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“The teachers [at our school] need to be kind and not so arrogant all the time and give us a 

chance to say something and complete our work with a friend. Don’t just cut us off when we 

are trying to speak because it makes us really angry and we lash out.” – Year 9 student, 

C.P. High School 

Introduction – Student Voice and CPHS 
 
C.P. High School is a comprehensive high school in South-West Sydney. The total 
enrolment is approximately 586 students (88.6% NESB; 64% male). It is in the Priority 
Schools Program and a recipient of National Partnerships for Low Socioeconomic Status 
School Communities funding.  
 
C.P. High School’s parents and students have previously been involved in attempting to 
have their voice heard in a process of school change. In 2006, the school went into lock 
down when a group of parents and students staged a protest outside the school gates over 
suspensions and tightening of discipline in the school. This protest had a mixed effect – it 
simultaneously heightened a perception in the community that there were significant 
discipline problems in the school, while also prompting enrolments at the school from 
families who appreciated the ‘firm’ approach to discipline.  
 
C.P. High School has been in a process of reform for a number of years. As a part of the 
Priority Schools Program (PSP) in New South Wales, the school has had a strong focus on 
student engagement and high expectations. This has involved in-servicing staff in the New 
South Wales Quality Teaching pedagogies designed to improve teacher quality as a strategy 
intended to ‘trickle-down’ into classroom practice and individual student results.  
 
This approach has been reasonably successful. 2009 was the first year where value-added 
data was positive. The 2009 Year 9 NAPLAN data analysis has shown that there has been a 
reduction of number of students in the lower bands but no movement in the higher bands. 
Girls’ performance in literacy has improved (12 points above state average).  
 
However, there have still been significant issues with student engagement in classrooms. A 
student survey of perceptions of teaching and learning, conducted in 2009 as part of the 
Situational Analysis for the National Partnerships funding, found that boys do not view the 
classroom as responsive to their learning needs and believe more hands on, computer-
based, student-centred activities would improve their engagement. Girls try more than boys 
to take pride in their work and do their best, but are also bored and find their classrooms 
uninteresting. 
 
Despite the focus on engagement at a whole school level, it became clear at the beginning 
of 2010 that students needed to be consulted for genuine transformation of student 
engagement and outcomes to take place. At the end of 2009, as plans for National 
Partnerships were formulated, we reflected on how students, as the consequential 
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stakeholders1 in the school institution, need to be consulted and need to lead school change 
for school reform to be authentic and sustainable. The project enabled the school to engage 
an academic partner to act as an outside pair of eyes, to encourage and guide us through 
the program. 
 
Rationale: 
 
Critical pedagogy 
 
Paulo Freire’s description of the ‘banking’ model of education resonates in schools where 
control is the focus – where it is easier to get students to copy down notes from the board, 
overhead projector (or interactive whiteboard) rather than to engage through innovative 
pedagogy. The silent classroom is the goal of the teacher burdened by discipline problems. 
Ironically, this creates a rod for the teacher’s back as the students become increasingly 
inactive, angered if asked to move beyond passivity. Simultaneously, the students feel 
oppressed by the focus on control, frustrated by the call to silent submission. 
 
Paulo Freire wrote about the “struggle” of the oppressed against “those who made them so” 
and the tension in the movement from oppression (1970, p.26). There is a danger in 
movements out of oppression where the oppressed, “in seeking to regain their humanity […] 
become in turn oppressors of the oppressors” (p.26). This seems an apt image of the low-
socio-economic school with ‘discipline problems.’  
 
Freire asserts that the great “humanistic and historical task of the oppressed” is to become 
“restorers of the humanity” of both themselves and their oppressors. He writes about an 
“apprenticeship” that comes “from the oppressed themselves and from those who are truly in 
solidarity with them” (p.27). Indeed, the project undertaken at C.P. High School has 
attempted to apprentice students into becoming restorers who provide space for the voices 
of other students by engaging them in a process of questioning their surrounds.  
 
