Developing student leadership in a Networked Learning Community

This summary first reports on the pilot work undertaken as ESRC Project “Breaking New Ground” in the Geography, History and Religious Studies departments at Rivington and Blackrod High Schools with KS4 students. The initial research prepared the way for what has now become a borough-wide student voice movement entitled B.L.A.S.T. (Bolton Listens As Students Talk) under the Networked Learning Community banner. The school’s subsequent involvement in this project is also reported.

Aims of the development and enquiry project

The original ESRC action research project aimed to engage staff from Geography, History and Religious Studies in a debate with a small group of KS4 students about target setting and in particular to:
· discover what factors impinge on student success during years 10/11;

· raise achievement;
· discover  how target setting impacts upon eventual outcomes at GCSE;

· facilitate staff discussion about pedagogical issues that impacted on departmental success;

· discover how shared ideas could improve the perception of these departments across school, thus improving staff morale; and 

· engage students and teachers in a debate about educational matters.

Context
Nine students from year 10 worked with teachers from history, geography, religious studies, their Head of Year and the lead researcher to investigate how the school’s recent work on target setting could be improved using pupil consultation.
The students were selected to include a representative mix of boys and girls and top/middle/bottom ability ranges. Staff met regularly with students in their subject lesson, discussed their progress and coached them to improve final GCSE results.
Summary of outcomes so far
The project has enabled key staff to engage in a meaningful discussion where students gave feedback to their teachers, discussed how they wanted to learn and organise their learning and took real responsibility for their learning in these key subject areas.  Feedback from students indicated that they:
· wanted respect and wanted to be involved in their education;

· did not tolerate poor learning environments and had clear ideas about what good teaching and learning looked like in their classrooms;

· had mixed feelings about the value of target setting;

· understood how they could impact upon their progression throughout the key stage; and 

· could suggest ways of progressing the national educational agenda.

The teaching environment in the Humanities block has been improved as other teachers and students worked together.

The school’s target setting process has been changed to include the opportunity for students to be engaged in the setting of targets. 
Students appear to have a much clearer understanding of their targets and seem motivated by the increased ownership and choice, while remaining realistic about their capabilities.
Background

A number of issues emerged at Rivington and Blackrod High Schools, at a time when it seemed fortuitous to bring them altogether.  Staff morale in the History, Geography and Religious Studies departments was at a low ebb, there was a new Head of Year 10/11, the school had embarked upon creating a new cross-school assessment process, Ingrid Cox had met Jean Rudduck and been given the opportunity to apply for a grant under the “Breaking New Ground” ESRC banner, and the Bolton Pastoral Network work was beginning to expand with a growing recognition that pupils needed to be consulted about their learning.  

“You can take a horse to water but you can’t make it drink” is the old adage.  The research group wanted to test their theory that “You can set targets for students but unless they are willing to go the extra mile and take them on board, no target setting will be totally effective.”  The group believed that unless pupils were fully involved in the process we would never get the full “value added” that statisticians talk about and that improve school results.  In other words: “We can’t just do it to them!”  Staff wanted to embark upon a piece of practitioner research that they knew could make a difference – to them, to their students, to improved learning within classrooms and hopefully impact on student GCSE results

Six teachers met to discuss how they could take advantage of the opportunity to participate in a small-scale practitioner research project focussed on target setting.  Their roles were an Assistant Headteacher (lead researcher), a new Head of Year 10, the Heads of Geography and Religious Studies and the seconds in departments for history and geography.  (It is interesting to note that all staff received various types of promotion following the period of the research.)
The Student Consultation Process
The researchers worked with the target students to identify ways of improving student learning in history, geography and religious studies. Focus groups of students and teachers also worked to improve the aesthetics of the key areas of school where these subjects were taught. 

Interventions
· Throughout the life of the research project the staff worked with all their GCSE students to cover the syllabus and then build in examination practice and further coaching.

· Individual staff worked to improve student outcomes with additional support after school offered to whole groups.

· A special Study Evening was held as parents and students from year 11 learned about generic study skills and subject specific ones.  Student and parent feedback from this evening was positive but staff that learned about other department policies and strategies for study skills gained benefits also (additional unexpected learning).
The teacher/lead researcher set up a number of year 9 and year 11 focus groups and their views sampled about classroom and school learning environments.  Student views included: 

Classrooms and teaching spaces

· Brighten them up and change seating layouts.  

· Make the ABC block (that houses history, geography and religious studies departments involved in the research)) more colourful, with additional wall murals, inspirational posters and modernise the neglected physical space.  

· “We like a stimulating and happy environment”
External environments

· Make students more aware of their responsibilities for their environment and strive to replace or repair inadequate rooms.  Ensure the physical facilities support an environmentally friendly ethos.  

Miscellaneous

· Room for everyone to go! / A “free” room for students e.g. common room / Easy access into more buildings

· Get votes from all kids not just council reps / Only distribute leaflets etc to students who want them – no litter

· Somewhere to go outside when it’s raining / Two separate parks to play football and basketball with proper rings and goal posts / Outside swimming pool
Teachers, Teaching and Learning

· Teaching environment should be the same / Less strict teachers / Teachers should listen to pupils!  We are “adults” so why do most of them treat us like primary school kids? 

