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What is the Learners Voice I hear you ask?
“Learner Voice creates opportunities for students to turn ideas into action. It does this by enabling learners to suggest ideas to improve their school, college or university and for these ideas to be debated and rated by the wider student community. This produces prioritised lists of ideas under any number of different topics concerning the educational establishment”. (Vocal Eyes ideas into Actions, 2020)
 Video link to what Learner voice is all about https://youtu.be/xDfbYXSOBEA
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Esytn Inspectors for school in Wales will be on the hunt to find that children had a voice with all aspects of education, when schools are inspected.

(Estyn, 2020)     

This Blog will discuss four areas surrounding the Learner voice and how each area will support the Learner Voice. We are governed more and more to enable students to be more active citizens within the school environment. Therefore to support the Rights of the Child(UNCRC) children should be able to have more rights and opportunities to express themselves without hurting others or putting themselves in harm’s way. By the end of this blog you would know how best to encourage the Learner Voice and how every individual is influenced to have an active voice. 




Summary of what the Learner Voice is
[image: ]   Democracy Day at Bigyn Primary School  https://blog.vocaleyes.org/services/learner-voice/

[bookmark: _Hlk39049641][image: Rights of the Child | Osborne Nursery School]How did the Learners voice come about? In 2005 all schools were governed to have a School Council which was embedded by the key principles of the United Nations on the Rights of the Child (UMCRC). 
                                      
(Osbourne School nursey school, 2020)
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The individual learner voice



Have you ever wondered how and why the children of today have so much voice and so many rights within the classroom? Well, let’s delve a little deeper into how and why it has become so important that children are listened to. We can also think a little about how we as practitioners encourage, influence and praise pupils to have a learner’s voice. Let’s step back in time to consider how the learner’s voice came into focus.  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), wanted all children in education to have a say regarding their education and to be more active and listened to. For some students this may be easy for them but for others it can be a little difficult. One of the main aspects regarding the UNCRC , is that it is  international and global across the world. There may be many factors that influence children’s rights for example poverty, child exportation for labour, early forced marriages, low school leaving age different gender exploitation. Therefore, a lot of this varies from country to country, which has an impact on how easy or difficult it can be for the learner voice to be heard. To bring this into the context of Wales there has been many things put in place to support the opportunities for the learner’s voice to be heard. In particular one strategy has been to develop the role of the ALNCo in schools. The ALNCo acts as the driving force to coordinate how children with Additional Learning Needs have the chance to have their voice listened to. 
School council representatives within schools are encouraged to act as a voice for the wider community. This area will be discussed further along within this blog. The diagram demonstrates areas whereby children will have a voice and will be discussed further. This is in line with the general way our society is run, whereby we elect people to represent others, and that this is democratic and run by order and procedure, systematically to ensure fairness. The school system is like a mini version of adult way of organising society. 
The way in which the school council representative is chosen in my school is during a mentor session, children are encouraged to act as a council rep early October. If there are more than two pupils who  want to be a council rep, then they have to write a speech and deliver it in front of the whole class stating why they would be the best person to represent the class and year group. They also need to state what changes they would like to be involved with in school matters and how they can make positive changes. Once the children have had their voice heard, it then goes to a ballot. The person who has the most votes is then given the job as school council rep and there is also a deputy school council rep for each mentor class, to act up if the other person is absent. It is great to be involved with the elections as I get to be part of the whole process plus I chair a meeting with my council reps from my house system every three months. 








How the education system enables an individual to have a voice
A Person-Centered Planning 
[image: ]This is relatively new to the education system, however Carl Rogers was advanced in his way of thinking about people having a voice and opinionhttps://www.the-pca.org.uk/about/what-is-it.html. A Person Centred Approach enables the individual to be at the heart of the plan. It allows the child to have a say in their education, short term goals and long-term aspirations - whether or not they have Additional Learning Needs. I have only seen this in practice a few times, but I know we as a school are moving more towards this way of working with pupils. The training for this is quite intense as especially if you are the Guinea pig (which was me!). As a person with experience to talk about this I can categorically say how beneficial it would be for the individual. It was a humorous training package, whereby a rubber chicken and a magical wand and even cheesy music were used for props!
On a serious note though it is a powerful tool for the individual, they are able to pick and choose who they would like to have within the meeting, who can talk at one given time and all this is visual for them to see their goals and input through pictures and colour. https://youtu.be/1w6l31iySx8, this short video clearly demonstrates how effective this Person Centred plan can be. Recommended book https://inclusive-solutions.com/product/person-centred-planning-together/ 


