E-forum 1 task 2

“Student involvement is an idea whose time appears to have come. But… it is possible that many young people may be excluded from the processes of being heard… This may be because teachers and others believe they know better, or because it is considered that young people are not mature enough to make a worthwhile contribution in these areas, or because the adults do not know how to promote dialogue”
(Lodge 2005, p125… p143, emphasis added)
In a powerful summary of recent international development relating the “student voice”, Caroline Lodge emphasises the need for participation of students in school improvement, critically distinguishing between tokenistic and meaningful (hence, change-promoting as well as learning-centred) involvements of students. Although “the increasing involvement of young people in school development is a recent trend”, she notes that “there is a range of views about the extent to which young people should or can be empowered (from passive objects of reform efforts to active and constructive)” (pp125-6.) Amongst her most powerful observations (pp. 125-129, emphasis added) are:

· Views of childhood and its purposes are culturally constructed… The view that children lack competence to take an active role… is common… 

· Democratic schools… you cannot learn to behave democratically in an institution that does not give you experience of democracy....

· Citizenship… the citizenship curriculum… represents complex questions in a simplistic form and does not begin to help schools consider the complexities of power inherent in learning… it could… encourage tokenism, or mere rhetoric...

· Consumerism... [a] view of young people as consumers rather than participants.

Lodge contrasts the government paper on Citizenship – one she finds inadequate – with the Swedish model she considers the best practice current exemplar. Here the centrality of student involvement is clear: “Pupils’ viewpoints, opinions and wishes together with their needs and experiences must form the basis of the planning of the entire school’s activities” (p128, citing Swedish governmental documentation.) These comments all rang so true with my own experience that I decided to test, by sampling student views, the validity of the model Lodge’s paper proposes.

Lodge’s model (2005, p. 131)
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The power of Lodge’s model is that the concepts become self-evident when placed in the framework. Student contributions fit into one of four quadrants. Governmental- and media pressures force to the left because “a concern with performance (test and examination results… reviews and inspections) encourage a focus on institutional outcomes” (p. 131; despite evidence [sourced in e.g. Watkins] that “a focus on performance, rather than learning, can depress performance”) – pp130-131; the culturally-constructed view of childhood, of “children as in danger” drives us upwards on the graph. The risk, and in Lodge’s eyes the dominant model, is the top-left corner; the ideal is the dialogic model of the bottom-right. I would add my instinct that the “natural axis” of the model is between those two poles of opposing educational philosophy in teachers (and hence schools): an authoritarian and a liberal position.

It’s hard to community-focus in the current consumerist / instrumentalist political model; more serious is the up-down dimension, where refusal to move towards an active student voice may constitute either outright traditionalism or what Lodge, citing Cruddas, names (p130) “the myth of liberal authority, when… adults claim to speak for young people.” Both approaches presume that young people are unable to speak competently, an “ideology of immaturity.” To move towards the bottom-left, Lodge creates a practice tool for researchers, supporting three features to be encouraged for dialogic contexts:

· transparency

· engagement

· honesty

(It is implied, by all participants.) It says worrying things about the state of schools that this has to be codified at all.
And the findings…
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KEY:

The rectangle is the SCHOOL.

The oval is the Headmaster.

The circle (just below-right of centre) is the academic-side Deputy Head – new, much mentioned in discussion – and also (considered identical in position) a sample head of department who has since become Key Stage 4 Co-ordinator and part of the Deputy’s “Academic Council.”

The arrows indicate the movement of the above Deputy Head from the initial position in which they were marked. (The change was made when the position of the researcher was reflected on.)

The triangle is a particular teacher, a head of department named as being known for conventional practice.

The dashed lozenge (bottom-right) is the researcher. This was indicated but not marked – although see note about circle, above.

The dotted indented box indicates the vague area where the governors were thought to be. This was acknowledged as speculation and not formally marked onto the paper.
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