The Student Voice movement 
 
Valuing students’ voices in school change has a long history, from the work of Homer Lane 
in the 1920s, to radical movements in the 1970s, to a resurgence of interest via the school 
improvement movement in the mid 1990s (Fielding, 2009, p.1). The recent resurgence of the 
Student Voice movement has aimed to share and distribute leadership in the school by 
“encouraging all members of the school to be active ‘inquirers’ into the life and work of the 
school” (Bragg & Fielding, 2005, p.205). It “seeks to involve, not merely to use, young 
people, viewing them not just as recipients or targets, but as resources and producers of 
knowledge” (Bragg & Fielding, 2005, p.111). This resonates with Paolo Freire’s critique of 
the ‘banking model’ of education (1970). In Student Voice initiatives, students may be 
involved in collaborative enquiry about teaching, learning and structures in the school. 
 
Valuing students’ voices at whole school and classroom levels can have a positive impact on 
student engagement and students’ results. Cook-Sather has asserted that “[t]alking about 
good teaching inspires students to become better students” (2006, p.353); students become 
“more engaged, critically aware, and able to speak and take action within their schools and 
lives” (p.352). Students are able to develop “useful new skills” “in a context where they are 
relevant and meaningful” (Bragg & Fielding, 2005, p.115).  

                                                      
1 This term was first coined by the then Queensland Board of Teacher Registration and is in recognition that it is 
the students in classrooms who ultimately bear the consequences of the decisions that are more often than not 
taken by others. 
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This student voice movement centres on “respect”, which “requires acknowledgement of the 
autonomy of others, of their inevitable unknowability, and their apprehended distinctiveness, 
through the activity and enactment of mutual engagement” (Sennett, 2003, paraphrased by 
Fielding, 2006, p.309). Advocates of student voice assert that students experience and 
understand what their teachers do and can evaluate how well they do it and also understand 
their own participation and engagement. Indeed, in school change, Alison Cook-Sather has 
insightfully observed, ‘there is something fundamentally amiss about building and rebuilding 
an entire system without consulting at any point those it is ostensibly designed to serve’’ 
(2002, p.3). Including students in discussions of school reform shifts them from subjectivities 
based on their passive acceptance of classroom practice to active partners in considering 
their own education.  Groundwater-Smith (2007, p. 126) writes “Moving in relationships from 
power over students to power with students is not easy matter”. She claims this in the 
context of border crossings with all of their attendant risks and benefits.  
 
‘E’ngaging messages 
 
The Student Voice principles resonate with the ‘Teachers for a Fair Go’ research findings in 
NSW. The Fair Go research and the Student Voice movement share a common 
understanding that schools, through their curriculum, pedagogy and assessment practices 
“convey powerful messages” that “shape individual perceptions of what they might do, and 
what they might become” (McFadden and Munns, 2002, pp. 362-363). Traditionally, students 
at schools with a high proportion of students from a low socio-economic background have 
received deficit messages about knowledge, ability, control, place and voice. Student voice 
initiatives are one way of changing the messages given to students at both a whole school 
and classroom level, leading to greater engagement and improved outcomes. 
Without these engaging messages, any engaging activities will not be effective or lasting in 
producing long-term engagement. Students will still have the same core beliefs about 
themselves and about learning. These messages are argued to transform students’ thinking 
about their potential, their education and their world.  
 
At C.P. High School, there appeared to be a dissonance between classroom and whole 
school messages. In some classrooms, students were receiving positive, engaging 
messages, but these were not consistent across classrooms and not privileged in discourses 
at a whole school level. The desire has been to involve students in change at a whole school 
level, communicating positive messages about their control of the school and the importance 
of their voice. 
 
