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Abstract 

This report evaluates the impact of a school Parliament in facilitating pupil participation and how this might support oracy skills across the curriculum in a Welsh secondary school. Theoretical frameworks that address pupils’ rights, active citizenship and the oracy skills required to participate in formal debates underpin this report.  Two formal procedures of facilitating pupil voice and developing oracy skills are explored using an action research approach. Firstly, the research will evaluate the effectiveness of a pilot initiative focused on developing an effective school Parliament, which incorporated committees based on Donaldson’s four key purposes of learning. Subsequently, the second procedure will focus on the development of pupils’ oracy skills in line with requirements set in the current assessment procedures. Data will be generated through analysis of pupil artifacts, focus groups, questionnaires, and oracy tests. A thematic analysis will evaluate the impact of Parliament activities and findings will assess whether the intervention is effective in transforming pupil participation and support oracy skills across the curriculum.  Recommendations for further research will be suggested in order to determine the impact the intervention could have at other Welsh Secondary schools in order to meet the Welsh Government’s national priorities. 
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1: Introduction

Participation is defined as ‘pupils having their voice heard … and being actively involved in decision-making (Estyn 2016: 1); it enhances a young person’s ability to develop and express ideas through speech. This is ‘of central importance to both thinking and learning’ (Donaldson 2015: 48). Pupil participation is essential in developing a young person’s ability to speak and listen effectively: it boosts their life chances, increases employability and earning potential (The Literacy Trust 2017). Recent publications have gathered considerable evidence and support from educational practitioners, researchers and politicians to underline the need to train pupils in the skills of public participation, presentation and debate whilst ensuring there are also sufficient opportunities in place for pupils to practise these skills (Menzies and Millard 2016).  Moreover, the literature also recognizes that pupils who receive the opportunities to develop their oracy skills are able to ‘inform, influence and motivate others’ (Menzies and Millard 2016:3) enabling social mobility to take place.
 
However, it is worth reflecting on the fact that the development of presentational, debating and participation skills is prioritised in elite independent schools (Stanford 2015) whose alumni are disproportionately represented in professions such as the media, politics and the judiciary (Grice 2014). In contrast, such skills are rarely taught explicitly in the state sector (Menzies and Millard,2016) and further research also indicates that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are given ‘unequal access’ (The Sutton Trust, 2017: 5) to opportunities in which they participate in presentational and debating activities.  Providing pupils with the platform, and in turn, the skills, to voice their choice in their learning is underpinned in the four core purposes of the Donaldson curriculum, which states that school should create:
 
·      ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
·      enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
·      ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world, ready to be citizens of Wales and the world
·      healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society
(Donaldson 2015: 49)
 
Pupils are the ‘end-users’ of our schools, spending approximately ‘a third of their waking day in education’ (Chamberlain et al. 2011:4). This underlines the importance of seeking their perspective about their education, their experiences at school and their lives. Pupil participation allows us to capture, engage and sustain the interest of learners (Welsh Government 2015). Therefore, it must be encouraged in all schools. Although pupil participation may broadly refer to all daily interactions and experience, more formal mechanisms have been created within schools, frequently aimed at enabling children’s voice, participation and active citizenship. Since 2005, all schools funded by a local authority in Wales are required to have a school council (Welsh Government 2005). The legislation ‘is relatively detailed’ with guidelines on the frequency of meetings and the selection of councilors (Whitty and Wisby 2007). Their purpose is to make sure that pupil voice is well represented as a school develops and the council should contribute to the implementation of new policies and priorities for improvement (Estyn 2016).  Furthermore, School councils should provide pupils with opportunities to deliberate matters relating to their school, and represent these matters to the governing body and the headteacher.  In addition, they should propose and lead on projects and be involved in strategic processes such as the school development plan, governing body meetings and staff appointments (Estyn 2016)
 
Empirical evidence suggested however that school councils do not have sufficient structures in place in order to provide the whole school with access to the council’s activities. Moreover, research suggests pupils don’t always see the council as an effective way to voice their opinion (Chamberlain et al. 2011). Some learners also believe that teachers ‘do not really want to listen’ (Hargreaves 2004). In addition, research based on case studies schools show that pupil voice is frequently the responsibility of one or maybe two members of staff (Estyn, 2016), which can pose two key challenges. Firstly, provisions may be jeopardized should the member of staff leave the school. Secondly, other teachers at a school may not be effectively provided with sufficient information to ensure its whole school success (Whitty and Wisby:76). There may, therefore, be value in improving guidance and support for schools in developing a formal mechanism of pupil voice to ensure all pupils have their opinions heard and implemented.
 
Currently, little evidence exists on the effectiveness of pupil participation and the development of cross-curricular oracy skills, particularly in relation to schools in Wales. This research study therefore also plans to evaluate the impact of pupil participation in a school in south Wales. This evaluation is in line with the four key purposes of the curriculum (Donaldson 2015). The researcher would, therefore, like to add to this body of evidence that has the potential to suggest ways of providing provision of pupil participation in schools to improve learner outcomes. The study of pupil participation and oracy skills on a national scale is beyond the scope of this report and for this reason, the research will focus on analyzing the impact of Parliament activities on pupil participation and oracy skills over the period of 6 weeks at the end of the school year. Further limitations of the study are outlined in chapter 6.  
 
The following section of this report explores the relevant literature and provides a critical rationale, theoretical framework and specific focus for the research. This chapter is followed by an outline of the research design, methodology, and data collection methods. The result naturally divides itself into three stems following from the questions set out by the researcher; attainment, engagement and confidence. Following the presentation of the results, a discussion chapter presents the significant findings and evaluates the impact of the project on self, participants, school and the wider educational audience. A concluding chapter recommends how the research may inform professional practice and also offer recommendations for a further study that could improve learner outcomes. Before concluding the introduction of this report, it must be noted that this small-scale study does not wish to suggest that the model is an exemplar of developing pupil voice. The approach and findings of this report are contextual within the boundaries of the case study school. 

2: A Case study: School A

2.1 School context 
School A is an 11-18 Welsh language school situated in the heart of south Wales. At the time of writing this report, there are 773 pupils on roll. Approximately 14.1% of these pupils are entitled to receive Free School Meals (FSM). The percentage of pupils in receipt of FSM is often used as a gauge of the socio-economic deprivation in the school’s local area (Estyn, 2012). The proportion for School A is 3% below the national average of 17.3%.  However, research suggests using the proportion of pupils taking free school meals is an increasingly unreliable way of measuring poverty (Bevan Foundation 2018). Concerns have been expressed that a low threshold means thousands of children living in poverty are not be given access to free school meals (Welsh Government 2018).  Subsequently, because school A is situated in one of the most deprived counties in Wales many of its pupils come from low-income families. 

2.2. School A’s Parliament 
The School Parliament, introduced in 2017, to enhance the existing school council is made up of five sub-committees: Our Community, Our Environment, Our Health, Our Learning and Our Welfare (Appendix A) At the time of the research, each sub-committee meets fortnightly under the leadership of a designated teacher and member of the sixth form. At a date scheduled by the senior leadership team, every committee then meets as a whole-school Parliament with the head teacher and chair of governors present. Their peers democratically elect members: two from each form class. In addition, teachers are given the opportunity to vote in order to make sure representation from a diverse group of pupils. Members receive whole-school suggestions from their peers that may form committee discussions. 

	In order to determine whether teachers in other schools in the same area may conduct a similar project as a way of improving pupil participation and oracy skills, it is vital that research is conducted on its impact. Therefore, this study will evaluate the impact of School Parliament activities across six weeks with a small sample of 12 pupils. The following chapter considers the methodology, design, data collection and data analysis.  


3. Critical reflection of theoretical and Professional Literature

Initial exploration of literature has identified a need to engage with four key areas that underpin the context of this report: 

1. Pupil participation 
2. The importance of oracy skills
3. School development Plans 
4. Summary and research questions

3.1.  Pupil Participation 

Purposeful and meaningful participation is anticipated to be a ‘strong feature of the new curriculum’ (Estyn 2016:3). It is also pertinent to the research conducted for this report; therefore further clarity is needed on the term participation. The Oxford English Dictionary defines participation simply as ‘the action of taking part.’ (OED 2019) However, the Welsh Government launched a competition to construct a national definition of participation that would be easy to understand. The winning definition was:

‘Participation means that it is my right to be involved in making decisions, planning and reviewing action that might effect me. Having a voice, having a choice.’ (Welsh Government: 2011) 

Participation is often viewed as an event or defined as ‘activity’ (Thomas 2007: 199) but it is in fact a process with ‘varying degrees of involvement’ (Welsh Government: 2011). Participation is perhaps appropriately defined as ‘knowing one’s actions are taken note of and may be acted upon’ (Boyden and Ennew 1997:33). Whilst there are different levels of participation dependent on setting and situation, it always requires an active approach that enables pupils to feel a sense of empowerment and ownership. It should also provide opportunities for those participating to develop key skills. Furthermore, pupils are among the highest users of public services including their schools and yet they aren’t always given the opportunity to participate in the active decision-making processes that affect their learning. In turn, they may not be equipped with the necessary skills to access their chosen profession (The Sutton Trust 2017). For this reason, participation must be encouraged in educational settings.

