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This essay will explore issues regarding pupil voice, specifically in regards to ‘school councils’ and how this may embed pupil leadership throughout secondary schools. I will analyse and critically evaluate this approach put forward by School X (made anonymous in alliance with BERA guidelines) when it comes to developing leadership throughout the school. This will be done through focussing on the School’s Improvement Plan (SIP) and Estyn Report (2017) which outlines the specific actions the school aims to take in order to achieve the priority of leadership throughout the school, and whether this form of strategic planning is beneficial when considering school improvement. Key literature will be referred to throughout this essay, with recommendations provided on how the school may further develop this initiative in order to improve, bringing up specific areas which may need attention, with the findings aimed at all those involved in the school environment. 
School X is an English-medium mixed school with approximately 1800 pupils aged between 11 and 18 (Estyn, 2017). The school is located close to the centre of Cardiff, and holds a catchment area where there is high social economic disadvantage, with around 60% of pupils living in a deprived area in Wales.  Because of this 32.7% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is much higher than the Welsh national average (Estyn, 2017). There are over 60 different languages spoken in the school with 70% of pupils coming from ethnic minority backgrounds, and often speak English as a second language (Estyn, 2017). However, in 2017 97.3% of pupils achieved 5 A*-G grades at GCSE or equivalent, with 71.5% achieving A*-C grades (Government, 2018). The school’s current performance has also been rated excellent as well as its prospects for improvement (Estyn, 2017). This shows that despite being in one of Cardiff’s most deprived areas, the school and its pupils are still a Green Support Category school. 
	After a school is inspected by either OFSTED or ESTYN, it is required to conduct a strategic plan of SDP, in order to show how the school will improve and focus towards the targets it has been given. Appendix A shows School X’s improvement plan written in July 2018 and highlights 4 main priorities the school is focussing on in order to raise pupil achievement, based on the suggestions given after inspection. These include (1) achieve excellent progress, outcomes, standards and attitudes to learning for all pupils; (2) develop excellent teaching, learning and outstanding provision; (3) to maximise opportunities for staff development and professional learning; (4) develop leadership throughout the school. This is a long-term plan of the school’s and aims to take place over the course of three years (2018-2021). In order to achieve these priorities/goals, each is broken down into specific sections making it easier to understand and develop a strategy towards improvement. This consists of reducing each goal into specific targets of achievement to ensure that the goal is achieved. For example, in order to achieve goal (1), school X has broken this down into 5 achievable targets for improvement (see Appendix A). It then focuses on the key actions that are needed for a specific target, which therefore help achieve the overall goal, constructing a success criteria for the target which involves predicting the impact and outcomes of the actions that are taking place. It then notes other key factors of that target, including who is responsible for the achievement of this target (this is usually senior members of staff), the timescale, resources, cost and budget source of that specific target. As I only have access to the SIP and the Estyn Report of School X, I have made the assumption that the school is focussing on a ‘top down’ approach to the strategic planning of the school; the school focuses on its overall goals and targets before becoming more specific and focussing on department improvements. 
	 The development plan used by School X as a way to set targets and plan for improvement in the future is a method of strategic planning. Within this plan the school must recognise its past, present and future, including its power to determine and achieve a better future (Chambers, et al., 1996). This is something that is highly valued within the education system, however, there have been some disputes about its usefulness towards school improvement. This is mainly due to rapid changes in the last 10 years in regards to educational policies from the government. This is also an effect of environmental and social change, which has led to doubt about whether strategic planning is the most suitable method for school development and improvement (Davies & Ellison, 2003).  This doubt can further be supported by Rutherford (2009), who states that strategic planning is not something that can guarantee positive change. However, he then goes on to argue that there are obvious benefits to the strategic planning theory to guide change within schools. 
A strategic plan therefore looks at the idea of improvement within a school, and is seen as something that implements school effectiveness research or requires certain changes in regard to improvement. Improvement is therefore seen as “a systematic, sustained effort aimed at change in learning conditions and other related internal conditions in one or more schools, with the ultimate aim of accomplishing education goals more effectively” (Fidler, 1996, p. 17). Therefore, when talking about improvement throughout this essay, I am referring to the definition of the above quote; it is an effort to change learning conditions within a school, with the aim of completing the set educational goal given by Estyn (in the case of School X). Due to this, a strategic plan should describe what the school wants to achieve and the strategies it will take to reach these goals, considering all the possible resources that may be needed (Chambers, et al., 1996). It is something that highlights the school’s priorities for action and improvement over a certain time-scale, helping all members of the school understand how the school is moving forward towards better learning experiences and attainment levels of pupils. Helping the school keep focus on its educational aims and long-term vision (Crease & Earley, 1999). Strategic planning is a simple process of knowing the current situation of the school, its goals for the future and how it wishes to achieve those goals. It can be seen as an input and output process in order to get the desired outcome. 