Hopes and concerns for the project: 
 
CPHS hoped to start a student voice project with one year group. This year group would be 
apprenticed as co-researchers in a “collaborative inquiry” (Bragg and Fielding, 2005, p.205) 
investigating the reforms in teaching and learning needed by CPHS. There was some 
discussion over which year group should be involved. Year 9 was chosen because this was 
considered to be the year when apathy and active resistance become entrenched. Also, we 
considered that the metacognitive benefits of reflecting on teaching and learning would be 
beneficial to students as they moved closer towards senior high school studies. The project 
was central to the whole school plan, partnering with the integration of Positive Behaviour 
Interventions and Support (PBIS) as a whole school framework. 
 
In attempting to apprentice students as co-researchers in considering school reform, it was 
hoped to reorientate CPHS towards a genuinely person-centred school, away from being a 
performance-driven environment (Fielding, 2006). A “performance-driven environment” has 
been described as a place where “[t]he significance of both students and teachers is 
derivative and rests primarily on their contribution, usually via high stakes testing, to the 
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public performance of the organisation” (Fielding, 2006, p.304). We wondered whether the 
search for significance by students had led to their disengagement when they had felt 
‘insignificant’ to the organisation because of their poor results. We considered that perhaps 
this poor self worth perpetuated the cycle of poor results and whether focussing on the 
affective before the cognitive would ironically end up generating better results because of 
increased student engagement. We believed that genuine school change could only come 
through a change in student attitudes and that quality teaching work with staff needed to be 
complemented by getting students ‘on board’ with their learning.  
 
At the same time, there was the tension that the project has been funded through National 
Partnerships. In this way, it could be cynically viewed as listening to students’ voices for the 
purpose of improving results. “[S]tudent voice operating within the high performance mode is 
largely an instrumental undertaking orientated towards increased measurable organisational 
performance” (Fielding, 2006, p.306). The need for ‘measurable outcomes’ and quick results 
was also an issue: “market-driven approaches valorise contract, clarity and closure over the 
more subtle and enduring person-centred orientations of collegiality, ambiguity and 
openness” (Fielding, 2006, p.310)  
 
Secondly, we hoped that ‘resistance’ could be authorised through this project. Students 
could critique and make suggestions about their learning and their school. The thought was 
that, potentially, when resistance is authorised, passive resistance (in the form of challenging 
behaviour) would no longer necessary; ‘ownership’ of their learning could reduce apathy. 
 
Also, in authorising resistance and allowing students to voice their opinions, we hoped to 
partially reorient relationships between teachers and students from control to voice. It was 
hoped that greater mutuality, respect and transparency could be gained through authentic 
consultation. At the same time, staff could be also re-engaged in reflecting on their 
pedagogy through the inclusion of new voices with different ways of speaking in ongoing 
conversations about school reform: “…even when those new voices say familiar things, they 
sound different coming from differently positioned people” (Cook-Sather, 2002, p.224). At the 
same time, we felt the danger of the whole staff not feeling part of the project. We felt that if 
the whole staff did not feel informed about or part of the project, there would the potential for 
the project to be undermined and for morale issues. We attempted to do this through regular 
communication at staff meetings about the project, and through involving 10 staff members 
in the running of the research morning in addition to the project team. 
 
Lastly, we also anticipated that students would develop their metacognitive awareness. We 
hoped that participation in the project would give the students the vocabulary and confidence 
to articulate their perspectives, becoming leaders as well as learners. Overall, we hoped for 
a “radical collegiality” (Bragg and Fielding, 2005) to be fostered in the school. The project 
was initially planned to run for one year, to be evaluated in late 2010. 
 
Progress: 
 
a. Recruitment  
 
It was necessary to recruit a group of students from Year 9 who genuinely represented the 
diversity of the cohort’s academic performance, groups of friends and behaviour. This was 
necessary to ensure that students saw the group as authentic and as serving their best 
interests: “students can undermine or sabotage even the best-intentioned reform effort if 
they have not bought into it” (Osberg, Pope and Galloway, p.329). We saw it as vitally 
important to ‘sell’ it to students for it to be effective; deliberately involving students who are 
disengaged in order to have a steering committee that is genuinely representative.  
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At the beginning of the school year we held a Year meeting with the academic partner. At 
this meeting, the research was introduced and students were given a ‘taste’ for research, 
writing down on cards: ‘a memory I have of a good learning experience’ on one side of the 
card and ‘an idea I have for something the school could do to help me learn better.’ 
Immediately, students were given the sense that they were being consulted. Students had 
the opportunity to share their thoughts with person next to them, then write their answer 
down, then share their thoughts with 2 other people. As a year group, students shared some 
of their reactions to their friends’ answers (something that surprised you; something that was 
similar to your opinion). After this, the Steering Committee was advertised. 
 