3.1 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)

The foundation for pupil participation is outlined in article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC: UNICEF UK 1990). This international agreement protects the human rights of children under 18 years old and several articles are predominantly applicable to educational settings. For example, the right of children to access and share reliable information is explored in articles 13 and 17 (UNICEF UK 1990) whilst a right to an education is set out in articles 28 and 30. It is however article 12 that specifically refers to the rights of children and young people to express their opinion and have it taken into account: 

‘Every child has the right to say what they think in all matters affecting them, and to have their views taken seriously’ (UNICEF UK 1990: 5).

Provisions for participation in Welsh schools are underpinned by the principles set out by the UNCRC and are part of a wider emphasis to encourage young people’s national participation (Whitty and Whisby 2007). In fact, Wales was the first country in the United Kingdom to ‘embed the principles of the UNCRC into legislation’ (Estyn, 2016:1). The Rights of Children and Young Person (Wales) measure (Welsh Government 2011) ensures Welsh ministers work within the obligations of the UNCRC in their day-to-day work. The Welsh Government defines participation as the need to see young people as ‘citizens, with rights and opinions to be taken into account now’ and they are not ‘trainee adults’ without ‘a full place in society” (Welsh Government 2004:4). If youth participation is perceived as paramount to the development of children and young people on a ministerial level then further research is needed on the effectiveness of the mechanisms in place that encourage participation at school. Educators must be aware of their duty to make pupils aware of their entitlements (Hart 2010) and also create settings that facilitate these rights. 

3.2 Recent Literature 

Research commissioned by the Welsh Government underlined the benefits of pupil participation stating that it can enhance self-esteem and provide them with opportunities to gain personal, social and organizational skills (Pupil Voice Wales 2008). Furthermore, in schools were pupil participation is robust, pupils benefit from greater relationships with their peers and members of staff. This, in turn leads to improved engagement, behavior and learning achievement (Estyn 2016). However, not all research on pupil participation is positive. One study found frameworks that encourage participation could sometimes be ‘a waste of time’ as it transpires the views of many pupils aren’t actively listened to. Furthermore, 41% of children and young people surveyed did not know they have specific rights (Welsh Government 2016). In addition, facilitating young people’s entitlements in a school setting can be a challenging for educators who face daily requirements to teach, assess and safeguard their pupils. However, researchers state there is no need to perceive rights as a conflict with other teaching responsibilities but rather a framework to tackle ‘issues relating to teaching and learning’ adding that participation can enable children to share with adults the accountability for coming up with solutions that can be accepted by all. Consequently, pupil voice can take place in a variety ways at school. For example: as part of teaching and learning, through self-evaluation, questionnaires, surveys, circle-time, focus groups, and suggestion boxes and learner involvement with the governing body, and in staff appointments (Welsh Government 2011). In order to conceptualize pupil’s participating in the unique context of education it is worth examining Hart’s ‘Ladder of Children’s Participation.’ Shown below (Hart 1992: 42 cited in Whitty, G. and Wisby 2007 )
[image: Macintosh HD:Users:cphillips:Desktop:Screen Shot 2019-03-30 at 14.18.20.png]
Children’s Participation: from tokenism to citizenship (Hart 1992)

Although this model has been influential and used in Welsh Government guidelines for introducing a school council (Welsh Government 2011), it has faced criticism for its linear and hierarchal nature (Thomas, 2007). Consequently, other models such as the Treseder model, seen in figure 1.2, removes the non-participatory elements but still uses the concepts of child and adult initiated participation. Treseder believes pupils need to be empowered to be able to participate and that schools should support them to do this (Treseder 1997).  
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Shier, H., 2001, Pathways to Participation: Openings, Opportunities and
Obligations, Children and Society Volume 15 (2001) pp107-111.

The Shier model, shown in figure 1.3, also removes the non-participatory elements and suggests five levels of participation. The model identifies three stages of commitment at each level: openings, opportunities and obligations. The questioning framework provides a way in which the level of participation at a school can be evaluated. This model may also been criticized for not recognizing the shifts of power between different activities. All three models however, underline the need for adults to significantly influence pupil participation; in order for pupils to access their rights, teachers must embed a culture of democracy and ensure institutional structures are in place to develop pupil participation. Nevertheless, simply listening to the voices of pupils is not enough in itself; they may need assistance in formulating their opinion but their own view must be regarded as sufficient (Lundy 2007). The way in which this assistance is formally constructed requires further exploration. In addition, the importance of explicitly teaching pupils to develop proficient oratory skills is paramount it the research conducted for this report. 

3.3  Youth Parliament 

In 2017 the National Assembly for Wales commission released a consultation document outlining a proposal by the Assembly’s education and youth engagement to establish a Youth Parliament (National Assembly for Wales 2017). Its launch took place in May 2018 with and aim to give young people ‘a voice at national level’ and ‘increase opportunities’ for young people’s voices to be ‘heard and respected’ (National Assembly for Wales 2017). The Welsh Youth Parliament, in its infancy at the time of conducting this research, replicates the set-up of the National Assembly for Wales: 60 young people aged 11 - 18 are Welsh Youth Parliament members. 40 of them are democratically elected in each constituency. In order to make sure there is representation from diverse groups of young people, the remaining 20 members are elected by young people from partner organisations. If opportunities for pupil participation are conducted on a national level, schools, as suggested in the Donaldson report, must ensure their young pupils are given the skills which make them ‘ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’ (Donaldson, 2015: 29). 

3.4 Oracy skills and pupil participation

Donaldson’s new national curriculum has introduced six Areas of Learning and experience (AOL) of which languages, literacy and communication (LLC) is one.  It ‘encompasses the progressive development’ of digital, communication and multilingual literacy skills and includes speaking and listening skills.  (Donaldson 2015: 49). Furthermore, recommendations in the report suggest this area of learning experience has ‘obvious connections’ with the others  (Donaldson 2015: 49). It also has obvious connections with the skills pupils can develop through participation.  A full analysis of how pupil participation supports the development of each skill within the AOL is beyond the limits of this study. However, this research study plans to evaluate he impact of pupil participation on their oracy skills. Therefore, their importance in cognitive and social development must be outlined in the review of the literature.

In a purposeful attempt to provide speaking and listening on an equal footing with written forms of both numeracy and literacy, the term ‘oracy’ was coined and given the following definition: ‘the ability to use the oral skills of speaking and listening’ (Wilkinson 1965). Later research has built on this definition and defined oracy as ‘children’s capacity to use speech to express their thoughts and communicate with others in education and on life’ (Alexander 2012: 2). However, oracy is not just about debate and public speaking: it is not an ‘activity’ (Thomas 2007: 199) as noted earlier when defining participation. Oracy also encompasses the skills involved in collaborative problem solving, guiding or teaching another person, listening sensitively to another’s experience and sharing information (Mercer and Mannion 2018). This style of learning embedded in the pedagogy of social constructivist theories of learning (Bruner, 1960; Vygotsky, 1978), which suggest learning emerges from collaborative, social experiences where individuals share and interact. Vygorsky theory states that “what the child can do in collaboration today, he will be able to do independently tomorrow (Vygotsky 1978 cited in Moll 1992:12) 

The ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD) is where the productive learning takes place as the ‘gap between the skills and information a pupil already has and what they require. According to Vygotsky, an individual can only accomplish the latter with the help of others who are informed on a certain topic. This pedagogical approach is promising in developing pupil progress therefore robust oracy skills can further challenge students to reach their potential: this is because a pupil’s ZPD is always changing. Therefore, social constructivist theorists suggest through taking part in collaborative participation projects, pupils will learn new skills and knowledge through interactions with peers and the world around them (Bruner, 1960; Vygotsky, 1978).  In addition, teaching oracy is ‘not the domain of the English teacher’ (Corbett and Strong 2011:1) it is a ‘cross-curricular responsibility’ (Donaldson 2015:53). This underlines the need to ensure participation takes place on a whole-school level.  

