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TITLE: Students as partners, not just stakeholders
The idea in providing students with leadership opportunities in school is not novel. But while student leadership is more or less ubiquitous, to what extent in any given establishment does it truly hand over the reins to students themselves? Student leadership and youth empowerment has always been a core component of my approach to teaching, and I learned to recognise and move from ‘tokenism’ leadership towards ‘partnership’. Here’s my experience, which may give you some encouragement and ideas to hand over the reins yourself.
Why engage in student partnership?
The reasons why a school, department or individual teacher may wish to engage in deeper student leadership can vary. I wanted students to not just experience leadership in learning, but also to become full partners in running the Geography Department. Some of my reasons why I did may be common: to increase student engagement in lessons; to move students from passive to active stakeholders; and as a head of Geography, not wanting the department to stagnate but to continuously ‘level up’ with fresh ideas from students themselves. Other reasons were a little more personal: department meetings were between me, myself and I (at the time, my geography colleague was a member of SLT so sometimes not able to attend meetings); and I as a millennial with my students increasingly from Gen-Z, I was getting more and more out of touch and could no longer claim to think like them!
Hart’s “Ladder of Participation”
Hart’s “Ladder of Participation” may have been published in 1992, but it is still a model which is useful today, especially if you take your own interpretation of it based on the culture of your school and your own teaching and management styles. This is what I did when I came across it long after I had started trying to increase student ownership, and I found it an exceptionally useful framework to evaluate what I was already doing. Here is an overview of Hart’s ‘Ladder’ through my interpretation.
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Hart’s ladder is in two sections according to the level of engagement and outcomes (especially student ownership of those outcomes). I’ll focus on giving examples for the upper section, where student involvement is increasingly active, so is an element of trust and risk-taking. “Assigned” is where students are given decision making roles with teacher direction, but are they are aware of the reason for the role and guided towards outcomes. Whereas “Consulted” is where students are given decision making roles with some element of control over what the outcomes are. Here in an example combining the two, using a classic resource some of us more ‘seasoned’ Geography Teachers may be familiar with!
Assigned/consulted and informed example – Year 7 Montserrat DME (Juicy Geography)
The Juicy Geography ‘Montserrat eruption role play’ activity lends itself perfectly to ‘assigned’ and ‘consulted’ levels of student leadership. Students make up crisis management teams from the Montserrat Volcano Observatory. There are three roles: an information coordinator who collects reports coming about the unfolding nature and impacts from the erupting Soufriere Hills volcano, a geologist who maps the reports and a crisis manager who uses the mapped reports to make decisions about what actions to take. They then get their decisions assessed by the Governor (more on that later). Here is the ‘assigned’ level of leadership, particularly attributed to the crisis manager. The crisis manager can be selected by the teacher or decided by each group. It is a prescribed role with set criteria where the decisions are given as a set of options. Other group members aid decision making, and the whole team are aware that the aim is to protect lives on Montserrat. 
Usually the fourth role of the Governor who scores each team’s decisions and provides feedback, is done by the teacher. But to implement the ‘consulted’ level of leadership, my approach was to use 2 or 3 students who take GCSE Geography. The hardest part was finding a willing teacher to release them from whatever lesson they would have been in! In-lieu of their usual GCSE homework, they would be set a task to prepare for the Montserrat lesson by writing out a short explanation for each correct decision. This reinforces their own knowledge and understanding for their GCSE, but also allows them to provide feedback-for-learning to the Year 7s when they go get their decisions scored. They also advise the geologists on effective mapping of information. 
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There are bonus perks to taking these approaches. The Year 7s enjoy the presence of older students, and even though it is prescribed they have an element of control over the activity. GCSE students strengthen their geographical knowledge and understanding, while imparting some of it onto their younger peers.  
Shared decisions, adult initiated
Now to the top steps of the ladder, where students can really start taking the reins. The step third from top requires adult direction, much like an instructor would do with a learner driver. Outcomes can be very variable as students have at least equal weighting in decision making. Here are some examples of approaches I have taken.