At the end of the same week, another Year Meeting was held to show students the results 
from their first survey. The Steering Committee was further explained and all students were 
given an Expression of interest form to fill in if interested to be a part of the Steering 
Committee. Reluctant learners were personally approached to be invited into the Steering 
Committee. 
 
Interviews were held the week later with the coordinating teacher and a Year 12 prefect. 
Students were given questions in advance in order to allow them to prepare their answers. 
The questions were: Why do you think this project is interesting/ important? Why do you 
want to be involved? Why do you think you’d be a good member of the steering committee? 
Letters were sent home to parents about students’ selection into the Steering Committee. 
 
b. Student steering committee meeting/ training  
 
A few weeks later, the first Steering Committee meeting was held over a full school day. The 
academic partner was actively involved in leading this day. A number of activities were run to 
familiarise students with the concept of student voice, formulate the vision for the Steering 
Committee, introduce students to academic research principles, protocols and 
methodologies and train students as focus group facilitators. The methodologies introduced 
included photographic ‘essays’, focus groups, questionnaires and visual representations. 
The overall topic of the research were agreed to be: ‘The School I’d like’; ‘The Learning I’d 
like’; ‘The Me I’d Like’ and ‘The Teaching I’d like.’ Students voted for the title of the project, 
naming it, ‘Our Gee’d Up School.’ 
 
Over a number of meetings, students became increasingly familiar with different 
methodologies and came to consider the best methodologies to use to gather data on 
students’ perceptions of school. Steering Committee students also kept the rest of the Year 
9 cohort informed about the progress of the project through regular year meetings. 
 
c. Year 9 Student research day 
 
In Term 2 (early June 2010), a research day was held with all students in Year 9 over 3 
school periods. Five research stations were set up, with two Year 9 groups (of about 7 
students each) at each research station. Two Steering Committee members ran each group, 
remaining at the research station. 

• The first station was about ‘Our School’s Identity’. In groups of 2-4, students made a 
podcast using the laptop program ‘Audacity.’  

• Station two was called ‘Our Learning Environment’. In groups of 4 or so, students 
looked at about 20 A4 sized photos of different parts of the school, categorising the 
photos into ‘Areas I like to learn in’ and ‘Areas I don’t like to learn in’ and then 
‘tagging’ the photos with comments about how they feel about these areas. 

• Station three was a focus group about Teacher/ Student relationships.  
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• At Station four, students watched a video of a ‘bad’ classroom from a promotional 
video that the Steering Committee has previously made. They then in pairs filled in a 
sheet describing the classroom and how to fix it. 

• Station five was another focus group where students discussed the learning activities 
that they enjoy.  

Five students from an Independent Girls School also came to the research day as a part of a 
relationship established through the Coalition of Knowledge-Building Schools2. They 
observed each research station and interviewed the Steering Committee members after 
about the day. This manoeuvre was designed to make apparent to the students that they 
were engaged in serious work that was attracting the attention and respect of other schools. 
 