Research denotes the difficulty employers have in finding young people with the appropriate level of oracy skills needed to communicate with others in the workplace (The Communication Trust 2014:4). The teaching of oracy skills are embedded into the Welsh curriculum. At Key Stage 4, oracy skills form 20% of a candidate’s compulsory GCSE qualification where pupils are assessed on their ability to ‘speak accurately and fluently, ‘present information,’ and ‘respond constructively and critically’ to their peers (WJEC 2014:21). Furthermore, the National Literacy Framework (Welsh Government 2013) and the Donaldson curriculum underline the importance of oracy in supporting learning in all subjects (Donaldson 2015). Moreover, engaging activities which include debate and discussion ‘increases engagement and motivation’ which in turns ‘helps pupils apply their learning to real-world situations’ (Akerman and Neale 2011: 5).  This indicates that participatory activities highlights one of the key purposes of the Welsh curriculum to ‘to equip all children and young people to become ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world’ (Donaldson 2015: 106). 

Effective schools who are closing the attainment gap between e-FSM pupils and non e-FSM pupils share a common feature of giving attention to the development of oracy skills (Egan et al. 2014:8) In fact, in 2011 a review of the literature on participatory oracy skills found that such activities have ‘a practical and meaningful influence on the attainment of young people from diverse backgrounds.’ (Akerman and Neale 2011: 5). The review also found evidence of links between debating and improved subject knowledge in a range of subjects such as science, English and foreign language. Furthermore, a study in America found that pupils who used their oratory skills were more likely to obtain academic achievement at school and present themselves ready for university (Mezuk et al., 2011).  The standard of pupils’ oratory proficiencies are evaluated during school inspections (Estyn 2017:9). These skills aren’t evaluated in isolation. The inspectorate body’s guidance states that pupils must demonstrate proficient oracy skills that are age appropriate when interacting with their peers and when offering a clear description of their work (Estyn 2017). The recognition of oracy to in Welsh education is promising; but both the curriculum and extra-curricular interventions must efficiently and consistently encourage pupils to become competent orators. 

It is important to note, this study takes place in a bilingual setting where pupils are educated in both English and Welsh where that meta-level skills in communicating are not language-specific. Research underlines the significant cognitive benefits to bilingualism (Grosjean, 2010).  Pupils who understand the importance of taking a listener’s perspective and when conversing, who can use strategies for presenting information persuasively to an audience, and have learned the basic social rules for using talk efficiently for working in a team, should see the relevance of what they have learned whether using Welsh or English. Research on bilingualism supports the view that most oracy skills are ‘not language specific’ (Cambridge Papers 2018) Pupils who, for example, have learned to grasp perspective listening skills and rhetorical strategies for presenting information persuasively to an audience can apply that knowledge in more than one language. However, research also suggests the common features of speaking situations in English and Welsh may need to ‘be made explicit to learners’ (Mannion and Mercer, 2016) to help facilitate the transfer of communication skills. Therefore, the study outlined in this report ensures pupil participation activities include the perspicuous teaching of oracy skills. 

3.5 Pupil participation as school improvement 

The collection and correlation of pupil’s views on a range of school issues provides an additional dimension, which not only supports pupil participation and their use of oracy skills, but also stipulates unique insight into whole-school issues from the perspective of pupils. This indicates pupil participation may lead to school improvement and serve as a ‘forum for consultation’ (Chapman and Sammons 2013:23) when teachers contribute to the creation of school development plans (SDP). The SDP is a legally required ‘plan for improvement’ (Welsh Government 2014:3), which presents the actions in place at school that will improve pupil outcomes. The capability for a school to improve further is influence by national priorities. Therefore, educational institutes in Wales must outline how they are addressing the following three areas revised in 2014 following Estyn inspections: improving standards in literacy, improving standards in numeracy and reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment (Welsh Government 2014). A myriad of approaches and frameworks are associated with the process of school improvement (Chapman and Sammons 2013) however figure 3 displays the improvement cycle of self-evaluation, planning, implementation and review set against the school’s long-term vision outlined in the Welsh Government’s guidance. However, individual schools are able to determine the cycle of self-evaluation and development planning that corresponds appropriately to their individual setting (Welsh Government 2014: 7).

Step 1 in the cycle highlights the self-evaluation process. This should be a collaborative practice, which includes stakeholders’ views and include updated to reflect on the impact of actions on pupils. However, the terrain associated with self-evaluation has been described as ‘both complex and sensitive’ (Welsh Government 2014) and there can be a lack of clarity, transparency and honesty in the process. For this reason, the phrase ‘who tells the story’ (Welsh Government 2014) highlights the need for an exploration of multiple perspectives to enrich the self-evaluation dialogue. Pursuing and comparing perspectives on specific issues can inform the self-evaluation process and provide schools with further clarity. Strategies to improve formal mechanism of pupil participation may therefore support schools in their self-evaluations process and avoid listening to ‘outside experts’ as oppose to ‘the reassures in our very own backyards – the students’ (Soo Hoo, 1993: 386 cited in Macbeath 1999) However, if pupil participation is used to inform the improvement agenda then in must not just be heard but acted upon. Moreover, educators have a responsibly in developing an understanding of evaluation and provide them with the skills needed to access such opportunities. This report will outline that ascertaining the views of children on their experience at school, is critical within the school improvement process. Due to the scope of this report, two specific vehicles aimed at facilitating pupil participation in one Welsh secondary school will be researched in some depth: the school Parliament and oratory abilities. Research outlined in the literature review underlines that effective development of learner voice and routine canvasing of pupils’ views can tackle poverty and disadvantage in schools (Estyn 2012). Consequently the research fulfills the national priority of reducing the impact of poverty on attainment whilst also developing pupils’ literacy skills through focus on their oratory abilities. 


3.6 Summary and research questions

The literature review critically evaluated the relevant research and provided a theoretical framework for this study: it indicated the importance of developing pupil participation and oratory skills in eradicating poverty. This initial research coupled with empirical evidence suggests pupils are leaving schools without the ability ‘to become ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the World’ (Donaldson 2015: 49) Yet, there is little research and consequently evidence on whether children and young people are equipped with skills to do so. Subsequently, in light of the aforementioned review of the literature and empirical experience, the following research questions was proposed:

Research Question 

To what extent do whole-school Parliament activities effectively facilitate pupil participation and develop pupils’ oracy skills in a Welsh secondary school?

Subsidiary Questions

Can Parliament activities improve pupils’ self-confidence?
Can Parliament activities improve pupils’ oracy skills?
Can Parliament activities increase pupils’ engagement in school life?






4. Methodology

4.1 Design 

Action research has an emphasis on practice and problem solving which links research to practice: something rudimentary for teachers. It is defined as ‘a participatory process’ that ‘seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others in the pursuit of pressing concern to people’ (Reason and Bradbury 2008:4). Action research is a ‘small-scale intervention in the real world’ and a ‘close examination of the effects of such an intervention’ (Cohen et al. (2007:297). This action research employed a case-study research design to examine the impact of the school Parliament in improving outcomes of disadvantaged pupils in south Wales.  

4.2 Ethical considerations

The study in this report involves working with children and consequently ethical considerations were significant in collecting data. The British Educational Research Association (BERA 2014) suggests all research should be conducted with ethical respect for individuals ensuring they are treated fairly and sensitively (BERA 2014). Ethical considerations that are specific to certain aspects of this study are outlined throughout the report. 

4.3 Participants

The study was conducted using a combination of stratified sampling (Hendricks 2006: 82) and purposeful sampling (Hendricks 2006: 52). Twelve pupils formed the basis of the inquiry: the small sample size allowed the researcher to explore the ‘sorts of relationships' within the data and determine the effectiveness of the project before administering a larger inquiry at the school or at a national level. Understandably, all twelve pupils were members of the school parliament. Fifty percent of the twelve KS3 (11-14-year-olds) participants are known to the school as eFSM. Fifty percent are known to the school as those who are MaT (more able and talented). Fifty percent of both groups were boys and fifty percent were girls. Out of the twelve participants, a quarter of the pupils were in year 7 (11-12 years old), a quarter were pupils in year 8 (12-13 years old), a quarter were pupils in year 9 (13-14 years old) and finally, a quarter were pupils in year 10 (14-15 year olds).