[image: ]Example of how a Learner Voice can be heard and how they are supported.
 I have seen many changes over the years at the school that I work in and most of them have been a challenge for the outsider to see. But due to the school being so inclusive for a mainstream school, we as a school and a department have overcome the barriers. The success which has stood out for me most is that there was going to be a student coming to school who was severely visually impaired. My school advertised within the ALN department if a staff member wanted to train and support this person in their primary school for year before he was due to come to secondary school. The person who took up this opportunity learnt how to braille alongside the student. This young man is now in year 10, been on the school council twice and is accessing a range of GCSE courses. I’m not saying it was without challenges but with perseverance and sheer determination from this student I believe it would not be so successful as it is today. The skills which have been used can therefore be used for other students coming up to secondary school with a peace of mind that there is already a student with the same needs and voice plus trained staff. He is hoping to go to The Royal National College for the Blind to learn in a residential setting. 
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BLOG POST TWO 
Statutory requirement to support the Learner voice and agencies who can support the learners voice
There are many formats within a school setting how an individual can have their voice heard. For some it is through a pen picture where there is relevant information shared. For example, if they have a medical condition or how they like to be known as,  or even how best to support them. Example of a pen picture The amount of information will vary from each child but will have the same affect that is, that  it is important that the individual’s voice is listened to. 
School statement I hear you say…..
Some children may come to school with a legal document in the form of a pupil statement. A school statement is a legal document which must be adhered to. This acts as a pupil’s voice and is also peace of mind for the parent. A statement is reviewed on a yearly basis with amendments being made and targets being met and ongoing. As part of my job role (as a special needs HLTA, managing an ALN class), one of my duties surrounding getting the view of the individual for their annual review is to help a person to fill out a form. This form is solely for the child and for them to have a voice before the meeting goes ahead. Everything the individual says is transferred onto the pupil’s comment one-page format. It is extremely useful for when a child transitions from another school and a great tool to have for the transition period moving into the optional years in school from year 10 to further education. However, it is not a weapon for a parent to use against a school to be heard. A school statement should be used with respect and must be used for the individual https://www.autism.org.uk/about/in-education/extra-help-in-school/wales/sen-statements.aspx. 
Children may be assigned to advocates if they have a diagnosis of Additional Learning Needs (ALN). The most common one is Snap Cymru http://www.snapcymru.org/ . Snap offers support and advice to the individual and offer support to parents. 
“If you’re really concerned about stuff that’s happening in school and you’d like someone from SNAP Cymru to chat to, you can phone us directly on:
0808 801 0608 (Snap Cymru, 2020)
We can help you:
· if you’re excluded from school
· if you’re being bullied
· if you are moving between schools or college and want advice on choices
· to know about your rights and want support to have your views listened to
· to make decisions and to make sure that people understand your wishes and feelings
· sort out a disagreement or complaint with your school    https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1474904115571800
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(Sargeant, 2015)
[image: ]BLOG POST THREE   Whole School Approach           