After the research day, a number of meetings were conducted to facilitate Steering 
Committee members to analyse the data from the Year 9 students. The students analysed 
the data by firstly working in groups on one station’s results, summarising the main points 
made by students. They then worked in groups to analyse whether the trend at particular 
stations was to voice more positive or negative opinions. Next, they analysed the data in 
groups according to particular themes or values (each group looking for one theme/ value): 
respect, equity, support (encouragement, praise, rewards), leadership (using students to 
teach) and understanding (knowing, emphathising with students).  
 
d. Student Presentation to Staff 
 
In Term 3 (early September), students presented their findings to staff at a Staff Meeting 
after school. They had previously determined that they would present their findings 
creatively, including a video, animation and a classroom simulation during the staff meeting. 
Their main recommendations to teachers were: 

1. K
now students individually 

2. E
ncourage students 

3. R
espect students 

4. M
ake learning fun 

The recommendations can be summarised with the acronym KERF (Know, Encourage, 
Respect, Fun). 
 
There were mixed reactions of staff to the presentation, with some teachers expressing 
support, while others were more sceptical. This potentially could be as result of staff not 
feeling part of the project and therefore feeling personally undermined by student 
recommendations. It could also be a result of teachers’ concerns about the limits of giving 
students a voice: “What happens when students exercise their newfound agency in 
unreceptive or even hostile and dangerous contexts and relationships?” (Cook-Sather, 2006, 
p.354).  Mockler & Groundwater-Smith have discussed this in terms of addressing and 

                                                      
2 The Coalition of Knowledge-Building Schools was established in 2001 as an activity of the then 
Centre for Practitioner Research in the Faculty of Education and Social Work at the University of 
Sydney “to develop and enhance evidence based practice; to develop an interactive community of 
practice using appropriate technologies; to make a  contribution to a broader professional knowledge 
base with respect to educational practice; to build research capability in schools by engaging both 
teachers and students in the research processes; and to share methodologies appropriate to practitioner 
enquiry as a means of transforming teacher professional learning” 
(http://ckbschools.org/Our_Work.html) .  
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dealing with “unwelcome truths”. Teachers may have felt that students would exercise their 
agency without respect for teachers. It is interesting that both students (during the research 
morning) and teachers (after the staff presentation) expressed their dissatisfaction at the 
negativity and lack of respect of the ‘other’. Both students and teachers struggled with the 
idea of who was ‘responsible’ for this state of affairs. As students discussed notions of blame 
in the students’ discourse, they reasoned: 

• Sometimes [students] need to see that their misbehaving caused the teacher to not 
do any fun work and arguing doesn’t make it better. 

• Respect needs to go both ways and sometimes it does but other times the respect is 
scarce. 

• Most of the negative feedback was criticising teachers, and although students would 
have to try to understand teachers, the teachers should be putting in more effort to 
repair their reputations. 

While there was some acknowledgement from the students of their need to take greater 
responsibility, mutual responsibility for the positive re-construction of the teacher/ student 
relationship seemed to be the key idea that emerged from their reflections. 
 
e. PBIS involvement 
 
It became increasingly clear that the goals of the Year 9 Steering Committee (“to change the 
school”) and the goals of the teachers guiding the implementation of Positive Behaviour 
Interventions and Supports overlapped. The initial stage of the implementation of PBIS 
involved the gathering of information about the key values held by the stakeholder groups of 
teachers, students and parents. Teachers had already been involved in ordering their 
values.  
 
The PBIS committee invited the Year 9 Steering Committee to lead the process of PBIS 
values collection for students and parents in late Term 3/ Term 4 (October/ November). 
 
Half of the students in Years 7-10 were randomly selected to participate in the PBIS values 
focus groups. These focus groups were held over 3 periods, with 200 students participating 
in total for one period. Two Year 9 Steering Committee members ran a group, discussing 
and ordering a list of 18 values (e.g. respect, safe, responsible learner, equity, supportive…) 
into the group’s top 6 values. The groups then wrote an explanation of their reasons for 
choosing the top two values. 
 
That afternoon, the Steering Committee analysed the data from all 24 student groups, 
collating the ordering of values to ascertain the overall top values for the students. Students’ 
top values were: respect, safe, equity and positive attitude. 
 
The same process was led by the Steering Committee during a parent meeting. 
Approximately 25 parents participated. The parents’ top values were safe, respect and 
responsibility. 
 