The selection of participants required significant ethical consideration in order to ensure no favouritism could be demonstrated. However, pupils at the school are accustomed to taking part in activities outside the usual classroom remit. In addition, when informing the participants, the researcher used the appropriate language register to explain the inquiry to the contributors so that they understand and gave informed consent. It is important to note that the researcher is practiced in explaining details of projects such as this one, in a way that is understandable for the age group. The pupils were informed that the focus was improving pupil participation and its support in improving oracy skills. They were told they were in an excellent position to support this process but only if they wanted to. Seeking this informed consent, ‘the procedures in which individuals choose whether to participate in an investigation after being informed of the facts’ (Diener and Crandal 1978 cited in Cohen et al 2001: 51) involved the necessary ‘two stages’ (Cohen et al. 2001: 52), which is to inform the minors and their legal guardian. The researcher ensured participants and their legal guardians understood the following which was included in a letter: 

· The aims and objectives of the research project 
· The procedure including its timeline 
· Details of what the participants are expected to do
· Participants’ right withdraw from the research at any point
· Their confidentiality rights 
· Guaranteed anonymity 
· How the results will be presented 
· Their right to ask any questions regarding the research

The researcher was aware of the risk of pupils agreeing to participate in order to please the teacher therefore to avoid this coercion; the pupils were informed they could speak to another member of staff at the school if they desired. As noted in the letter of consent and adhering to BERA guidelines, names of pupil participants, schools and researchers were kept anonymous throughout the research as ‘the obligation to protect the anonymity of research participants and to keep research data confidential is all-inclusive’ and ‘should be fulfilled at all cost’ (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias 1992 cited in Cohen at al 2000:61). The participants are named at any point in this report and neither is school in which they are educated. In order to guarantee anonymity, consent forms were stored away from all other data and participants data stored under a single letter on an encrypted file only accessible by myself. The researcher did not share the information with anyone. Prior to conducting the research, including the focus group, the researcher explained the importance of confidentiality to other participants: the information should not be shared publicly (Cohen et al 2000: 62).  Furthermore, the Data Protection Act (2018) the school’s confidentiality policy and any other relevant documentation are adhered to throughout this report. 

4.4 Data Collection methods 

Educational researchers emphasise the importance of taking quantitative and qualitative approaches when collecting evidence that determines the impact of interventions: researchers underline that an inquiry cannot be answered sufficiently by drawing only on one or the other (Cohen et al. 2013: 26). For this reason, both methodologies were used to examine the effectiveness of Parliament activities. In addition, findings were triangulated in order to attempt bridging issues of reliability and validity (Cohen et al. 2013). Furthermore, reflexivity, ‘the self-conscious awareness’ of a researchers ‘values, attitudes, perceptions, opinions, actions and feelings’ on a situation being studied (Cohen et al 2011:359), will also be considered considering the researcher’s role as researcher and teacher. 

Oracy tests 

Pre-activity the researcher invited participants to take a short test that provides standardised oracy scores as well as a breakdown of specific skills related to oracy competency. The test, taken by all pupils during classroom oracy assessments in subjects such as English, Welsh and modern foreign languages (MFL), provides standardised oracy scores suitable for the designated key stage. When gathering data for participants in year 7, 8 and 9, the researcher used the NLF to assess the pupils assigning a score for each success criteria met (Appendix B, C and D). This generated quantitative data in the form of a baseline oracy score. The same process was used for pupils in key stage 4. However, the GCSE assessment materials were used to determine the quantitative data of an oracy score in this group of participants (Appendix E). The descriptors used on the assessment tables for both the levels and grades are used habitually by teachers. Post-activity, the researcher invited participants to sit the same test again in order to use data analysis to produce quantitative results on the impact the School Parliament activities have on improving pupils’ oracy skills. A thematic approach to data analysis will consider gender pre- and post-project, e-FSM pre- and post-project and year group pre- and post-project. 

Online Questionnaire  

The researcher administered an online quantitative survey before and after school Parliament activities took place: this in order to analyse pre-and post-attitudinal outcomes that the scheme has on pupils. The survey asked pupils to answer questions, firstly demographic and then based on the Likert scale. Questions were based on their role within the school community, their learning, their lessons, their health, wellbeing, their confidence, their opinions on the school environment and their opinion of the opportunities available to participate in school improvement. They will were also invited to answer questions on their awareness of rights, roles and responsibilities. In addition, they to provided a self-assessment of their oracy ability and their confidence when participating in oracy activities. In the next chapter, results will be presented as a pre -and post-project percentage. Whilst collecting this form of data, the researcher was aware of the limitations of its validity. For example, pupils may not understand the context of the question or may answer questions based on what they think the researcher wants to hear. However, in line with BERA guidelines, all pupils and their results are anonymised and participants were made aware of this in order to increase the credibility of the results. Whilst some researchers suggest questionnaires do not provide ‘real depth to answers,’ others suggest, questionnaires may be used to pick up trends (McNiff and Whitehead, 2002; Cohen et al. 2011) and provide the researcher with an inductive approach to the analysis. However, the researcher was aware that questionnaires, generated by an adult could hinder pupils’ views underlining the necessity to include focus groups as part of the research. 

Focus groups 

The researcher held a focus group at the school pre and post Parliament activities where participants were split into groups based on their key stage. This means the 12 pupils were divided into two groups. The focus group provided a means of specifically addressing the research questions, ‘captured the lived response of people’ (McNiff and Whitehead 2002: 96) and allowed the researcher to experience pupils’ perspective (Rubin and Rubin 2004). Gathering the unique views of the participants was at the heart of this study and focus group allowed space to discuss the efficacy and impact of the initiative and how it could be further improved. The researcher followed a semi-structured approach thus providing pupils with more freedom for expression that may not be easily addressed through other methods. Questions were based on their awareness of their rights, their roles and responsibilities within the school and their own opinions of their oracy skills. In order to accurately examine attitudinal attitudes to speaking and listening, the researcher audio recorded interviews and notedon paper any non-verbal observations such as body language and facial expressions: a useful method which can have significant impact on qualitative studies (Clough and Nutbrown 2002). 

In addition, guidance in measuring engagement levels both during the focus group and during the lesson study was sought from the Leuven Scale for involvement (Laevers 2011). Furthermore, the researcher sought guidance on ensuring the interview processes are effective, focused and clear (Hopkins 2008: 111). All focus groups were recorded using a digital recorder providing an opportunity for further analysis and ensure conversation can develop.  Therefore, pupil and legal guardian consent for audio recordings have been obtained by the school where the research will take place. However, further consent was sought specifically for this project in keeping with BERA guidelines (BERA 2014). Pupils were made aware that the interviews were confidential and only be heard by the researcher. In addition, pupils were informed that they could leave the interview at any time without any negative consequences. 

Pupil generated artifacts 

Judah and Richardson (2006: 78) stated that 'the criteria by which the outcomes of research are measured must emerge from the participants themselves'. Furthermore, scholars suggest almost all research makes use of documents to some degree (Blaxter et al. 2002). Therefore, one of the most important pieces of data collection in this study was the artifact generated as part of the initiative. For example, notes from meetings, research notes, students suggestions and oral presentations. These provided a record pupil voice and allowed the researcher to further identify themes and trends, which supported the research question and evaluated the effectiveness of the School Parliament. In line with ethical guidelines, copies were kept in a main school folder and whilst the information was shared between staff and the school Parliament. No confidential information was disclosed within them, including the names of adults or pupils. Whilst collecting this form of data, the researcher was aware of its limitations. For example, the artifacts provide no context of discussions and no insight into pupils’ thoughts and feelings. However, the notes were a useful starting point and supported a triangulated approach to the gathering of data. 

4.5 Materials 

The researcher completed an ethics form outlining the aims and objectives of the study and the board approved this. Addition materials included consent forms from participants and legal guardians. Qualitative and quantitative data was collected in order to measure the effectiveness of the intervention. This included data such as demographical information, personal opinion, and test results. Participants’ names were always anonymised and no means of identification used (Cohen et al 2001: 62). In addition, all data, including audio recordings, were stored on an encrypted school computer or recording device.  The researcher acts within the law set out by the Data Protection Act (2018) when storing data obtained as a teacher at the school and did the same for this research. Only the researcher and IT manager had any access to the raw results and all electronic data will be destroyed following the submission of this impact report. It must be noted that data deemed as sensitive was not collected. No data deemed as sensitive was collected by the researcher adheres to the Data Protection Act (1998) and School Safeguarding Policy as part of her vocation as a teacher.  Further materials used in the study included the required paperwork outline in the appendices and generate student-generated artifacts.  

4.6 Procedure 

The researcher purposefully choose to complete the research over a period of six weeks were Parliament activities would be frequent before the final meeting of the year at the old debating chamber at the National Assembly for Wales. 

Four weeks prior to this meeting, participants were approached and introduced to the study and consent forms were distributed and submitted. The data was gathered four weeks prior to the meeting, during the meeting and in the subsequent two weeks before the end of term. 

The pre-intervention oracy assessment took place before the individual committee meetings. This provided baseline data in the form of standardized scores (Appendix B, C, D, and E). The researcher is familiar in undertaking these assessments and was immediately followed by the baseline online quantitative survey constructed using the Likert scale of engagement (Likert 1932) and the first focus group. Artifacts and researcher notes were collected throughout the project were appropriate. Post-intervention all participants were invited to sit the same oracy assessment again in order to obtain quantitative results and assess the impact the project had on improving pupils’ oracy skills.  Participants also complete a post-intervention questionnaire and focus groups. Final artifacts were also collected for analysis. 