	It is argued that a number of factors contribute to whether or not a school’s strategic plan can be successful, however, an important factor of any strategic plan is that it is simple and easy to understand for all members of the school, this will then make it more likely that the plan will be successfully implemented. For example, a doctor may say the individual has a contagious vital upper respiratory tract infection, when it would be far simpler to say that the individual has a common cold. One factor that may contribute to the success of the strategic plan, is if the plan involves activities that are “definable and achievable within a given time frame and the people responsible for achieving and monitoring the activities are listed together with associated costs” (Davies & Ellison, 2003, p. 45). This can be seen in Appendix A, which shows School X’s Improvement Plan, where each target is clearly explained.
	Another factor that contributes to the success of a plan is how the school embraces change, as schools that are complacent or crisis-ridden are less likely to embrace change within a school environment. Therefore, change within a school should be embraced by all those affected and prioritised in sequence rather than taken on all at once (Fidler, 1996). One way to do this and guide a school towards strategic planning according to Fiddler (1996), would be their inspections. These often involve constructing a report relating to the school’s operation and highlights areas in which the school should improve, with the aim of aiding improvement within the school. An inspection can be considered positive if it steers a school to areas it could work on or find improvement in. This can be seen in School X’s Inspection (Estyn, 2017), which highlights specific areas the school could improve on - this includes improving standards in a number of subjects to match the excellent outcomes overall in the school. However, it has been argued by many scholars that predicting change and being able to plan for change within a school environment is impossible, this is due to lack of control over what is happening due to external imposed changes (Davies & Ellison, 2003). This is further supported by Bell (2002), who states that strategic planning in schools takes on a number of assumptions. One being the predictive fallacy - this states how the purpose of strategic planning for schools is to consider the environment they are in and plan for the future of the school, deploying resources based on the predicted situation. Strategic planning is therefore based on the school’s ability to predict the future (Bell, 2002). It assumes that head teachers and teachers can shape their external environment and can avoid certain consequences after the construction of strategic objectives. It is not absurd to suggest that schools cannot predict the change that will occur within them   (Bell, 2002). Strategic planning in schools can therefore be criticised as we cannot presume from the analysis of the environment, that there are a number of actions that can take place if that environment were to change (Bell, 2002). However, this argument is also something that is criticised, as it can be argued that any effective school must be able to cope with and understand change in their environment (Davies & Ellison, 2003). Some aspects of the school environment can be predicted, and so strategically planning for this change is not out the ordinary. For example, the hiring of NQT’s to the school often causes an “incremental drift” (Davies & Ellison, 2003, p. 30) to the school’s budget as they move up the salary scale. Therefore, the predictive element of strategic planning can be considered possible and needed for change within the school environment. 
Despite its critiques, it is clear to see that strategic planning helps when allowing the school to construct a plan about the future; it allows them to make the unknown more knowable (Knight, 1998). It is important to acknowledge that every school is unique, and so is the culture of the school. The school’s ethos and location are also all things that need to be considered throughout the strategic plan (Rutherford, 2009). 
	Within its strategic plan School X aims to embed pupil leadership though school councils. This fits into the SIP under the key priority of developing leadership throughout the school. Although no specific budget is highlighted for school councils within the SIP, it does state how meeting time needs to be implemented in order for the council to provide relevant feedback and areas of improvement for both teachers and the school environment, with the use of pupil voice surveys in order to further achieve this target (see Appendix A). One reason why the school has highlighted pupil leadership as an area for development is due to its recent Estyn Report (2017) which states that improving the quality of leadership within the school is good, compared to its excellent standards in everything else, highlighting leadership as a focus within the school. However, the report does make note of the school regularly seeking advice off pupils, using this as part of its evaluation process. Furthermore, the target of embedding pupil leadership with the use of a school council is also due to government policies highlighting the importance of pupil voice within schools. For example, the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child state that every child has the right to be heard (Watts & Youens, 2007). This along with school councils being compulsory in Wales since 2005 (Parry, 2011), highlights leadership as a priority due to it allowing pupils to talk directly about issues relating to their school, allowing them to take forward projects raised by their peers and become involved in various aspects of school planning (Estyn, 2016). With the introduction of the new Donaldson curriculum in 2015, schools are placing emphasis on both school councils and pupil voice, due to one aim of the curriculum being to help children and young people become ethically informed citizens and healthy and confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015), this is supported by various scholars who suggest that this is often the case of school councils and other methods which implement pupil voice. It is important to note at this part of the essay, that the majority of literature mentioned in regards to school councils focus on pupil voice as school councils are often one of a variety of ways in involving pupils in decision making (Whitty & Wisby, 2007). 