Fieldwork & Controlled Assessments
During that memorable period of Geography GCSE controlled assessments, I introduced student leadership into the logistics in order to maximise student ownership and motivation into what many felt was a drag. Of course, due to the strict exam board requirements of narrow choice of focus and assessment criteria, the process had to be adult initiated and directed. But here’s how we approached it.
Pre-9-to-1 we did the OCR-B GCSE syllabus and so were sent a choice of four controlled assessment fieldwork questions, one per topic. As soon as we received those, I called a meeting with a handful of Year 10 student volunteers, representative of the demographics of the cohort, to discuss which we should choose. In preparation for the meeting, the student leaders collated opinions of their peers (via survey & informal discussions) and conducted own research on choices of topics and viable locations. This was in-lieu of their usual GCSE homework, although they had the option to complete that too – most did! 
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At the meeting, we broke up into four discussion groups, one for each fieldwork topic and thoughts were put down on a scaffolded mind-map. This is an example of the ‘adult directed’ part, ensuring that discussions about the necessary requirements and logistics for the fieldwork took place. After reconvening to share thoughts, there was a round of elimination voting with each person having one vote each, until a topic was chosen. Discussions then turned to possible locations. Since there were more students than staff, the weight of student voice was actually greater. In fact, in two of the four years I did this, the topic I voted for was not chosen! Student ownership continued during the controlled assessment, for example designed some of their own methods of data collection in order to access Level 3. 

Outcomes of the student-led GCSE controlled assessment field trip to London in 2013.
Giving student ownership of the process helped to mitigate the issues brought on by the stress of a long, drawn-out examined piece of work. There was a greater sense of achievement (as well as the relief) at the end, and there was a tangible output of higher quality from students across the cohort. We also got a ‘pat on the back’ from OCR’s moderator on more than one occasion.  
I adjusted this approach for the new 9-1 GCSE fieldwork, but essentially it was the same process. Arguably we had more freedom of choice, but students were encouraged to consider what topics they had studied up to the point of each fieldwork trip (human and physical), again an indication of the ‘adult-directed’ aspect of student leadership. 
Year 7 Glaciers Debate
A fun jigsaw-style debate that the Geography extra-curricular group and I created for Year 7. Students are put into groups, each learning about a specific impact of melting ice and glaciers. However, one group are the judges, and they spend the prep time discussing what makes a good argument and how to judge them. These are the leaders. Criteria is given to them (adult directed), but the leaders free to make own informed judgements on whose arguments are strongest. The groups then mix up, one judge overseeing a group of students each arguing why their impact is the most important.
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Year 7 debate about the impacts of melting glaciers. The ‘judge’ and chair is at left, with a handy buzzer to call “Order!”
You can download materials for this lesson via this link (Lesson 6). I loved doing this with the Year 7s, they were very good at it – often better than the older students at times! I always believe in building independence culture and critical thinking skills from the offset, so it hopefully becomes second nature by GCSE.
Decision Making Exercise Preparation: “Dragon’s Den”
Again, we started this in the days of lettered grades, when the OCR decision making exercise (DME) was its own exam. It was one idea of a few to attempt to raise achievement. It worked really well so it became a regularly used tool to build decision-making and analysis skills. Students were placed in teams to work on a decision-making activity, where their decisions must involve aspects that examiners will look for in an exam. One team of students are given prep-time to become Dragons (i.e. examiners), they use assessment for learning and decision-making activities in past lessons to guide them. The Dragons could be random, or selected based on their aptitude for decision-making or exam technique, and so being a Dragon is a method for them to model best practise for their peers. The teams each present their decision to the Dragons, who then give feedback based on what an examiner would look for (throwing in the “I’m in/out” for show!). 
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GCSE students presenting their decisions to the ‘Dragons’, a panel of their peers
This approach proved to be popular with students, indicated by very positive feedback in student surveys and debriefs.
Student directed and initiated
This is the first rung where a leap of faith and trust is needed in youngsters. There is an element of risk involved and for most teachers (including myself), a step out of the comfort zone. Some level of adult guidance may still be necessary, especially when it comes to set requirements such as preparation for exams.