How the school Council plays a role in enabling a Learner voice. 
To target a wider audience and to get more information delivered and implemented, Schools have set up School Council representatives. Representatives at a secondary school will be from year 7 to year 13. Pupils will have a vote regarding who they would like to represent them from each year group and even mentor group. A school council has many roles when acting as the learner voice. Pupils are encouraged to take ownership of their own learning and school environment. They have the power to make decisions within reason. There are many opportunities for the school council to implement new initiatives. Practitioners will encourage children to think logically and express their opinions on issues which matters to them within the classroom. However, you will always get one or two teachers who believe that pupils are there to learn and not have a voice to make decisions regarding school matters. But schools have come a long way since the old days where the old saying came from “children should be seen and not heard”.  Throughout my 19 years of working at a school, I have noticed that there seems to be at times, teachers who have been teaching for over, say 30 years, are set in their ways especially when it comes to children having a learner voice within the classroom.  I am not criticising teaching styles of learning, but I do feel it is imperative that these teachers should engage and embrace CPD and other ongoing training for example twilights sessions. This will then enable staff to feel confident when children are led by Every voice Matters.
Definition: Children can be present in a conversation but should not speak, particularly when they are around adults, which dates back to the 15th centuryhttps://writingexplained.org/idiom-dictionary/children-should-be-seen-and-not-heard. As you can clearly see this is so out of date! Children should have a say and opinion on how they would like to be treated, having a say in their future and to make a difference within the school environment. 

                    





   What the school council do
· Listen to pupils’ views about the school;
· share the views with school leaders;
· try to make positive changes in the school;
· take assemblies;
· organise competitions to raise money.


Areas discussed and actions which are implemented within a school council meeting, are all minuted by the Head of House which is a new initiative now in some Welsh Secondary Schools. Once all matters have been discussed they are logged on the following format for record keeping and are then shared with Health and Wellbeing Faculty/Area of Learning who is Director of Faculty. 
How sixth formers are involved
Some schools in Wales have a sixth form department to access A levels. 6th Form pupils are not only there in the capacity of a student but also as a representative to the whole school. The more active vocal students are wanting to take on a responsibility in the form of Student Social Support Team (SSST). Within my school setting, the 6th form decided that they wanted to support others to have a voice. A representative came into my Head of House Assembly and delivered and introduce SSST.  Their focus is to provide a place where students can safely chat to fellow students who may have experienced what they are experiencing! The SSST supports pupil’s well-being by allowing pupils to speak to a member of the SSST during breaktimes. They will then pass any concerns onto relevant practitioners within the school. Within the SSST there are 22 year 12 students with active roles within the movement of the school council team. 


(Feedback from a pupil attending a Council meeting at local County Hall)As discussed previously pupils with Additional Learning Needs, are also involved with the mainstream, wider community of the school when being listened to.  The School council is not only made up with children with no ALN needs or no FSM or EAL children, they are all involved no matter what their issues are. Everyone has the right to a voice and opinion and especially children from the areas mentioned. It is done in this way to enable the maximum input and output for inclusiveness 
“ The Measure places a duty on the local authorities to make arrangements it considers suitable to promote and facilitate participation by children and young people in decisions of the authority which might affect them, and to publish and keep up-to-date, information about its arrangements. These includes children and youth forums in all local authorities, and school councils in primary and secondary school”https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/consultations/2018-01/151216-inclusion-and-pupil-support-draft-guidance-en.pdf
HOW INCLUSIVE IS A SCHOOL COUNCIL?



Our school council went to our local County Hall to meet with Council representatives from the community. This was a day out to remember as I came away knowing that our opinions and our voice was heard. We delivered a speech about getting new playground equipment which we are fundraising for. They agreed that they will help and support us. (Voice of a visual impaired young boy representing Year 10 and class representative) 







































Sample of

House Councils Minutes of Meeting which I use for my council meeting

	House:
	Date:
	Present:






	Actions from previous meeting
	
	
	
	Further Action
	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	




	Item
	Points Discussed
	Action
	By whom
	By when

	Minutes and matters arsing




	
	
	
	

	Well Being
· How safe they feel





	
	
	
	

	Vertical Mentor Time




	
	
	
	

	Attendance




	
	
	
	

	Uniform




	
	
	
	

	Behaviour
· Corridors
· In class
· Canteen
· Outside




	
	
	
	

	House Activities





	
	
	
	

	Refectory (food/service)




	
	
	
	

	Personal Development
· Spiritual moral, social and cultural development
· Healthy Schools
· Extra-curricular



	
	
	
	

	AOB



	
	
	
	

