Church school. 
The Chaplain set up a 
worship group to get 
feedback on Acts of 
Worship and other 
church school linked 
activities. 

Survey for all students to 
participate in. 

Chaplain has driven this 
as part of being Church 
of England School. 

Survey has feedback on 
events and activities 
planned. 
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Sports council and 
sports leaders 

Plan activities and work 
to be done with younger 
students. 
 
Referee/coach and 
organise sporting events 
themselves. 

Students are supported 
to follow a training 
programme (JSLA). 

Support primary school 
students and offer them 
opportunities to find out 
more about the 
secondary school. 

Careers fair, events and 
specific days. 
 
 

Covers all students with 
events pitched to 
different years. 

Staff member to 
coordinate. 
 

Students value this as 
shared in focus groups. 

Road safety scheme run 
by sixth form 
 

Teacher had a passion 
and worked with his 
tutor group to get it 
started. 

Campaign through the 
school and spread down 
to primary schools. 

Road safety scheme run 
by sixth form. 
 

Library monitors. 
 

Anyone can volunteer 
for the role if they want 
to. 

Time is given to staff to 
support the students 
through the process and 
work “alongside” them. 

 

 
 
Decision making 
groups 
e.g. student councils, 
eco-committee, peer 
support groups 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Student Council 
The council 
representatives are 
linked to each tutor 
group and feedback to 
them.     
 
 

Anyone can stand and 
they have elections if 
more. 
The council is not 
always led by older 
children – there is a vote 
and it has been year 8 
before. 
 
 
 

It is meant to cascade 
back to their tutor group. 
 
Member of staff 
supports the meetings 
and voting held at them. 
 
They have met with 
Governors about 
uniform changes.   
 

They have a say on 
where their fundraising 
goes to. 
 
Consulted about things 
affecting student 
population, for example, 
exam pressure, and 
finding ways of setting 
up for students to 
support other students 
“because they will listen 
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to them.  They won’t 
listen to us”. 

ECO council. 
Liter picks in local area. 
Changing canteen 
packaging. 
Rewilding projects. 
Water fountains. 

Anyone willing can get 
involved. 
 

School Council agree 
funding for some of 
these projects. 

Students lead the 
decision making and 
decide the projects, 
Projects are happening. 
 
“Staff facilitate it and the 
children drive it”. 
 

Staff selection panels.  
Students are always 
part of this process. 
 

Sometimes select panel 
from those with an 
interest, for example, PE 
teacher might be sporty 
students. 
 
Heads of Year monitor 
and track who is chosen. 

Staff allowed them to 
rewrite the questions. 
Students like being able 
to write their own 
questions and did not 
like the ones they were 
given to ask. 
“They came up with a 
good one – what would 
you spend your first pay 
cheque on?” and “If you 
were a pigeon for the 
day who would you 
poop on”. 
 

“Students are always 
keen to know who got 
the job and they will 
come and ask”. 
 
“They normally get it 
right too and choose 
who we chose”. 
 

Students have set up an 
E-Learning group and 
are setting up resources 
and ideas for online 
learning to share with 
others. 

Hoping to recruit more 
and gain momentum. 

Member of staff 
facilitating. 

Goal is to set it up and 
share with whole school 
and continually add to it. 
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Year 10 peer mentors 
are attached to Year 7 
tutor groups.   
 
Peer mentors in sixth 
form. 
 
 

Year 10 it can be 
anyone. 
 
Sixth form they apply 
and do more in depth 
training to support more 
vulnerable children. 

Two members of staff 
support and facilitate the 
running of the group 

They support them 
throughout their time at 
school, for example, 
being in the year group 
lunch base. 
 
Younger students talked 
in the focus group about 
feeling supported by 
these. 

Student Governors for 
both the school and the 
Trust. 
 

Usually chosen from 
school council reps 
“because they know 
what they school council 
has been talking about”. 
 

SLT liaise with them. Attend Governors’ 
meetings but might have 
to “Step out for some 
agenda items depending 
on what being 
discussed”.  Staffing 
given as an example. 

 
 
Other informal 
contact between 
peers and adults 
e.g. canteen, 
playground, wider 
community 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All students can email 
any member of staff at 
any time and about 
anything. 
 

Email system used by 
all. 

Staff will respond and 
support or signpost. 

Students in the focus 
groups gave a mixed 
response to feeling 
heard. 

Postcards of thanks. 
Staff can send to one 
another. 
Students can send to 
any staff member. 

All students have 5 
cards to send. 
 

Staff print the cards. 
 
Use a design by a 
student. 

Staff appear to value 
this more than students. 