The overall top values from all key stakeholders (teachers, students and parents) were safe, 
respect, equity, responsibility and positive attitude. These values will then be used to 
reformulate the rules and running of the school in 2011. 
 
f. Sustainability – Year 9 2011 
 
In Term 4 2010, the Steering Committee has been discussing its sustainability, particularly 
considering the significance of the School Certificate in 2011 for the current group. Initially, 
when the possibility of handing over their knowledge and position to Year 9 2011, the current 
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group was flabbergasted, exclaiming, “But they won’t know what to do!” Another student 
worried, “How can we pass all our knowledge down?” 
 
Students have recently conceded that they cannot miss as many lessons in Year 10 as they 
did when they were in Year 9. It has been negotiated that a new Steering Committee will be 
advertised and selected for Year 9 2011. The current 2009 Steering Committee members 
will then become the ‘trainers’ and ‘overseers’ of this group, training the new group in 
research methodologies and  ‘checking’ on the work of the new Steering Committee. 
 
In November, an introductory meeting was held with Year 8 2010, run by 4 members of the 
current Steering Committee. The Steering Committee was introduced and students were 
invited to submit an Expression of Interest form. The Year 9 students then conducted 
interviews with the Year 8 applicants in late November. 
 
Unanswered questions: 
 
A few vignettes from our project illustrate some of the questions that are still to be answered 
in considering the benefits and limits of student voice. 
 
Story 1: Students’ unfamiliarity: - silence 
 
As I listened to all the podcasts, watched all the videos from the focus groups and read 
through the comments on the photos and sheets from the DVD, I attempted to transcribe the 
points made by students so that they could be summarised and analysed by the Steering 
Committee. Some of the groups would sit in silence when asked a question by the Steering 
Committee leaders. Others would answer stiltedly, monosyllabically, without elaboration.  
 
Watching the videos and listening to the podcasts, some students seemed dumbstruck by 
the opportunity to say everything they felt about school. It was difficult to interpret why this 
was the case. Was it because of students’ unfamiliarity with voicing their opinions in an 
authorised way? At the same time, this was in contrast to the substantial responses from 
Steering Committee members, many of whom shared similar ability levels/ ability to 
articulate their thoughts to the uninitiated. Some of the students from the private girls school 
who evaluated the project also noticed some of our students’ discomfort with voicing their 
opinions. One of their teachers surmised that perhaps our students’ inarticulateness was 
through lack of practice. Perhaps this will develop with time. Students’ voices seemed limited 
by their limited experiences – in discussing what changes they want, their outlook needs to 
be broadened to see beyond obvious suggestions.  
 
Story 2: Intrinsic/ Extrinsic motivation 
 
At the beginning of the year a boy named A. was approached to be in the Steering 
Committee. Initially, he was interested but was upfront about his reasons – free food, time 
out of class – reasons frequently cited by the lower ability or ‘naughtier’ students as their 
reasons for joining, whether genuinely or as a way of ‘saving face’. In the third Steering 
Committee meeting, he struggled to focus during a group task. He approached the academic 
partner and myself, saying he didn’t want to be on the Steering Committee anymore – it was 
“too hard.” After some attempt to convince him to remain, we told him that his involvement 
was entirely voluntary and that he was free to return to class. He made the decision to leave 
the Steering Committee.  
 
On the research morning with all of Year 9, A. showed some signs of resistance of the 
project. He was reluctant to speak in focus groups and disruptively threw a pen lid at another 
student during one of the focus groups. At the podcast station, I worked with his group to 
attempt to help him to focus and he made some constructive comments. After this station, he 
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went to the photo and graffiti station. At this station, A. and another student wrote on one of 
the photos, “This school is shit.” He was stood down from classes and subsequently had a 
parent interview. 
 