	Date of next meeting
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BLOG POST FOUR: Learner Voice inside the classroom and pupil wellbeing

How can we enable students to have a voice in the classroom?
[image: ]A typical classroom has approximately 30 students ranging from your student who is more academic to students with ALN and those who have some behavioural issues. However, the classroom is where children can engage, feel valued and have a voice. The role of the Teacher is to encourage and allow children to contribute to their learning progress, through a range of techniques. For some students it may be a teacher just showing an interest in them, as the personal touch can go a long way to build esteem. However, another good technique is allowing them adjust learning styles to suit their way of learning. I like to use the VAK approach to learning  “Visual, Auditory, and Kinesthetic Learning Styles (VAK). The VAK learning style uses the three main sensory receivers: Visual, Auditory, and Kinesthetic (movement) to determine the dominant learning style. It is sometimes known as VAKT (Visual, Auditory, Kinesthetic, & Tactile”                  http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/styles/vakt.html
How can the practitioner engage with Learner voice
Since having more autonomy within my classroom and during morning mentoring I have been able to encourage pupils to have more of a voice within the classroom setting. For example, during my early mentoring session I greet my pupils every day at the door https://www.edutopia.org/article/simple-ways-promote-student-voice-classroom and ask how they are feeling on a scale of 1-3, 1 being not good to 3 being in a good mood. This is all part of the wellbeing check in. Although it can be hard for some pupils to discuss their emotions it is also imperative that I allow my students to have a voice and opinion. This is often done through our weekly themes which supports the PSE programme. Within an everyday setting,, due to the nature of my pupils’ needs, a few can find it hard to express their learner voice due to their ALN needs. Therefore, ways in which I enable them to overcome this barrier to learning include delivering a circle time session of a Social Use Of Language programme (SULP) with open ended questionshttps://westlancs.lancs.sch.uk/interventions/slp-seal. If children feel valued then their learner voice will be more active and the pupils’ levels of self- esteem will begin to rise.


8 ways to empower student voice in your classroom


https://www.iste.org/explore/In-the-classroom/8-ways-to-empower-student-voice-in-your-classroom

Wellbeing 
To keep in line with Welsh guidelines and performances, Meilyr Rowlands, Chief Inspector for Estyn, says: “A strong pupil voice has clear benefits for both schools and learners”. https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-reports. Evidence suggest that if a pupil participation is active, pupils will be more engaged and this will in turn have a positive contribution on their well-being. I have witnessed if a pupil is socially active within the school community, they become more independent which will have a great impact on their everyday learning. A great example which springs to mind is the school annual “YHT Got Talent Show”. I am involved from the beginning to end due to my Head of House Role. Children who you would not automatically assume to audition put themselves forward to take part. Children always shock and surprise me by how they become more outgoing and gaining all respect from other pupils. It is phenomenal to see how this can have a positive influence on a child’s well-being.





Bibliography for Blog 4

Conclusion Blog 
During these unprecedented times which we have had to adapt to, it had more important to support a pupil’s voice and to support a pupil’s well-being. As a mentor and part of an ALN department my job has had to adapt to change. To enable children to still have a learner voice, we as practitioners have had to think of other ways to support these students, by being more savvy on the computer. We have set up a Google Classroom to interact with children daily and still deliver lessons.  It has never been a more important time than now to still stay in contact with students and promote independent learning and an active voice whist checking in with me during mentor time. As part of my role I have a duty of care to provide for children who are less able. All work is differentiated, and a Learning Support Assistant attached to each Google classroom to support the needs of the individual. I believe that we as practitioners should continue to develop the Learner Voice to equip our children who lack the ability or are too shy to speak out. I believe if a child is listening to and taught techniques to practice their learner voice, therefore they will be more independent and will conquer barriers better as they will have the tools to do so. To conclude with one of my favourite line of a song; “I believe the children are our future, teach them well and let them lead the way” (Whitney Houston). Basically true to the words, children are most definitely our future, they will be the ones learning in a world with more technology, more hardship and more uncertainty but if they are given the opportunity to practice their voice more within the classroom, then they will succeed. 
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