Oasis is a group of 
trained staff available to 

Posters around school 
to advertise. 

Staff run it but anyone 
students or staff can 
access it. 

“Means everyone has 
that one chance of 
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 support students e.g. 
bereavement support 
 

“Nice for people to know 
who is there to support 
them.  Who to call on”. 
 

finding someone to 
support them”. 

Year 8 students act as 
tour guides for visitors. 
 

Every student has the 
chance to do this at 
least once. 
 
On open evening any 
student can volunteer to 
do this. 

Tracked to ensure this 
happens. 

They all have a chance 
to share their thoughts 
on the school. 
 
“They are the voice of 
the school on that night.  
They don’t have a script” 

Youth Parliament 
 

Current Year 8 student 
involved as 
representative working 
with County Council on 
school transport. 
 

Student led initiative. Only one student but 
changes might impact 
the wider community 
through his work with 
school transport 
services. 

Students volunteer and 
support the local radio 
station. 

Open to sixth formers. Student led initiative. Gets out lots of positive 
news about young 
people and teenagers. 

Students volunteer and 
do work experience in 
the nursery. 

Personalised to those 
students who might 
benefit from Friday 
afternoon doing 
something different on 
their timetable. 

Heads of Years 
coordinate as they know 
their students. 

Students taking on adult 
role and some additional 
responsibilities. 

Sixth form enrichment 
 

Choose a community 
event e.g. reading at the 
local primary school. 

 Student report enjoying 
these opportunities and 
acquiring new skills. 
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Year 11 students have 
run PTA events to 
fundraise for the prom. 
 

This was a student led 
initiative. 

Staff member linked 
them to a PTA member 
and then students did 
the rest. 

Money will support them 
to fund their own event. 

Charity events These are often 
coordinated through the 
year or school council 
but can sometimes be 
certain groups e.g. choir 
 

Staff guide and support 
but largely organised by 
students. 

“We do performances 
for food banks and raise 
so much money.  It is 
good to have that 
opportunity, the 
interaction and do 
something that matters”. 

Rotary Club 
connections. 
Students help out with 
community events e.g. 
primary music events 
and concerts, maths and 
chess days. 
 

Anyone can volunteer to 
do this. 

Heads of Years 
coordinate as they know 
their students. 

Gets out lots of positive 
news about young 
people and teenagers. 
 
Shows the town what 
they can and have done. 

Support Services linked 
to school and external 
agencies. 

• Blue room 
• Pastoral Heads of 

Year 
• SEN support 

Students have lots of 
places they can choose 
to go to which suit the 
need they might have at 
that particular time. 

Blue room has high staff 
to student ratio and they 
share social activities. 
 

Students report there 
are many places to go 
for support. 

Staff duties.  Staff do 
two one day a week and 
cover the site and are 
encouraged to interact 
with the students. 

Restorative approach to 
behaviour management 
and staff training on it. 
 

Individual dialogue with 
students. 
 
Means any staff 
member can pass 
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 Chances for staff to 
share and talk are 
created e.g. free coffee 
in the staffroom at 
break. 

information to the 
appropriate person.   
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Appendix 20:  Silver School Thematic Maps 

 
RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student voice in their school? 
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RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school context relevant to student voice and how do these affect how student voice is 
           considered and enacted? 
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RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within their school? 
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Appendix 21:  Bronze School Provision Map  

 
 

 Article 12 (UNCRC) 
Four arenas for 

participation 
Right to express a view Right to have views given due weight 

Space 
Children must be given 

the opportunity to 
express a view 

Voice 
The view must be 

listened to 

Audience 
Children must be 

facilitated to express 
their views 

Influence 
The view must be acted 

upon 

 
 
 
Formal curriculum  
e.g. in class or other 
areas of learning and 
assessment 
 
 

Focus group interviews 
with Headteacher/SLT 
on certain chosen 
topics.  
Random selection and 
includes certain groups 
e.g. SEN, pupil premium 
in order to be 
“representative”.   

SLT willingness to hear 
and allocated time for 
these meetings. 
 
Feedback cross checked 
with staff feedback and 
used for dialogue to 
staff. 
 

Some have been set up 
in response to a specific 
issue in the school. 
 
 
Students report you can 
say what you want to 
say. 

Use feedback to choose 
new areas to consult on. 
 
Findings become a 
focus for staff meetings 
or training and can link 
into school improvement 
work. 

Student voice panels are 
used as part of the 
department reviews. 
 

Forms part of the 
process of school self-
evaluation. 

These are selected for 
all reviews.  
Headteacher asks for a 
stratifies sample to 
represent different 
groups. 