It is unclear why this student was unreceptive to the project and why he continued to express 
his resistance in conventionally disobedient ways rather than choosing to express his 
grievances in a productive way. Was it because of his disappointment and disillusionment 
that he did not choose to remain in the Steering Committee? Was he attempting to express 
his agency in a different way or taking retribution? Was it because he lacked the vocabulary 
to express his feelings in a constructive manner? Either way, he was not engaged in the 
process of student voice. Indeed, “[e]very expression of student voice [is] partial and 
predicated on the absence and marginalisation of alternative voices” (Cook-Sather, 2002, 
p.6, quoting Ellsworth, 1992, p.103). 
 
Story 3: Student cynicism about school reform 
 
My third story centres on the question of wider student cynicism about the effectiveness of 
student voice. On the research morning with all Year 9, there was an incident with one boy, 
S., and one of the private school girls, M. This shy, studious-looking young woman was 
accompanying one of the Year 9 groups around the research stations, observing and 
evaluating the research stations and our Steering Committee interviewers. S., a notoriously 
aggressive student, was a participant in one of the groups. At the learning activities focus 
group station, the Steering Committee leaders were in the middle of their questions to the 
group about learning activities that engage them. Mid-station, the supervising teacher 
momentarily left the room to check on another group, as the camera continued to roll. S. 
turned to M. and asked, “What’s this questions [sic]? Is all this really going to work?” M. 
looked back at him, somewhat stunned that he would resist the process of authorised critical 
resistance. S. continued his interrogation: “Are youse [sic] really going to take action or do 
you just think you will? M. stammered in reply “No - this stuff – we’re going to get information 
and going to improve your learning so that they can improve how you learn and they can 
help you learn more.” Her voice became increasingly strident, defending the project as if it 
were her own. S. then turned to the Steering Committee leaders, asking, “What will you do if 
I mention teachers’ names?”  
 
There are a number of questions that arise from this story. Why did S. ask M. his questions, 
and not the Steering Committee students from CPHS? Was it because she was an outsider, 
and he assumed that the outsider would have the answers about this alien process? M. was 
unfamiliar with the project, having only been introduced to it on the day of their excursion to 
our school. Yet, S. saw her as bearing the answers, and further looked surprised when he 
found out that she was also only in Year 9. Why did he privilege her answers above those of 
the Steering Committee leaders, who were far more knowledgeable about the project? Was 
he resistant for the same reasons that A. was or was he genuinely cynical about the 
likelihood of school reform? Was he the only one brave enough to stand up and proclaim 
that the Emperor was wearing no clothes?3 
 
Positives: 
 

                                                      
3 Furthermore, there are questions surrounding the involvement of the private school girls. Were they still the 

ones with power because of their superior academic performance and their ability to express their viewpoints 
eloquently, or was it a genuine process of learning exchange between them and our Steering Committee 
students? Was this an example of ‘cultural tourism’ – the sweet, socially and materially superior young women 
seeing how the ‘other half lives’ and learning to be grateful for their advantages? Were they gaining from our 
model of student research rather than from our students themselves? 
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Yet, there are an equal number of positive vignettes and trends to balance the uncertainty 
and unease that student voice projects can arouse.  
 
1. Movement from unfamiliarity towards confidence:  
 
In late November the Year 9 Steering Committee students ran interviews with the current 
Year 8s who are interested in joining the Steering Committee for next year. A number of the 
Year 9 students were struck at the lack of confidence of a number of students. One student 
in particular from Year 8 could barely answer any of the questions without prompted 
suggestions about what he could say. When the Year 9s were asked whether this student 
should be accepted into the Steering Committee or not, one of the current students said, 
“We should give him a chance. He had stuff to say but didn’t know how to say it. He’ll 
probably learn how to express his opinion more clearly when he joins the committee.”  
 
Reflecting on the current year 9 group, they have become increasingly confident, articulate 
and original in their visions of the ideal school and teacher.    
 