Data analysis must include ‘organising, accounting for and explain the data’ and prominence should be given to ‘patterns, themes, categories and regularities’ (Cohen et al. 2011: 537). The objective of the study was to analyse the impact School Parliament activities had on pupil participation and their oracy skills. It is essential that this is done effectively with ‘a coherent methodology for analysing’ the data (Hopkins 2008:129) in order to determine recommendations for a future study of the scheme. A ‘deductive’ analysis will be conducted in this study, where themes will be sorted according to the specific research question (Martella et al 2013:16).   This is deemed as the most appropriate form of data analysis of the data that will be gathered. Moreover, the identification of themes and key issues prior to data collection provided useful points when creating pupil questionnaires and conducting focus groups. The analysis of data using a thematic approach provided opportunities to identify commonalities in the quantitative and qualitative data or in some cases discrepancies. The data in this study naturally divides itself into thematic stems: pupils’ attainment in their oracy skills, their engagement with Parliament activities and their confidence in participating using their oratory proficiencies. However, throughout the analysis of data, the researcher is aware of the possible pitfalls in presenting data in themes as highlighted by Cohen et al. (2011). For this reason, the study is not reliant on a thematic analysis; it is open to changing and new emerging themes. It is however imperative to note the distinction between ‘data analysis’ and ‘data interpretation.’ It is suggested the former can be done in a three-stage approach: noticing, describing and classifying (Gay et al 2006). The latter however underlines a focus on ‘developing ideas about your findings and relating them to your literature and broader concerns and concepts’ (Bogdan and Biklen 2007:159). The researcher ensures attention is given to both during the next chapter where the presentation and analysis of findings are presented. 

The research provides some insight into the impact of the intervention on gender, eFSM pupils, and year groups and analysis of demography forms part of the discussion and analysis in the next chapter. However, in line with ethical guidance (BERA), individual results are not discussed for data is anonymised. The researcher is also aware of the limitations of the study due to the small number of participants in the sample size. Consequently, a further study may be suggested as a result of this initiative. During the analysis of each thematic stem, it is imperative to investigate both the quantitative and qualitative data gathered in order to bridge issues of reliability and validity and establish the impact of the intervention. Whilst threats to validity and reliability can never be completely obliterated, the effect of these can be decreased by awareness and attention to the drawbacks (Cohen et al 2000: 105). 


4. 7 Summary of methodology

This section of the report provided a rationale for design, methodology and the methods in which the data would be collected. In order to address the research question, an action research approach was determined as the most suitable method and both qualitative and quantitative data was gathered. 

· Test scores
· Online questionnaires
· Focus groups
· Pupil generated artefacts 

Ethical guidelines were adhered to in the collection of this data and a deductive, thematic approach to the analysis was deemed as the most suitable. The next chapter presents the results of the study, followed by an analysis of the data. 










5. Presentation of findings
Following preliminary analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data, three themes emerged relating to research questions proposed on the impact of the Parliament project:

1. Academic achievement 
2. Engagement with school
3. Personal confidence 

5.1 Academic development of oracy proficiency 

Table 1: 
Data obtained from oracy tests using the literacy framework (year 7, 8 and 9) 

	Pupil
	Pre-project
	Post-project
	Change

	A
	1
	1
	1

	  B *
	1
	2
	1

	  C *
	2
	2
	0

	  D *
	2
	3
	1

	E
	2
	3
	1

	F
	2
	3
	1

	   G *
	1
	3
	2

	   H *
	2
	2
	0

	I
	2
	2
	0

	Average 
	1.6
	2.3
	0.7 



* Pupils eligible for Free School Meals 






Table 2: 
Data obtained from oracy tests using the WJEC mark scheme (year 10) 

	Pupil
	Pre-project
	Post-project
	Change

	J
	26
	32
	6

	   K *
	30
	33
	3

	   L *
	30
	32
	2

	Average 
	28.6
	32.3
	3.6




5.2 Engagement with participation 

Table 3: Data gathered pre and post project through an online survey. Participants were asked to select to what extent they agree or disagree with the statement ‘The school listens to my views and makes changes based on my suggestion’ 


	
	Pre-project
	Post-project

	Strongly Agree
	8.3%
	66.6%

	Agree 
	41.6%
	16.7%

	Don’t Know 
	8.5%
	8.4%

	Disagree
	33.3%
	0

	Strongly Disagree
	8.3%
	8.3%




Table 4:  A sample of participants’ discussion of the statement ‘Are you offered opportunities to suggest ways to improve the school?’ during a focus group activity. 

	Pre-intervention

	

	“Sometimes… but mostly teachers tell us what to say ”


	“I’m not really sure what I’m allowed to say or when I’m allowed to say them”

“My improvement might be wrong”

“Nothing ever gets done even when I do suggest something”


	Post-intervention


	“I like it when we get to have grown-up conversations with grown-ups in the room – it made me feel important and .. like… what I had to say was important ”


	“I liked it (the Parliament activities) but I think more people need to be involved. People think that politics and Parliament is boring but actually they can actually make the school a better place with their opinions – they just don’t know they can.” 


	“The themes helped me understand how many things we have to think about when it comes to making positive changes to the school.”

“The whole school should have a say on the different policies” 

“I didn’t always know where the meetings were” 

“ Some committees met more than others” 

“My policy idea wasn’t heard” 

“Can I be part of the Parliament next year?” 




Table 5: Every committee submitted a ‘white paper’ with details of a proposed school policy. This was then put forward to the head teacher and the chair of governors during the final Parliament meeting of the year. The table summaries each proposed policy. 

	Committee 
	Policy 

	Our Learning
	Our policy is to create a traffic light mobile phone policy (Green for social areas within the school, Orange for lessons where it’s the teacher discretion if they may advance the learning and red for corridors)

	Our Community
	Our policy is to create more links between the higher years of the cluster schools and Key stage 3 by holding activity days such as: quiz, mini sports, treasure hunt, team activities, board games, talent show, obstacle race, trips and sports competitions. 

	Our Environment
	Our policy is to ensure a system which monitors the use of recyclable materials in the cafeteria

	Our Health
	Our policy is to improve the mental and physical health of pupils with a five-minute walk every day in order to encourage good mental and physical health. 

	Our wellbeing
	Appoint a wellbeing charity at the start of each term and ensure they are explored through PSE lessons, classroom exhibitions and fundraising activities.



Table 6: The number of votes received for each policy 

	Committee 
	Yes 
	No 
	Abstain

	Ein Dysgu
Our Learning
	25
	17
	4

	Ein Cymuned
Our Community
	39
	1
	6

	Ein Amgylchedd
Our environment
	35
	4
	7

	Ein Iechyd
Our Health
	16
	22
	8

	Ein Lles
Our wellbeing
	41
	4
	1



5.3 Personal Confidence 

Table 7: Data gathered pre and post survey through an online survey. Participants were asked to select to what extent they agree or disagree with the statement ‘I feel confident presenting my ideas in front of others’


	
	Pre-project
	Post-project

	Strongly Agree
	0
	18.6%

	Agree
	41.2%
	42.8%

	Don’t Know
	8.7%
	7.7%

	Disagree
	26.7%
	14.2%

	Strongly Disagree
	33.4%
	16.7%




Table 8: Data gathered pre and post survey through an online survey. Participants were asked to select to what extent they agree or disagree with the statement “How confident do you feel presenting your ideas.” 

	Pre-intervention

“I’m scared other people will laugh at me.” 

“I’m not really used to speaking in front of lots of people at the same time.” 


	Post-intervention

“I wouldn’t normally have the confidence to speak to older kids or some teachers especially about important school stuff but now I realize that they do want to listen to what I have to day – I don’t feel so stupid anymore.”

“I can’t believe we did it (held the meeting) in front of Miss A (the head teacher) and Mr B (the chair of governors) ‘cause they’re really scary but I did it!”

“I’m confident I could do it (participate in Parliament activities) later in life”

“We could do this on our own!”

“If I can speak in front of the head-teacher, I can definitely speak in front of my class during the GCSEs!”
















6. Discussion
Analysis of the data gathered from the study has provided some insight into an array of issues pertinent to the facilitation of pupil voice and the development of pupils’ oracy proficiencies. Initial data suggests pupils’ positive experience in the following areas: academic achievement, engagement with school and personal confidence. However, it is imperative to further investigate both the quantitative and qualitative data gathered in order to bridge issues of reliability and validity and establish the impact of the project. The discussion will relate the research findings to the academic frameworks highlighted in the literature review whilst further theoretical frameworks also will be highlighted as a result of the data obtained. 

