SHAWLANDS ACADEMY

ROADS TO EQUALITY  -  towards Student Democracy
	1
	INTRODUCTION

This paper sets out the position as it exists at Shawlands Academy regarding student democracy, and makes some proposals about the development of student participation in the life of the school.  The paper is published in connection with the Comenius Project “Roads to Equality” Head Teacher Conference, held in Kirchdorf on March 2004.



	2
	BACKGROUND

	
	2.1
	The national context

	
	
	a)
	The Scottish Executive has set FIVE national priorities in education for education authorities and individual schools to follow.  These were included in the Standards in Scotland’s Schools Act (2000).  The priorities are;

	
	
	
	(i)
	Raising Achievement and Attainment

	
	
	
	(ii)
	Establishing a Framework for Learning

	
	
	
	(iii)
	Inclusion and Equality

	
	
	
	(iv)
	Values of and Citizenship

	
	
	
	(v)
	Learning for Life

	
	
	
	It can be argued that every one of these priorities requires us to develop ways in which students are empowered to improve their learning, develop the skills required for success in a changing society and to acquire the ability to fulfil the duties and responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic society.

	
	
	b)
	A second significant national context is the incorporation into Scots law, in 2001, of the European Convention of Human Rights.  This has had the effect of extending the rights of young people below the age of majority (ie 16) as long as they have the capability of understanding consequences of decisions they make.

	
	
	
	

	
	2.2
	The Glasgow Context

Glasgow City Council is committed to involving young people more fully in its activities and in a process of consultation about issues that involve them (see below).

The education department has set up a STUDENT COUNCIL with two representatives from each of the city’s 29 secondary schools.  The Council discusses a range of issues identified by the representatives (Shawlands Academy sends two members to this Council).

	
	
	

	
	2.3
	The Shawlands Academy Context

The School’s Development Plan has five main themes, linked to national and local priorities.

These are

	
	
	-
	Focus on Learning and Teaching

	
	
	-
	Raising Achievement and Attainment

	
	
	-
	Promoting Equality

	
	
	-
	Staff Development

	
	
	-
	Developing as an International School

	
	
	These priorities, lead us naturally to establishing ways of involving students in the life of the school as a whole, but also in their own learning.



	3
	DEFINITIONS

At this stage in our development “student democracy” is probably best defined as a set of arrangements designed to promote student participation in school life.  The current emphasis is on “empowerment” and on “inclusion” rather than on “student power”.



	4
	ETHOS

The ethos of the school strongly emphasises inclusion and equality.  Shawlands Academy is a school of remarkable diversity.  Forty seven different languages are spoken by students in the Academy.  Forty seven per cent of our students belong to black/minority ethnic groups.  We attempt to recognise and celebrate all the cultural groups within the school community.  Sometimes this takes the form of special events such as an Eid/Christmas Party, or a Chinese New Year celebration, and sometimes contributions at year Group Assemblies.



	5
	PROCEDURES

	
	5.1
	Each Year Group has a PUPIL COUNCIL.  Each of our eight form classes elects and nominates two members (one male, one female) to attend the Council.  Councils meet, during the school day, at least once a fortnight.  Pupils act as chairperson and secretary, responsible for the conduct of the meeting and the production of agendas and minutes.  Council meetings are also attended by Depute Head Teachers of the School.  Pupil Council discussions are reported by the DHTs to the weekly meeting of the senior management team on whose agenda ‘Pupil Councils’ is a standing item.

Pupil Council discussions can be wide-ranging.  Topics such as the condition of the toilets, the quality of music at school discos, attitudes of teachers, arrangements for student lockers, the dress code, have all featured.  Councils have organised anti-litter projects and social events for local elderly citizens.

Occasionally, however, it has proved difficult to ensure that every class is fully represented.  An inclusive approach has been adopted  -  enabling anyone who wishes to be involved to take part.  Membership of the Council is also monitored on an ethnic basis to ensure balanced representation.

	
	5.2
	Senior students in our Sixth Form (ie 17-18 year olds) form a CAPTAINCY TEAM.  Currently there are nine members of the team.  These students are nominated by their peers, and those with most nominations are then interviewed for the post by a panel including the Head Teacher, or Depute Head Teacher and another member of staff.  The Captaincy team organises various activities and assists at school events such as discos and parents’ meetings.  The team meets the Head Teacher once a week and a DHT once a week, to offer advice and suggestions.

This year the team has also organised a questionnaire for pupils about their views on school life.

	
	5.3
	There are also a larger number of PREFECTS who undertake various duties around the school, especially to do with special events.

	
	5.4
	Senior students are also involved in a FORUM AGAINST BULLYING (FAB) in which they offer advice and support to younger pupils.  This is part of the School’s Anti-bullying policy.

	
	5.5
	Senior students are also involved in a BUDDY SYSTEM, in which individual students are linked with a small number of younger students to help them familiarise themselves with the school.

	
	5.6
	There is also a notional WHOLE SCHOOL PUPIL FORUM.  This is supposed to be made up of representatives from each of the Councils.  The plan is that it will meet three or four times a year to discuss Council concerns.  However this is still at an early stage in its development.



	6
	CURRICULUM

The content of the curriculum, in certain specific areas such as History, Modern Studies, Personal and Social Education and Religious Education in particular, encourages the development of thinking skills, of self-expression and assertiveness, as well as focussing on human rights.  However it has to be said that this is within the framework of a relatively inflexible curricular framework and methodology.

(One Scottish poet described Scottish Education as follows.  “I told you (I told you”).



	7
	THE LINK WITH LEARNING

It is our intention to link “students democracy” more clearly with students learning in the classroom context.  Work has been done in the School by our Learning and Teaching Group on examining learning styles.  Students have been involved in projects to allow them to determine what is their favoured learning style.  What we wish to do next is to match learning styles with teaching styles.



	8
	SELF EVALUATION

We wish also to encourage teachers, as part of a process of professional self-evaluation, to engage with their students in discussion, say, once a term, about the methodology used in the classroom.  We were greatly impressed by this practice in Drammen!

It is recognised that in the Scottish context, such a move may not be widely welcomed by staff.  However we hope that a number of volunteers may be willing to lead us forward on this path!



	9
	CONCLUSION

There is no doubt that issues surrounding student democracy will have a high profile in the years to come.  We look forward to learning from our partners in Comenius, ways of improving our provision.


K Goodwin

March 2004