2. Movement from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation:  
 
Again, when the current Year 9s interviewed the Year 8s to be in the Steering Committee, on 
a number of occasions the Year 9s suggested that a few of the students appeared to be in it 
for the time off class and the food. They made an acknowledgement that some of them had 
been like these Year 8s – joining the Steering Committee for the ‘wrong’ reasons. Yet, the 
majority of the students who joined for these reasons said that they experienced a transition, 
not noticing when the food was gradually withdrawn (more through disorganisation than 
through a conscious experiment!). They shifted towards being motivated to come for the 
sake of expressing their voice and contributing to the work of the group. 
 
Indeed, this resonates with Andrew Martin’s Motivation wheel, since they have begun to 
develop the “Adaptive cognitive dimensions” of motivation including self efficacy, mastery 
orientation and value of schooling (Munns and Martin, 2005, p.2). The question that needs to 
be investigated further with the students is – at what point did you begin to value the project 
over the extrinsic rewards involved? There is also a range of questions to be asked of the 
students who transitioned from seeking the status and ‘rewards’ associated with disruptive 
behaviour towards seeking rewards associated with positive behaviours. 
 
It should also be noted that there has been a school-wide reduction of the need to use the 
negative consequence of suspension as an extrinsic motivator for behaviour in 2010. 
Compared to 2009, long suspensions have reduced by 41%. For the Year 9 cohort, this may 
be as a result of the leadership opportunities provided to students through the Steering 
Committee’s provision of an avenue to explore their skills and drive change, thereby, 
improving student self efficacy. A cultural shift is being initiated in the school where 
exemplary behaviour is being modelled, supported and rewarded. 
 
3. Movement from cynicism to ownership of school reform:  
 
In late November, when the Year 8s filled in a survey about their engagement at school, 
rating school from 1 to 10 (1 denoting hate, 10 denoting love), the results were quite different 
to the results from the current year 9s at the beginning of the year. At the beginning of the 
year, only 12% of the Year 9s had circled 8-10, while 49% put 5-7, and 39% circled less than 
5. In contrast, the Year 8’s responses were evenly spaced between the higher, middle and 
lower responses (20% circled 7 ! -10, 44% circled 5-7 36% circled less than 5). When the 
number of students who circled 7 is accounted for, the proportions shift further – roughly one 
third of the cohort chose 0-4, 5-6 and 7-10 respectively. 
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When students were asked why they thought there was a difference in the responses of the 
two year groups, Year 9 students pointed to their work as a reason for the shift in student 
engagement: “they’re happier because things have got better.” “It’s because of what we’ve 
done – they can see that the school is starting to change.” “Teachers attitudes towards 
students have improved.” Obviously, this is methodologically flawed – the groups are 
different in composition and can not be compared. The students’ words perhaps do not 
suggest that there has been significant change in teachers’ work, but rather indicate that 
their perception of teachers’ work had shifted. Indeed, another student had said that he had 
learned from the project, “how teachers feel when they are trying to control a class, because 
I had to run a focus group.” 
 
In late November, two academics from the Utrecht University of Applied Science in the 
Netherlands visited CPHS, researching student voice initiatives. When students were asked 
by about how they scored their engagement at school at the beginning of Year 9 and how 
they would score it now, interviewed students all said that their feelings about school had 
significantly improved – from originally scoring their interest as 1-5 out of 10 to now scoring it 
as 6-8 out of 10. This showed an improvement in these individual students’ perceptions of 
school.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
Greater student agency can lead to increased student commitment, confidence, critical 
awareness and cognitive reflection. Effective participation by young people in advising their 
teachers of the ways in which their professional practices facilitate or impede learning cannot 
be taken lightly. If consulting young people is to be seen as a powerful means of enhancing 
teacher professional learning, then it cannot be a short-term, tokenistic strategic tool, but 
rather the means through which to foster a genuine person-centred school where trust and 
openness are valued and celebrated and where all who participate in it see themselves as 
members of an equitable society. Indeed, in articulating their views and critiquing the power 
structures surrounding them, students are able to ‘rewrite’ the world “into a formation in 
which their interests, identities and legitimate aspirations are more fully present and are 
present more equally” (Lankshear and McLaren, 1993, p.xviii, cited in Morgan,1997, p.6). 
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