6.1 Academic development 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The data obtained from the oracy test scores (Table 1 and 2) determines some collective improvement in pupils’ oratory abilities; pupils’ scores at Key Stage 3 collectively increased from an average of 1.6 points to an average of 2.3 points; thus demonstrating an increase of 0.7 points. Whilst this increase is slight, it certainly demonstrates an encouraging progression. In addition, due to the very short time frame in which the intervention took place, the results cannot be due to pupil maturity and it appears that participants made progress following the intervention. In some pupils, this development was significant with one pupil increasing their score by 2 marks. However, 4 pupils showed no improvement, including 2 who are eFSM. This data could suggest that a future intervention should take place over a longer time-period. Furthermore, the figures also suggest that the Parliament activities may not always provide the adequate environment for the perspicuous teaching of oracy skills. 

Pupils’ scores at key stage 4 collectively increased from 28.6 points to 32.3 demonstrating a 3.6 point increase with all pupils improving their score.  Perhaps Key Stage 4 pupils had a better understanding of the success criteria in the post-intervention test. In addition, the participants may have been correctly identified as those who would benefit from the activities. However, the data collected both at key Stage 3 and key stage 4 through academic testing may demonstrate the project had no statistical impact on the oracy abilities of all participants. This could indicate that the intended sampling criteria could be improved. To elaborate, the baseline test may be used to purposefully identify prospective participants before any further intervention so that educators can establish which individuals would most benefit from participating Parliament activities.

 However, it also essential to note that the oracy tests, such as the ones conducted in this study are just one way in which teachers can measure the ability to speak and listen effectively. Therefore, the test takes a behaviourist approach to learning as a matter of habit-forming and repetition (Skinner 1957 cited in Medwel et al 2017: 28). This approach to learning can only be proven in a more structured environment. Typically, behaviourists scrutinise the degree of learning using methods such as “tests and examinations” (Medwel et al 2017: 29) and profound empirical evidence suggests this is one way in which schools look to improve pupils’ literacy levels; including their oracy proficiencies  (Jones 2018). If one evaluates the effectiveness of the intervention on the oracy test alone then a future study would benefit from the collection of qualitative data to determine pupils’ perception of their results thus further provide educators with the tools and strategies needed to improve pupils’ literacy skills; this includes speaking and listening skills as set out by the national literacy framework (Welsh Government 2013) and the key stage 4 examination process (WJEC 2015).  Further limitations may include the researcher’s absence of knowledge of other oracy tasks taking place in lessons during the time in which the study took place. Consequently, academic attainment cannot be rigorously confirmed from one study. Instead, mechanisms behind these improvements in academic development can be further explored. 

6.2 Engagement with school 

Online Questionnaire 

Quantitative data was also used to determine changes in pupil engagement with school through an online questionnaire with results (table 3) stating 49.9 % of pupils either ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the school listens to their views and makes changes based on their suggestion before the study compared with 83.3% strongly agreeing or agreeing the same statement following the study. Initial analysis of this response demonstrates that the parliament actives gave the majority of the participants a meaningful forum to be heard. However, the validity of the survey must be considered in order to assess whether the survey offers the study some verisimilitude. 

If one considers the ‘internal validity’ of the participants; the degree to which the results are true (Hendricks 2006: 101) then it is possible to suggest that the use of surveys can provide participants with the comfort needed to answer questions anonymously. However, it is possible in the context of this study to question the ‘truth value validity’ (Hendricks 2006: 102) For example, pupils may not have been fully aware of their reasons due to lack of understanding of the survey process, they may have experienced boredom, answered questions in a way that pleases the teacher or interpreted answer options differently such as the ‘don’t know’ option. In order to increase the internal validity in a future study, the researcher may eliminate the ‘don’t know’ options and participants may be asked to complete the survey away from the classroom and in the presence of another teacher or a suitable adult, ethically approved. Furthermore, the external validity, the degree to which the results can be generalized beyond the contributors in the study (Hendricks 2006: 82), can be examined in a study conducted with different participants in a different setting or context. (Jones 2017) In addition, the quantitative data provided by the questionnaire does not provide a pupil’s unique perspective on the effectiveness of the Parliament activities nor insight into a student’s lived experiences of pupil voice. For this reason, the focus group can provide the research with qualitative date that is “rich, flexible... cumulative and collaborative” (Fontana and Frey 1998 cited in Hendricks 2006: 109) and consequently provides opportunity for further analysis on the impact of the Parliament in facilitating pupil voice. 

Focus group 

The results from the focus group both before and after Parliament activities took place can help analyse its effect on the pupil’s engagement with school and the processes in place to facilitate pupil voice. Post-intervention participant displays their engagement with the statements:  ‘I like it when we get to have grown-up conversations with grown-ups in the room – it made me feel important and … what I had to say was important,’ ‘The different committees helped me understand how many things we have to think about when it comes to making positive changes to the school’ and ‘Can I be part of the Parliament next year?’ It is evident from these statement that the project assisted a constructivist approach to learning; one in which curiosity is the most powerful ingredient in learning (Piaget sited in Engel: 14). The project encouraged pupils to demonstrate a diverse curiosity for general information (Piaget cited in Beswick 2017: 37). This can be highlighted as strength of the intervention and must be encouraged during future research. (Jones 2017) However, whilst pupils’ engagement following the intervention initially seems to celebrate the impact of Parliament activities, their engagement highlights concerns over gathering the views of their peers. Pupils made statements such as ‘People think that politics and Parliament is boring but actually they can actually make the school a better place with their opinions – they just don’t know they can,’ ‘The whole school should have a say on the different policies’ and ‘I didn’t always know where the meetings were.’ These reports form a critical part of the efficacy of the Parliament; the views of 12 children are not representative of the entire school. If pupil participation is to increase then Parliament activities must facilitate a pupil voice mechanism that is inclusive of all pupils across the school. 

For this reason, it is possible to suggest proposed adjustments and improvements that would be beneficial for a future study on whether Parliament activities can indeed facilitate pupil voice. For example, each registration class at the school could keep a physical logbook with issues raised during class discussions in order for the members of school parliament to discuss at their next meeting. Pupils may also seek opportunities to conduct surveys based on policies already being discussed in order to determine the appetite for them from their peers.  In addition, a future study should focus on interviewing and gaining feedback from pupils who are not part of Parliament activities in order to assess the level of pupil participation at the school. The impact of this should also be measured with further data collection. Nevertheless, despite statements which highlight the need to improve Parliament activities on pupil voice the data certainly highlight the student’s awareness into the importance of gathering a collective view shows an awareness of democracy and the overall role of School members of Parliament. These assertions also demonstrate pupils’ willingness to be honest and aware of the key areas needing improvement thus highlighting the impact of Parliament activities on pupil participation. 

Pupil artifacts

In addition, the policies outlined in table 5, 6 and Appendix A underline the importance of choice in “helping to engage children and young people in their learning” (Donaldson 2015: 61). This emphasizes also the need for schools to “offer opportunities for children and young people to choose particular activities and experiences” (Donaldson 2015:61). The policies demonstrate the level of engagement pupils’ displayed following the opportunity to contribute their own ideas and contribute to positive change at their school. The policies underline the engagement of participants who were part of the school Parliament activities but not closely observed as part of the action research. Their names have been anonymised in line with guidelines (BERA 2014) The artifacts however expose the extent of teacher involvement in pupil participation and anecdotal evidence suggests that in many cases the teacher would have had the final say on which policy was brought before Parliament.  This raised the question whether the policies demonstrated the views of individuals or the teacher. Before the study took place, pupils stated that they were ‘sometimes’ given the opportunity to voice their opinion but that “mostly teachers tell us what to say.” The teacher’s responsibility for every committee may demonstrate that the tokenistic nature of pupil participations continued post-intervention. The qualitative data collected whilst assessing pupil engagement further underline the issues related to staff involvement. For example, one pupil expressed their concern that their policy idea ‘wasn’t heard.’ In addition, the comment “some committees met more than others” underlines the timetable constraints that made it difficult to ensure all committees where able to hold meetings at the same time; an element that caused concern for one participant who took part in this study, ‘I didn’t always know where the meetings were.’ In order to establish true pupil voice, a future study may focus on providing students; especially those in the sixth form could be given the necessary skills to operate the School Parliament with decreased teacher involvement. 