	There are many concerns voiced throughout various aspects of literature regarding the issue of pupil voice and the use of school councils in order to increase school development, improvement and leadership. Therefore, it is important to clarify what I mean by a school council before moving on to the discussion of whether it is a useful strategy for School X to embed pupil leadership throughout the school. 
School councils aim to develop pupils’ social and moral responsibility, community involvement and political literacy, and can be regarded as “a group of pupils within a school elected by their peers to represent their views” (Parry, 2011, p. 1). It must have an influence on matters that are central to the school’s daily life and should have a clear established idea of how it is run, including roles and responsibilities of the pupils involved (Parry, 2011). This can then be seen as a school building out from a small group of pupils and then involving others, transforming the school’s ethos and structure. As well as School X’s strategic plan it can be regarded as a ‘top-down’ approach, with improvement being linked to the enthusiasm of the minority in order to develop the leadership of the majority (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). They aim to give pupils a voice and are often seen as an opportunity where pupils can express their own thoughts and feelings about change within the school. In secondary schools, the issues often discussed involve things that will improve school life such as the provision of facilities (Taylor & Johnson, 2002).  However, this does not suggest that pupils should make all decisions in regards to the everyday life of the school (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). They can be seen as a form of pupil consultation that may be a starting point for improving schools (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004), and helps pupils develop their own citizenship as they are given the opportunity to think critically about improvements they would like to see within the school, which is something they can take forward in adult life (Anonymous, 2017). Although, Taylor and Johnson (2002) argue that we should see the majority of aims many secondary school councils have as inaccurate as often teachers take over the leadership of the council after it is constructed and its aims set. 
This is an important point highlighted by Taylor and Johnson (2002), as it shows the weaknesses of setting up a school council in order to embed leadership. This can be supported by Lewars (n.d.), who argues that school councils may often have an agenda set to for them by adults; either teachers or members of senior management teams in schools. Therefore, it is difficult to see how pupils on a school council can develop leadership and make decisions about a school, when what and how they discuss matters is dictated to them by an adult. However, regarding Lewars (n.d.), as a credible source does limit this argument as the article is not dated, therefore weakening the argument as it adds uncertainty as to whether or not this is a recent argument. Furthermore, this argument can also be criticised as it can be argued that regardless of whether the school council was set up by an adult or not, it still gives pupils the opportunity to express their opinion regarding school matters and develops their responsibility as part of the learning community. This allows pupils to have a positive attitude about their role and leadership, making it clear that pupils are no longer seen as dependent on adults but as individuals who deserve to be heard and respected (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). Therefore, leadership is still embedded regardless of who set the aims to the council. 
	It is clear then that there are benefits to school councils embedding leadership and responsibility to pupils as it allows pupils to develop their own identities and speak about issues they are concerned about; they can therefore be considered expert witnesses within schools, aiding it towards improvement (Cremin, et al., 2011). Although this can be undermined through questioning the extent to which all pupils on the council are involved in decision making, as often a minority of pupils on the council do not participate in decision making at all (Taylor & Johnson, 2002). However, research suggests this is not the case as teachers feel as though those involved in school councils are enthusiastic regarding their role, with pupils feeling important and proud to be representatives (Taylor & Johnson, 2002). This evidence does suggest that school councils may be a good way to embed leadership in pupils, and may also help when raising attitudes to the school and learning, helping to increase attainment. This is also a target mentioned in School X’s SIP. 	On the other hand, although school councils may embed leadership and a positive attitude in the minority of pupils on the council, this is often not the case for pupils who do not participate in the school’s leadership agendas. As Taylor and Johnson (2002) undermine their own argument as their research indicated that pupils see the school council in a mixed light with some seeing it as an easy way out of lessons. Therefore, the attraction of the school council depends on the status the council has within the school e.g. it may be an elitist club with well-behaved pupils or an accessible part of school with a number of mixed pupils. Only if the latter is the case, would this be seen as a positive development towards school improvement in School X. Furthermore, pupils not on the council are often less positive about it, and it can be considered a way to exclude or highlight certain opinions. If pupils begin to feel disregarded when it comes to the school council they may start to feel alienated and disregarded from the school which may lead to tensions rising within a school (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). This then undermines School X’s target of embedding leadership as well as the new Donaldson (2015) curriculum aiming to ensure pupils are ethically informed citizens. It is also argued that school councils are exclusive and often involve elected pupils; this limits council members to confident pupils who have means of getting home if meetings are held after school. Therefore, councils often represent a small section of pupil demographic, and so the majority of pupils are often disengaged when it comes to the topic of school council (Lewars, n.d.). 