· Teachers should make lessons more interesting with more group discussions and no copying out of books “We hate copying out of books”  “We learn by talking” 

· Students felt that the rewards policy was unfair in that “troublesome kids get rewards”

Enquiry methods

Whilst the final sample of nine was only a tiny sample out of a year group of 306 students, it was felt that for the work to be manageable over a two-year period and the agreed preferred data gathering process realistic, then nine would be plenty. The new Head of Year also felt that she would be able to monitor student progress as they progressed from 2000-2001 as year ten pupils into 2001-2002 as year eleven pupils without the task being burdensome. 

Data gathering included collecting views of staff and pupils gathered at whole day workshops, taped personal interviews of the nine pupils by a researcher from Cambridge University. Feedback about student responses was given by the researcher and included comments relating to whole school issues as well as target setting.     

Research staff explored the following issues with each other and later with students.
· Is there a gender issue about learning?

· How do students perceive departments and why?

· “They want all the rights but not the responsibilities” – thoughts?

· What do students like / dislike about teacher styles

· What are the effective teacher styles in departments?

· How do other schools cope with pressure, confrontation and pace?

· How do students like to learn?

· What do students think about the “blame culture”?

· What are “good rewards” and for what should they be used?

· What anti-bullying strategies do students want?

· What will students do to achieve success?

· How do students want humanities teachers to communicate to them about their progress?

· What are student perceptions about the school?

· In respect of target setting do pupils think substitute staff can be as effective as their subject staff?

· What clubs do students want?

Building on this research through the Networked Learning Community 
Following a successful bid to become a Networked Learning Community, Bolton Pastoral Network launched its journey to encourage adult and student leadership in Bolton’s secondary schools, with a focus on emotional intelligent leadership.  

The following report refers to the continuing work undertaken across Bolton’s schools under the NLC banner: learning with each other, learning from each other and learning on behalf of each other.  
The Bolton Pastoral Network Project 

One of the aims of the Bolton Pastoral Network is to empower students as leaders of their own learning, to encourage independent learning and to play a part in the development of a student forum (Bolton Listens As Students Talk) across Bolton’s secondary schools in particular. Thus our initial action research project into student voice became part of a much larger project focused on developing student leadership opportunities within schools, between schools and across all schools in the borough. Specific objectives included:

· to encourage the use of B.L.A.S.T. as a student voice forum in Bolton that facilitates communication between service providers and their “clients”; 

· to explore how the concept of distributed leadership might apply to students as well as adults; and
· to explore and develop what emotional intelligent leadership looks like for adults and students in Bolton’s schools. 

Since 1998 the Bolton Pastoral Network has used its forum as a focus for pastoral developments in training and networking good practice.  Since becoming a Networked Learning Community all the 16 secondary schools continue with that training and networking; now the focus is on adult and student leadership.  Student leadership occurs within schools and shared practice is via conference settings and termly focus meetings. The focus meetings enable two representatives per school, per key stage, to meet and plan future conferences, and update each other with their school’s work on student leadership.  

Giving students a voice- a borough wide model

The 1st Student Voice Conference took place in June 2003 when nearly 300 students and adults met to launch the Network Learning Community – Student Voice Project.  Students enjoyed a space for networking over lunchtime in addition to attending workshops. Workshop responses were collected, learning wall comments collated and a number of stands highlighted services that students could access.  T-shirts and badges were later designed and circulated and a BLAST logo agreed upon.  This initial conference had been planned by adults who had consulted with a small group of students from one school.  The general consensus was that in future students should plan and where possible, run their own conferences.

Following the success of this first conference the Children’s Fund asked the Bolton Pastoral Network to carry out two pieces of research: the first was to focus upon a review of counselling provision in Bolton and the second was to involve students in a borough-wide consultation about “Health and Well Being”.  That period of consultation is drawing to a close with summative documents being produced for March 2004.  

The Health Conference, BLAST Consults will shortly be followed by “Something for the Girls” a conference for girls/mums to celebrate international women’s week.  The focus will be on opportunities for women to lead in the 21st Century and beyond.  School PSHCE coordinators and Healthy Schools Staff will be the target staff as well as the Bolton Pastoral Network staffing.

The 2nd Student Voice Conference will be held 26th June 2004 and focus groups will meet to set this conference up.  The NCSL will also be asked to contribute to the learning on this day to ensure a robust process of collaboration and consultation.

At each conference students are given the opportunity to complete various questionnaires, contribute to the learning wall, give feedback about the refreshments/food on the day, offer support and advice for others, give personal feedback to the whole conference via roving microphone.  The information collected is collated and distributed to each school and forms the basis for the starter activity for the next conference.  Once termly meetings of focus students (two per key stage per school) have become embedded in practice, we will be able to shape more immediate intervention in networking links.  

Currently there is a mixed level of pupil leadership work in schools.  In order to focus on that success the Network is looking to good practice newsletters as a method of spreading the good work across all schools.  Culturally we have to spread the message that student leadership is just as important as curriculum content.  (remember the original adage about horses and water?)