The policies which include the ways pupils want to improve their wellbeing and education whilst at school certainly demonstrate the participants engagement with creating news to improve the school or positively impact on existing school systems. Furthermore, they demonstrate evidence of pupil participations during the research cycle and the oracy skills that would have been utilized during meetings. However, a further study is imperative in order to ascertain whether the head teacher and the senior leadership team implemented pupils’ proposals and whether their voices were truly heard. It is recommended that pupils are told of the impact of their input in order to avoid tokenism: young people may being used as a source of information, consulted for the purposes created by adults (Hart 1992) Both the head teacher and the chair of governors gave immediate feedback on the policies. However, it is recommended that feedback is given during assemblies, on noticeboards and television screens and through the school magazine and web-site (Welsh Government 2011) A future study should focus on measuring the impact of Parliament activities on creating real change to the school policies and in turn the school environment. 


6.3 Personal confidence 

Table 4 displays results from a survey question which asked participants to identify to what extent they feel confident presenting their ideas. The number of children who agreed or strongly agreed with this statement increased.  Before the intervention, 41.2% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ felt assured that they could present in front of others but this number increased to 61.4% following their participation in Parliament activities. Whilst this data demonstrates a slight and initial improvement in pupils’ perception of their confidence, the outcomes of the survey should be used with caution. Participants were asked to self-report on an emotion and their response would have been affected by external environmental influences such as the setting. Additionally, internal psychological characteristics may have affected the evaluations made both pre and post project. For this reason, a future study would benefit from repeating the survey on more than one occasion both before and after the Parliament activities take place. 

Table 8 displays key quotations from the focus group pre and post survey which was dedicated to finding out how pupils felt about presenting their ideas in front of others; including their peers and members of staff. The discussion permitted participants to add richness to the investigation by providing answers to the why questions that arose from the survey; this is especially important since the survey asked them to share information on their perceived level of confidence. One student expressed their fear of presenting in front of others stating they feared ‘other people’ would laugh at them whilst another stated they were not used to ‘speaking in front of lots of people at the same time.’ However, the post intervention data is positive with participants saying they felt ‘older kids’ really wanted to listen to them and speaking in front of the head-teacher gave the confidence to speak ‘in front of my class.’ Consequently, the focus group stimulated the pupil to provide an in-depth discussion bringing social constructivism themes to the dialogue. It may seem, for some pupils, the Parliament activities provided opportunities where ‘an adult, or more experienced peer, assists the learner to achieve goals that would otherwise be beyond their reach’ (Smith et al. 1998 cited in Chandler and Jarvis 2011:154). If the objective then is to support pupils in moving closer to completing a task independently then the concept corresponds to L.S.Vygotsky’s theory that “what the child is able to do in collaboration today, he will be able to do independently tomorrow” (Vygotsky 1978 cited in Moll 1992: 12). 

Indeed peer collaboration can, to some extent, offer pupils an opportunity to discuss their thinking processes, compare them with others and improve their learning skills (Donaldson 2015: 71). Inherent in its success is Vygotsky’s  ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD) in which productive learning takes place. ZPD is defined as the ‘gap between what a child can achieve on their own and what they can learn under instruction’ (Smith et al. 1998 cited in Chandler and Jarvis 2011:76). This is the gap between the skills and information a pupil already has what they require. According to Vygotsky, an individual can only accomplish the latter with the help of others who are more informed on the topic .This pedagogical approach is promising in developing pupil progress and the data from the study seems to suggest that activities should further challenge students to reach their full potential as a pupil’s ZPD is always changing. (Vygotsky cited in Jones 2017) Moreover, one participant who took part on the focus group realized the connection between the Parliament activities and their GCSEs. Consequently, the quantitative data from the oracy test and the qualitative date on pupil confidence suggests Parliament activities may compliment and help develop pupils’ academic development. However, in order to further ascertain pupils’ confidence to participate in activities further qualitative data should be collected during sessions in the form of field notes from observations made by stakeholders. Furthermore, the research could include a description of setting and study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985 cited in Hendricks 108) as this would provide not only information on the instructive structures in place during the Parliament activities but also provide further information on whether the study is transferable to another setting. 

Whilst the focus group does provide some interesting insights and allows for summarisation of key themes of a large body of data, this method of collecting data is not without its limitations.  It is possible to suggest that individuals may have dominated the focus group and this may have influenced the views of others. The moderator would have ensured the views of all participants were heard. However, some individuals may have felt more comfortable expressing honest views elsewhere. Furthermore, even the dominant respondents are subject to demonstrating social desirability bias and demand characteristics; changing answers to what they believe is either desirable within society or what the researcher wants to hear. It’s possible that the focus group was conducted in an artificial environment that could have further influenced the responses. Perhaps one way in which to eliminate some of the validity issues noted is to ensure participants are placed in smaller groups. Alternatively, another study looking at the effect of this intervention should consider conducting unstructured or structured interviews that may remove respondents’ peer-influence.  Use of focus groups and/or interviews should also include field notes should be made on the way the language is used (Jones 2017).

6.4 Critical Evaluation of the investigation

The action research focused on what could be learned about pupil participation and the development of oracy skills through enabling students to present their own policies and discuss what they perceive to be important. The study has added stimulating findings to a little body of evidence on the effectiveness of pupil participation and the development of cross-curricular oracy skills, particularly schools in Wales. This is a significant strength in the research; little evidence pre-dates it and therefore it provides a foundation for further exploration on the impact Parliament activities can have on pupils in Wales. This is especially important as providing pupils with the platform, and in turn the skills, to voice their choice in their learning is underpinned in the four core purposes of the Donaldson curriculum. (Donaldson 2015).

However, limitations of the current study reduce the weight of the findings. The study took place at a school where the researcher taught and held excellent working relationships with the participants, consequently creating a potential bias in results.  Pupils may demonstrate social desirability bias meaning answers may have been altered to look favourable or that would please the researcher (Cohen et al, 2000). This had the prospective to provide inaccurate results and an imprecise account of the impact of the Parliament activities. Measures were therefore taken to bridge this limitation: Pupils were informed that honest results would not damage the researchers’ reputation or change any working relationships. In addition, a ‘deductive’ analysis (Martella et al 2013: 16) was used in this study; themes were sorted according to a specific research question devised by the researcher. Approaching data collection in this way offered a necessary focus for interviews but also had a danger of clouding the researcher’s judgments and may have decreased any opportunities to being open to new issues. However, where data were available, attempts have been made to identify, evaluate and endorse the recommendations for a future study of the initiative, which are outline in the concluding chapter.







7: Conclusion and Recommendations

This closing chapter aims to revisit my original rationale for this report but within the particular context of my research findings.  The outcome of the study has implications for the researcher, pupils and the wider education sector: these will be explored in this concluding chapter. Using an action research approach, this report explored the potential of the School Parliament to facilitate pupil participation and support oracy skills in a Welsh secondary school thus leading to school improvement. Qualitative and quantitative data suggests that the Parliament activities positively impacted pupil participation and supported oracy skills in a Welsh secondary school. The action research demonstrates pupils’ academic achievement, an increase in personable skills and an engagement with school. However, this report also highlights further research that should be completed in order to navigate the complex ways in which in schools operate and the range of challenges faced by teachers and school leaders.

7.1 Professional development 

The researcher’s passionate personal involvement in the action research has lamentably underlined an awareness that many education settings may struggle to achieve the levels of pupil voice in line with Heart’s model where ‘children have the ideas, set up the project and invite adults to join them in making changes.’ (Heart 1992) During the Parliament activities evidence collected suggest pupils did, at times, come up with the ideas. However, this was not without substantial support from an adult and little evidence suggest on whether the project came to fruition due to the short time frame in which the study too place. Whilst this may initially be viewed as disappointing, the research positively highlights steps that can be taken to achieve a higher degree of participation and these are outlined in the recommendations. In addition, study has also positively influenced personal professional practice.  Working closely with other members of staff increased the researchers leadership skills and an appreciation of the complexity and daily demands face by peers and senior leadership. This has resulted in a less critical outlook of the implication of pupil voice and the resilience needed to improve the efficiency of the School Parliament. 

Originally, the desire to improve pupil participation and oracy skills may have led to an over critical judgment of the processes. This initially may have been viewed as a limitation of the study; however, it has in fact provided further definitive recommendations for a further study which the researcher hopes she can fulfill in her professional role. Moreover, during the study, the researcher felt more focus could have been placed on measuring the impact of participation whilst oracy may have provided the purpose to another study. During the time in which the study took place, the researcher was asked to examine ways language literacy and communication (Donaldson 2015) could be developed in subjects across the curriculum. This AOL (area of learning) aims to ‘develop ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world, develop enterprising, creative contributors, develop healthy, confident individuals and develop ambitious, capable learners.’ (Welsh Government 2017) The researcher does not wish to suggest in any way that Parliament and cross-curricular oracy activities are the only way in which language literacy and communication skills can be developed. However, many of the aims outlined by the Welsh Government can be confidently addressed through the use of its activities in our secondary schools. 