Forms part of formal 
review report. 
 

Annual student survey. 
All students do this 
anonymously online. 
 

Analysed by member of 
SLT. 
“We are quite good at 
analyzing that.  We 
come back to it and 
review actions taken”. 

All students encouraged 
to take it and given time 
in tutor time. 
 

Annual report produced. 
Action planning after 
survey and built into 
school development 
plan.   
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“We make a big thing of 
it.  This is your time to 
feedback”. 

Student groups set up to 
get feedback on actions 
taken. 
E.g. toilets rezoned. 

Lead Lessons 
(Assemblies) 
“It is called this because 
we often deliver learning 
not just notices”. 

“You said this and we’d 
like to do this”. 

Students participate in 
these e.g. UNICEF, 
mental health 
ambassadors or House 
Captains. 

These are used to 
feedback to students on 
what is happening in the 
school. 

Student panels to meet 
with the Headteacher as 
part of school self-
evaluation processes. 
Termly reviews, for 
example, study skills. 

Students feedback 
through SLT, Progress 
Leaders (Heads of 
years) and tutors. 

These are selected for 
all reviews.  
Headteacher asks for a 
stratifies sample to 
represent different 
groups. 

Feeds into school 
strategic plan. 
 
Form the basis for the 
Headteacher’s blog. 

Learning walks are 
conducted regularly 
across the school, year 
groups and subject 
areas. 

Students will be spoken 
to as part of this and 
asked to talk about their 
learning. 

This is built into training 
of middle leaders. 

Informs part of whole 
school self-evaluation 
process. 

Following the Magenta 
principles as a whole 
school approach. 

This has a focus on 
student engagement 
and how they respond to 
changes in the teaching. 

Whole staff training. 
Part of whole school 
strategic plan. 

Trialed a “no pen day” 
which the students 
report they enjoyed. 

Assessment and 
marking policy allow 
dialogue with teacher 
through use of the 
purple pen.  Student 
respond to marking 
comments. 

Whole school policy 
followed by 
departments.   

Teachers ask questions 
in their marking and ask 
for justifications. 
 

Linked to school 
improvement planning. 
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Classroom 
management.  Students 
can make some 
decisions around 
seating, independent 
learning, home learning. 

Student reported lots of 
examples of this 
happening in the focus 
groups 

Staff training on 
restorative behaviour 
approaches. 

Student reported lots of 
examples of this 
happening in the focus 
groups. 

Rewards system. 
 
 

This is based on all 
student getting stamps 
for doing what is 
expected – so turning 
up, equipment. 

The hope is that it 
praises those who might 
otherwise be a little 
invisible. 

Student reported that 
they value it in the lower 
school years but are less 
interested when older. 

PSHE curriculum. 
Programme of study in 
tutor time. 
 

All year groups and 
students involved in 
these at the same time. 

Delivered by tutors and 
some are more 
comfortable with it than 
others. 

Student Mental Health 
Ambassadors planned, 
resourced and delivered 
the school wellbeing 
day. 

Annual Reviews are 
held for students with an 
EHCP. 
 
 

Students attends and 
are actively involved in 
the process. 
 

SENCo noted that 
sometimes students are 
not always vocal and 
they need support to 
express their wishes and 
views. 

The plan is a legal 
document. 

 
 
 
Extended 
curriculum 
e.g. clubs, trips, 
voluntary activities, 

School offers a whole 
range of extra-curricular 
opportunities, clubs, 
trips and experiences.   
 

If students ask for a club 
there is a search for an 
interested staff member 
to lead it. 
 
This happened this year 
when they requested a 
current affairs club. 

Staff lead clubs and they 
publish when they meet. 
 
Studnet lead some clubs 
e.g the LGBTQ+ and the 
BAME reading group. 

Space to enjoy range of 
interests and feedback 
from students is that this 
is valued. 
 



 302 

award schemes, 
competitions 
 
 

House system 
throughout the school. 
Runs competitions and 
fundraising. 

Students gave examples 
of things they had 
participated in. 

Staff work alongside 
House Captains to 
facilitate and support. 

Student House Captains 
take a lead role in this – 
supported by staff. 

The LGBTQ+ club has 
gained a lot of 
momentum and was 
established and is led by 
students. 

When they asked to set 
this up, students report 
that it was supported 
and encouraged. 

SLT link member of staff 
describes themselves as 
“a conduit” 

Advertising events and 
purchasing literature for 
the library. 

Students run a number 
of charity events and 
fundraisers throughout 
the year. 

Student Voice (council) 
decide on these but any 
student can put forward 
an idea or make a 
request. 