Early findings and outcomes emerging from the BLAST project
Students have been involved in consultation and participation around the Healthy Schools agenda and have already noted that emotional competency and well being are as important as curriculum areas.  “If the barriers between student and teachers can be broken down then stress will be decreased and we will learn”  Students believe in their democratic right to be involved in the decisions that currently people make for them; they are loyal to their schools and want to enhance their school’s reputation and standing in the community.  They have a vision of how they want schools to be and how they want their roles to be proactive. “We may be small but we are mighty”

All the work of the Bolton Pastoral Network has been recorded on video and has given a corporate identity to the Network’s activities.  Copies of the videos will shortly be placed on the Talk2Learn website of the Bolton Pastoral Network as will summaries of our main areas of focus. 

The Network has embarked upon Learning Walks for adults and students and recent collaboration with the Leading Edge Network has extended our capacity for influencing student voice activities with more staff and students in more schools. 

There have been opportunities for our students to participate in the NCSL conferences in Nottingham, London and Cranfield.  The exciting thing is that it is difficult to capture – you only have to try to grasp what’s happened and we have moved on.  We are hoping to feed into an international conference associated with the Olympic Games on sustainable futures so watch this space! 

As more schools allow their students to have a leadership role, the more the Network can promote good practice. Yet if we are to transform our schools we need to be able to measure the impact of student leadership on school culture, learning and teaching and school evaluation.  How we do this will be as difficult of tracking the effects of throwing small pebbles into large pools. 
Other outcomes
The following quote from the Head of Year at the time of the ESRC research illustrates the impact of the earlier action research project:
 “It was certainly a pleasure to have been involved in the research project … as Head of Year 10 it was a privilege to have my students selected in the research. As I write this I have today (2003) gone through the new target setting progress where students are invited to set their own targets based on their average KS3 points and chances graphs.  They had a much clearer understanding of the targets and were motivated by the element of ownership and choice yet realistic about their capabilities.  We will now introduce “Progress File” to support their action points and learning.  It is surprising what 9 students can achieve and I am sure they are probably unaware of the effect their work has had on school policy.  I am proud of the way they responded to interviews and the mature reflection they presented.  At one point there were several tensions between them but they overcame any difference of opinion and came to respect each other’s point of view.  They were certainly proud of the fact that they had participated and although their results may not have significantly improved their gain in experience, confidence and social interaction cannot be measured.  Their views were taken into account in the development of the PSHCE programme and their rewards system.  It certainly opened my eyes toward the effectiveness of “pupil voice” and has influenced the way I now encourage teams of staff to include “pupil feedback” in the departmental procedures.  I must also thank the team since I included many details about the project both in my application for Assistant Head, interview and subsequent promotion.”  (Head of Year, Director of Learning and now Assistant Principal 2004) 

One student’s success was measured by the fact that he was not permanently excluded during year 11; he felt he could talk to staff and kudos of the research project enhanced his own self-esteem and tolerance of school systems.  He walked proudly forward to collect his research certificate at the senior presentation evening. 

The teaching environment of the humanities block was improved as other teachers and students worked together, listened to pupil views about how the block could look more like a learning environment.  Desks/ table arrangements changed, student work on display in the corridors was changed to included requested motivational posters, rooms were painted in chosen colours and students started to be involved in more subject planning and evaluation than ever before. 

Conclusion

In striving for excellence schools will ignore pupils at their peril.  The transformation of education begins and ends with our school leaders: adults and student leaders have a role in building our schools of the future.   Too frequently adults are loath to give students a voice if they feel they do not have their own voice.  How far this is a more contentious issue than student leadership needs investigating.  The current findings of the Bolton Pastoral Network are optimistic: they point to the fact that if we engage our student leaders they will not fail us, nor themselves.  We just need to let them start to lead, to listen to their views and work with them as equal partners in building schools where adults and students alike are proud to be working.   “I like the fact that we carry out futures in our hands”

A final student comment sums up how far the original research has come and is growing into a recognisable force within Bolton’s schools:  

“Don’t just dream – if you believe in yourself you will and can succeed”….”We can make a difference!”
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Author and contact details
The initial research was conducted under E.S.R.C. funding and is written up in the November 2003 newsletter entitled: “Another Splash of Paint” by Ingrid Cox.  www.consultingpupils.co.uk
If you would like to learn more about the current work and engage in Network to Network learning spaces with Bolton Pastoral Network contact the author of this paper. An invitation is extended for interested parties to attend the 2nd Student Voice Conference on Saturday 26th June, 2004, The Premier Suite, The Reebok Stadium, Bolton 9.30am – 3.00pm.

Bolton Pastoral Network is keen to hear about your involvement with student voice and learn from your practices.  “What’s the point of reinventing the wheel?”
Mrs Ingrid Cox, Assistant Headteacher,

Rivington and Blackrod High School, 

Rivington Lane, Horwich, Bolton BL6 7RU (Tel: 01204 333266 Fax: 01204 333264)

icox@rbhs.co.uk
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