7.2 Impact on pupils and school improvement 

The research shows that Parliament activities positively impacted the participants’ academic ability, engagement with school and confidence levels. Therefore, this concludes that the scheme can positively encourage meeting the national priority of reducing the impact of poverty on attainment whilst also developing pupils’ literacy skills through focus on their oratory abilities. In addition, the Parliament can act as a form of active citizenship and can lead to effective school improvement. It is prove that it acted as a platform for academic achievement, improving engagement with participation, and increasing confidence. It therefore has the potential to be transformative in driving overall school improvement. The Welsh Government has highlighted the link between school improvement and pupil voice (Furlong 2010) by introducing compulsory welsh councils (Welsh Government 2005) and making revision to the Estyn’s inspection framework. Learner voice is inspected through questions 2.2.2 and 4.4.2 of Estyn’s 2017 common inspection framework that address attitudes to learning and personal development (Estyn 2017). The researcher does not suggest these statutory guidance and frameworks will directly improve the levels of pupil voice. In fact, this prescriptive approach may not adhere to the individual context of many schools and may perpetuate the tokenistic pitfalls stressed in this research. However, the school Parliament can be seen as a ‘forum for consultation’ (Chapman and Sammons 2013:23) if pupil participation is facilitated correctly. Throughout the study the researcher became increasingly aware that head teachers and the senior leadership team played a significant role in facilitating pupil participation, active citizenship and opportunities to develop communication skills. The efficiency of the school Parliament is therefore reliant on the support and flexibility of senior staff and must hold a place in the school improvement plan: this would allow the strategic monitoring of pupil voice to rest as the responsibility of all teachers including the senior leadership team. 

Nevertheless, the researcher’s experience as a teacher of a core-subject makes her very aware of the challenges faced by other school pressures. Timetable constraints, examinations and pastoral matters often make it difficult to focus on purposeful pupil voice. As a result, consideration must be given to how the principles of pupil participation, active citizenship and oracy skills can be facilitated through existing systems and mechanisms within the school as opposed to interventions and short-term studies. The data collected in this study does suggested that School Parliament highlighted the tokenistic nature of pupil participation where participation was at the lower end of the continuum and largely passive (Heart 1992). However, the overall impact of the Parliament activities on pupil participation and oracy skills, demonstrated in the data collection and analysis, underlines that consideration of improving the efficacy of the system is certainly feasible and could be an expected part of the school’s legally required ‘plan for improvement’ (Welsh Government 2014:3). 

7.3 Summary of research findings and future research opportunities

Before the intervention took place, it was envisaged that exploration of pupil participations and oracy skills would highlight strengths and possible areas to improve. The academic and personal impact the activities had on the sample of pupils is promising. However, the researcher’s experience in producing the report combined with the data from the study offers insightful findings and pragmatic recommendations. These could build on the initial outcomes and ensure that school Parliament activities can be easily integrated to existing policies and in turn ensure the development of both pupil participation and oracy skills. Outlined below are the significant findings from the study alongside future considerations and recommendations for further research opportunities. The proposals are not intended to form a checklist; efforts to enhance pupil participation and conduct a study on its impact must be managed within the context of the school and its dynamics. However, small pragmatic modifications may indeed have a meaningful impact on the pupils’ lives.  

· The project took place over a short time frame. This means a future initiative should be conducted over a longer period of time to see whether changes in behaviours and attitudes have a long-term impact on students’ studies.  Form time activities should focus on participation activities over the course of a school term or school year. A future study would then be able to monitor the impact of projects and policies that are developed as a result of Parliament initiatives. 

· The implementation of polices and projects introduced by the school Parliament were not monitored. Consequently, evidence does not exist on whether the activities were tokenistic and did sincerely proliferate pupil participation. A future study should focus on a multi-cycle approach to the research where a second cycle might make use of field notes, teacher and pupil interviews to measure the impact of pupil participation. This study would provide opportunities to assess whether teachers require further training to effectively facilitate pupil voice and if students in the sixth form could facilitate activities in order to maximise pupil-led participation.

· The action research focused on a small sample of pupils who were members of the school parliament and did not allow for analysis how Parliament activities can facilitate whole-school pupil voice.  ‘Every child has the right to say what they think in all matters affecting them’ (UNICEF UK 1990: 5) and consequently a future study must examine how members of the school Parliament communicate with non-members. Suggestions include studying the physical or digital logbook with each tutor group and conducting peer-led surveys during tutor time. In addition, subject teachers can provide pupils with opportunities to develop and practise participatory and oracy skills. For example, Geography and Science may encourage discussions on environmental issues; Mathematics may generate opportunities to teach data collection and Languages on rhetorical competencies. 

· The outcomes of the oracy-based assessments demonstrated the positive impact Parliament activities had on speaking and listening skills.. However, interviews were conducted immediately after the scheme. It is therefore possible to suggest a further study after time has passed to assess whether the momentum still endures. In addition, teacher involvement it the Parliament activities allowed for the perspicuous teaching of Oracy skills however, in order to employ opportunities for pupils to develop confidence in oratory skills and develop the ‘obvious connection’ with other subjects  (Donaldson 2015: 49), teachers should nurture, foster, develop and monitor the skill in their own subject area.

· A further investigation should utilise demographical information such as of age and year groups from different schools which might yield interesting information about which age groups benefits the most from the Parliament activities 

The study’s strengths lie in the focus of the research; it has added to an area that needs further action research to ensure young people are given every opportunity to develop and express ideas through speech. The evaluation demonstrates that the study has had an impact on a small sample of pupils and addresses the prerequisites underlined in recent literature. However, a further larger study is essential to further measure the projects’ effectiveness in equipping young people with the skills they need to confidently participate in decision-making activities and competently utilise their oracy skills,
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9: Appendices 


9.1 Appendix A
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 Sample of student-generated artifacts


9.2 Appendix B



	Focus
	Success criteria 
	1
	2
	3

	Speaking 

	· Present topics and ideas clearly, using formal language and varying what they say and how they say it to interest listeners, e.g. expression, the tone of voice, volume

	
	
	

	Listening

	Respond to listeners’ questions and comments constructively and in detail. Argue a convincing case using subject knowledge effectively, e.g. in role or debate. Respond thoughtfully to others’ ideas, asking pertinent questions. Listen to explanations of processes, sequences or points of view and identify the main points in order.
	
	
	

	Collaboration

	· Make a range of contributions to discussions, e.g. leading, encouraging and supporting others. Reach consensus and agree on actions in groups, e.g. agreeing to a plan, weighing up reasons and evidence. 
	
	
	

	Explanation of rating score 
The extent to which the participant meets the success criteria:
1 = a little 
2 = a lot 
 3 = a great deal



Year 7 - National Literacy Framework with scores (Welsh Government, 2013)



9.3 Appendix C

	Focus
	Success criteria 
	1
	2
	3

	Speaking 

	Present topics and ideas coherently, using techniques effectively, e.g. a clear structure, anecdote to illustrate, plausible conclusions

	
	
	

	Listening

	· Respond to others’ views positively and appropriately when challenged defend a point of view with information and reasons, e.g. in role or debate listen to information and ideas (on-screen or live) and identify how evidence is used, e.g. to defend a point of view, or misused, e.g. to mislead by exaggeration.

	
	
	

	Collaboration

	Take a range of roles, e.g. organising, initiating actions, in more formal group contexts, e.g. when working with unfamiliar peers or adults, discuss opposing viewpoints and negotiate ways forward.

	
	
	

	Explanation of rating score 
The extent to which the participant meet the success criteria: 
1 = a little 
2 = a lot 
 3 = a great deal



Year 8 - National Literacy Framework with scores (Welsh Government 2013)


9.4 Appendix D

	Focus
	Success criteria 
	1
	2
	3

	Speaking 

	Present ideas and issues convincingly using a range of techniques for impact, e.g. rhetorical questions, appeals to listeners, gestures, respond to how listeners are reacting by adapting what they say and how they say it
	
	
	

	Listening

	Sustain a convincing point of view, anticipating and responding to other perspectives, consider the relevance and significance of information and ideas presented to them, listen to information and ideas and identify how they are presented to promote a particular viewpoint, e.g. use of persuasive language, ignoring inconvenient facts, reaching illogical conclusions.
	
	
	

	Collaboration

	take a range of roles in a group discussion with greater autonomy, including in more formal situations, e.g. chair, scribe. recognise a range of options for action and reach an agreement to achieve the aims of the group.

	
	
	

	Explanation of rating score 
The extent to which the participant meet the success criteria: 
1 = a little 
2 = a lot 
 3 = a great deal



Year 9 - National Literacy Framework with scores (Welsh Government 2013) 


9.4 Appendix E
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Year 10 Marking scheme for responding and interacting (WJEC 2014)
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