Supported by member of 
SLT who supports the 
student council.  

Time in Lead lessons to 
get the message across 
to the whole school. 

Junior Sports 
Leadership 
Ambassadors. 

Plan activities and work 
to be done with younger 
students. 
 

Students are supported 
to follow a training 
programme. 

Support primary school 
students and offer them 
opportunities to find out 
more about the 
secondary school. 

Duke of Edinburgh 
Award Scheme. 

Plan to roll out 
volunteering 
opportunities across the 
whole school. 

Staff member to lead. 
Links with local MP. 

 

Theme of the week 
 
 

Selected by UNICEF 
club and links to rights.  
They choose this liked to 
the articles of UNCRC. 
 

Lead member of staff is 
member of SLT and 
supports co-ordination of 
this. 

Whole school are getting 
the same theme and 
message.  Displayed on 
entrance and notice 
boards across the 
school for consistent 
message. 
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Drop down days. 
These have specific 
focus such as careers or 
wellbeing. 

Whole school at the 
same time and have a 
certain theme. 

Lead member of staff. 
Staff supported with 
training and resources. 
Some report feeling 
worried about certain 
topics but that they have 
had positive experiences 
delivering them. 

Students feedback and 
support with the 
planning – e.g. some 
reported that the topics 
might be made more 
age appropriate. 

 
 
 
 
Decision making 
groups 
e.g. student councils, 
eco-committee, peer 
support groups 
 

Student Council (called 
student voice). 
They meet daily in the 
morning and anyone can 
attend – can dip and out 
but is led by a core of 
students.  At any one 
meeting there might be 
up to 40 students. 
 
“Seems to be a self-
selecting group and not 
a particularly good 
stratified sample of the 
school”.  

Agenda for discussion 
areas.  
 
Whole school gets the 
agenda so they know 
what is being discussed. 
 
“There’s meeting and 
stuff.  They send 
agendas around of what 
topics they are going to 
cover each term”. 

Member of staff (SLT) 
supports the meetings 
and voting held at them. 
 

Consulted about things 
affecting student 
population. 
 
They have a say on 
where their fundraising 
goes to. 
 
Carried out a room 
survey of whole school 
and fed back to whole 
staff. 
 
 

Student cabinet. 
This is the core 
members who organise 
and run the council. 
They meet weekly. 

Weekly meetings are 
minuted and this shared 
with SLT. 
 

Member of staff (SLT) 
supports the meetings. 
 

They provide direction 
for student council work. 

UNICEF Club 
 

Weekly meetings are 
minuted and this shared 
with SLT. 

Member of staff (SLT) 
supports the meetings. 
 

Designed lessons for 
years 7 and 8. 
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 Actively linked to a 
school in Malawi. 
Delivered resources for 
World Ocean Day. 

Mental Health 
Ambassadors. 
Students can volunteer 
and apply. 

Carried out a survey 
across the whole school. 

Staff member supports. 
 
Students have received 
training. 

Planned, resourced and 
delivered the school 
wellbeing day. 

Anti-bullying 
Ambassadors. 
Students can volunteer 
and apply. 

Given the time and 
support. 

Staff member supports. 
 
Students have received 
training. 
 

They set up the anti-
bullying report button for 
all students to access. 
 
Ran anti-bullying 
awareness week. 

Disability Group. 
Students lead the 
programme and have 
led sports programme in 
the primary school. 

Led by members of the 
sixth form. 
 
Started as an off shoot 
of the UNICEF group. 

A staff member has 
helped to steer this. 
SLT. 

Students have found 
funding sources to 
support this process and 
allow it to continue. 

Eco Group. 
Anyone can attend. 
 

Early stages but is 
growing in ideas and 
number attending. 

Staff member supports. 
 

Running recycling 
schemes across the 
school. 
 
Working with the school 
canteen. 

Interview panel 
Group of students 
selected by Heads of 
Year. 

A range of students said 
they had been given the 
opportunity when they 
were in the lower school. 

They have a chance to 
feedback to SLT as part 
of the interview process. 

SLT confirm that their 
views matter and are an 
important part of the 
process. 
“They are involved and 
they are brilliant”. 
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Other informal 
contact between 
peers and adults 
e.g. canteen, 
playground, wider 
community 
 
 

Peer mentoring across 
the school. 
 
 

Sixth formers linked up 
to lower years. 

Member of staff 
facilitates this and ask 
tutors to identify those 
who might benefit from 
it. 

Younger student report 
they enjoy having a sixth 
form mentor. 