	 Relating to the above point that school councils often involve pupils being able to get home after school, leads to be the issue of timing amongst school councils, which may make it difficult for School X to embed leadership in pupils and throughout the school as a whole. The most common time for school councils to meet up is lunchtime, however there are issues with this as often pupils do not have time to have their lunch before or after the meeting. This should be a consideration in School X where 37.2% of pupils are eligible for free school meals. Therefore, if meetings are held after school or during lunchtime, pupils are giving up their free time and may miss other activities both inside and outside of school. Pupils may therefore be less willing when it comes to taking part in the school council (Taylor & Johnson, 2002). It is also an issue when considering taking pupils out of lessons for school council meetings and some teachers may not allow pupils out of their lesson to attend meetings (Cremin, et al., 2011). However, this can be undermined as it is often seen that pupil voice within schools improves teacher-pupil relationships within the school as well as pupil-pupil relationships. This develops an ethos of respect and trust (Estyn, 2016). This is further supported by Flutter and Ruddock (2004), who argue that pupil voice encourages pupils and teachers to see learning and teaching as a “joint endeavour” (p. 13) and may alter pupil opinions towards teachers. However, it may in some respects present an uncomfortable prospect to teachers when it comes to receiving negative feedback and personal criticism. There is a worry that the hierarchal position of the classroom may change (Ruddock & Julia, 2004). This argument however, can be criticised as it can be argued that the classroom is not something that should be seen as hierarchal by teachers or pupils, but an environment where there is a mutual-respect relationship between all members, with everyone in the classroom regarding it as a place to enable and develop learning. Teaching and learning should be seen as a shared success between pupils and teachers, and by listening to pupils and moving towards a “more dialogic form of democracy” (Fielding, 2001, p. 130) where teachers both learn with and from their students. 
	It is clear then that weaknesses surrounding school councils often depend on how the council and pupil voice is run in School X. Overall school councils do give pupils the opportunity to voice their opinion on school matters and develops pupils responsibilities, and it is clear that consulting pupils is useful when trying to identify difficulties in learning and allows pupils to reflect and evaluate their own learning (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004).  It develops both pupils personal and social skills (Estyn, 2016), however, there are certain issues that School X needs to address when looking to school councils as a way of improving pupil leadership. 