Student support through 
Return to Learn (R2L) 

Students have lots of 
places they can choose 
to go to which suit the 
need they might have at 
that particular time. 

 Students talked about 
having staff they trusted 
and could go to for 
support. 

School follows a 
restorative justice 
approach which is used 
to resolve 
differences/conflicts 

Students have 
ownership of this and 
their participation in it. 

Trained members of 
staff facilitate the 
process. 

This allows those 
involved to reflect on 
actions and take 
responsibility to resolve 
things. 

Duke of Edinburgh 
Scheme. 
Currently 60% of 
students participate.  
The plan is to extend 
this to all. 

Every student would 
have the chance to do at 
least two hours 
volunteering each term. 

Headteacher calls this 
“Growth through 
volunteering”. 
 

Students did not talk 
about this – still seems 
to be in the planning 
stages. 

All students can email 
any member of staff at 
any time and about 
anything. 

Email system used by 
all. 

Staff will respond and 
support or signpost. 

Students in the focus 
groups gave responses 
which suggest they use 
this and feel heard. 

Student involved in the 
local youth parliament. 
Student can stand for 
election. 
 

Joint with other school in 
the trust. 

Staff member liaises. 
 
Local MP came in and 
did a training day with 
the students. 

Given a platform to 
feedback to the whole 
school in lead lessons. 



 306 

Staff duties.  Staff do 
two one day a week and 
cover the site and are 
encouraged to interact 
with the students. 
 

“Lots of chances for ad 
hoc conversations” 
 

Restorative approach to 
behaviour management 
and staff training on it. 
 

Individual dialogue with 
students. 
 
Means any staff member 
can pass information to 
the appropriate person.   

Chances for staff to 
share and talk are 
created e.g. breakfast 
together every Friday. 

 Means any staff member 
can pass information to 
the appropriate person.   
 

Allows for trust and 
transparency which all 
participants talked 
about. 
 
Students talked about 
being listened to in that 
moment. 
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Appendix 22:  Bronze School Thematic Maps 

 
RQ1:  How do staff and students view and conceptualise student voice in their school? 
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RQ2:  What are the characteristics and features of the school context relevant to student voice and how do these affect how student voice is 
           considered and enacted? 
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RQ3:  How do staff and students experience student voice within their school? 
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Appendix 23:  Resource for Schools  

 
This resource is designed to support school staff to reflect on their student voice 
practices  
 

 
 
 

Concepts of student voice 
 

• What does student voice mean to you? 
• Why is it important to you as an approach? 
• What do you see as the role of young people’s voice within school? 
• Can you think of an example of a change that student voice has had 

and how it impacted on the school community? 
• Who has the power in your school? 

 
Practices of student voice 

 
• What opportunities does the school provide for students to have a 

voice? 
• Using the mapping provision tool how does participation across the 

four arenas of participation compare for your school? 
• How are you trying to implement student voice in your school? 
• What structures are in place for enabling voice?  Who is included in 

them? 
• What opportunities do students have to influence decisions in the 

school? 

Concepts of student voice
Active citizenship

Collective endeavour
Balancing power
A better school

Practices of student voice
Participatory ethos

Participatory structures
Participatory groups

Arenas of participation

Democratic school community
Children's rights
Empowerment

Who's in and who's out?

Responsiveness of school leaders
Mindsets

Levels of commitment: openings, 
opportunites, obligations
Working in partnership

Student 
Voice
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• As staff, how well do you feel you know your students and how does it 
affect their learning? 

• How do students take ownership of their learning? 
• Which parts of school life do you think students should have more say 

on? 
• Is there anything in school that students should not have a say on? 

 
Responsiveness of school leaders 

 
• How much do you feel the voices of your students are valued in 

school? 
• How do you think your students perceive their relationships with school 

staff? 
• What are the successes and challenges you have experienced in 

implementing student voice in your school? 
• What are the key issues for you in developing student voice? 
• Is there a process for providing feedback to students regarding 

decisions which have been taken? 
• How are student voice projects and events evaluated and reflected 

upon? 
• What opportunities are there for students to communicate with other 

stake holders such as parents and governors? 
• What school policies and plans are written together with students and 

made accessible for them all? 
 

Democratic school community 
 

• What do you think is the point of school? 
• What role do your students play in supporting the rights of others? 
• If school were to take more notice of what students say how would 

things be different? 
• What do you think are the most important things schools can do to 

engage their young people? 
• What steps do you take to ensure that all students can take part if they 

want to? 
• How do you hear, quieter, less confident students? 
• How is regular interaction between different students encouraged? 
• How is student action and collective achievement made visible and 

celebrated? 
 

 
 