	In regards to school X, when implementing the target of leadership throughout the school, it is evident to see that various elements of leadership and pupil voice are used, this I have witnessed not only through class observations, but through talks with various members of staff including the senior management team on how they wish to address this target. When it comes to school councils, the school has both an executive council and year councils, with the executive council consisting of various members of the year council, with the main topics being discussed mainly about the new school building in 2022, and a new school uniform. However, when questioned about the exclusive nature of pupil voice, members of the senior management team engage in ‘listening to learning sessions’ with pupils. This consists of a random selection of pupils from various year groups (often one boy and one girl), regardless of that pupils behaviour, where pupils are asked general questions regarding their teaching and learning and what the school can do to improve. To avoid exclusivity in these sessions, the school aims to see that over the time frame of a pupil’s school life they will all have been given the choice to engage in one of these meetings and have an opportunity to voice their opinion regarding school life. Another way to ensure all pupils are involved are ‘PROJECT’ lessons throughout Key Stage 3. These are lessons based around the Welsh Government’s Literacy and Numeracy Frameworks in Wales (2014 ) and allows pupils to choose what they want to learn about; this often takes place in the form of ‘circle time’ where pupils sit in a circle and discuss what they would like to learn. This works well with pupils, as they often negotiate on what they want to do, therefore supporting literature that pupil voice does help pupils develop a number of skills including confidence and communication. However, this has been criticised as it can be argued that schools are places where children should learn about the world, they should not have to take responsibility for it. Pupils should not be treated as though they are adults and construct their own lessons (Thompson, 2009).  Although Thompson (2009), does go on to say how trust can be established through this method, and that lessons are enjoyed more by not focussing on a specific scheme of work. In terms of departmental plans to embed pupil leadership across the school, the majority of departments also engage in their own form of pupil voice. For example, in the RE department, nominations for pupils are made across the department from a wide range of pupils including boys, girls, different ethnicities across the school, abilities of pupils, KS3/4/5, and those who are on free school meals and those who aren’t. An initial letter is then sent to parents and pupils informing them that they have been selected for pupil voice, along with a reminder letter to pupils closer to when the meeting is set to take place. Throughout the meeting minutes are taken to feedback to the department, and this feedback is then used to plan schemes of work and lessons according to what pupils have said they would like to see.  Corresponding to this, when working towards the overall improvement plan, it is evident that pupil leadership is also helping to achieve other targets including pupil attitudes to learning being improved throughout the school and also improves staff development. This is because pupil voice gives staff an opportunity to put certain things in place, for example School X has recently undergone a CPD session relating to mental health first aid, as this is something that had been brought up by pupils allowing the school to identify well-being as an issue, and further work towards implementing the Donaldson (2015) curriculum. 
	When it comes to continuing to reach their target of embedding pupil leadership throughout the School, I recommend that School X continues to take a more ‘whole school’ approach to the issue of school council and pupil voice. Therefore, when it comes to pupil voice meetings and school councils, members in meetings should be changed regularly i.e. yearly in terms of school council, and termly in terms of pupil voice meetings in departments. This way all pupils are actively involved when it comes to decision making throughout the school. This is supported by Lyons & Freedman (2002), who argue that school councils and pupil voice are likely to be more effective if a whole school approach is taken effectively. This will then improve pupil health, and pupils feel they contribute to health-related policy in the school. Another suggestion to work towards a whole school approach to leadership in School X is the use of research panels and surveys throughout the school, which can be used alongside or as well as the school council (Lewars, n.d.). In terms of School X, this can be used to ask current pupils what they would like to see in the new school build, and their opinions on the new school uniform, instead of relying solely on the opinions of the school council. Furthermore, in order to avoid the issue of when this survey can take place, this can be done in pastoral time, which takes place once every week, in order to avoid pupils missing lessons. 
Although school X has already held CPD training sessions in regard to pupil voice, this is also something the school can further implement in order to improve pupil leadership and also to improve leadership as a whole throughout the school, which is one of the key priorities highlighted in the SIP (see Appendix A). This can be done through whole staff training days in regards to pupil voice in order to improve teaching and learning. This is supported by Watts & Youens ( 2007), who state that whole staff training days allow “the adult community in the school to become more receptive to the views of pupils as evidence for change…this provided a stimulus for professional development activities” ( 2007, p. 24). However, this may be considered difficult as often there is a lot to discuss within staff training days, which often only take place once a term. Therefore, it can be argued that School X should instead implement more CPD suggestions around the topic of school council and pupil voice, which all staff must be required to attend. A final suggestion to both embed pupil leadership and improve leadership throughout the school is that School X can involve parents when it comes to their child’s involvement in the school and school decisions. Although parents are informed when their child has been selected for pupil voice meetings, it seems that not much else is done when it comes to parental involvement. This is an issue highlighted by Taylor & Johnson (2002), therefore it may be that School X may invite parents to come and sit in on school council meetings and express their own views on matters after listening to the opinions of the pupils. This may then further develop leadership throughout the school and the wider community. 
In conclusion, it is clear that School X is making leadership throughout the school a priority, and gauging pupil opinions about practical issues throughout the school is something that is highly regarded. The use of the school council is evident towards improving this and developing specific skills in pupils such as communication, confidence and responsibility. However, although there is doubt as to whether school councils are particularly effective, it is clear that every school is unique when it comes to the development of school voice and councils, therefore, not all doubts can be applied to School X. Throughout this essay, I have critically evaluated the approach School X is taking towards both school improvement and embedding leadership throughout the school, and it is evident to see that the implementation of these targets is having a significant impact on the school.
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