GCSE Controlled Assessment data collection trip to North Norfolk Coast (2016)
Giddy on the apparent success of generating student ownership over the controlled assessment, I thought let’s try to push the boat out further. Afterall, yet more reforms were around the corner and I wanted to try something out that could be done whatever approach to fieldwork we had to take. Taking a deep breath, our department gave almost all control of fieldwork over the students, leaving us staff pretty much logistical support only.
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Due to GCSE criteria needing to be met, guidance from staff was needed at first, ensuring that location and topic chosen meets requirements (number 1 on the image above). But after that, it was over to the students. Students chose their own objectives to investigate, while use teachers acted as consultants to help them judge whether or not they would help to answer the overall question, supplied by the exam board. Then, students researched possible primary and secondary data, including setting up their own online questionnaire (2). 
The student leaders, who were to lead their peers in groups, wanted to have a pre-visit to test out fieldwork techniques in advance. This was agreed to be done on a Saturday before the full trip (3). This trip was used to refine data collection methods and complete the risk assessment.
The student leaders assigned themselves to lead data collection teams, and the other students signed up to the teams they felt would be most relevant to their chosen objectives (4). On the trip, the leaders led their peers in data collection, ensuring participation and quality (5). Our role as staff was to supervise and advise on ad-hoc basis, but leaders had to initiate. 
I have to say, that field trip was both one of the best and worst experiences of my career. The latter being of my own making through anxiety and fear if something went wrong. The controlled assessment fieldwork was worth 25% of their GCSE. Screw that up, and that’s could mean a drop of a grade or two. But I was left delighted by not just the way the student leaders conducted themselves, but also how their peers responded. Only once did I have a very minor complaint from a leader than someone in their group wasn’t pulling their weight, and it only needed a quick chat to sort out – especially when I asked that student would he like to do his data collection with me instead. No brainer! 
A tangible outcome giving anecdotal evidence this was worthwhile was one of the leaders got a ‘B’ for his write-up, whereas historically he struggled with investigation work, never surpassing a ‘D’ or equivalent. Needless to say, the pride I felt in the students over the whole process is something I’ll never forget. 
Student & faculty partnerships with decision making
The top rung. From the outset, I’ll state that it does not mean a total monopoly by students, put instead is a partnership with staff. On this rung, students aren’t just leaders, they are full decision makers that can inform direction and outcomes. After all, isn’t this type of engagement a model of social sustainability? We should practise what we preach (teach)! 
The ‘Geography Leadership Team’ (GLT)
The ‘Geography Leadership Team’ is embedded in official department policy. This is important to avoid ‘tokenism’, as departmental policies usually are vetted and approved by the Senior Leadership Team. Here’s how it worked. 
The team to manage and direct the Geography department consisted of a committee of the HOD, the teaching staff, and student leaders. The student posts lasted a year, from Easter in Year 10 to Easter in Year 11, and any student in Year 10 taking GCSE Geography could apply. We treated as voluntary employment, obtained through a non-discriminatory application process. In fact, students who were successful applicants were encouraged to include the post on their CVs as employment, and I as HOD would effectively be their line-manager. We aimed for 10% of the GCSE cohort (e.g. 50 Y10 students in cohort = 5 leaders).
Responsibilities included attendance at all department meetings and events (e.g. Open Evening). Confidential and sensitive items aside, they had full input into the development and evaluation of formal processes and documents, such as the Department Improvement and Development Plan and self-assessments. They were involved in staff appointments, interviews and department reviews. Helped to develop curriculum through research, topic and lesson ideas. When choosing which of the new 9-1 specifications to follow, they had the weight of the choice after a number of meetings to make an informed decision and gather the opinion of their peers. And, of course, they represented the voices of their peers and worked to resolve issues. Quite often, a student may not have felt comfortable raising an issue to an adult, but they did to a student member of the GLT, who then brought it up in a meeting. 
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An example of departmental minutes, showing the contributions of the student members of the Geography Leadership Team.
Evidence for outstanding practise 
All of the examples I have given above were part of our successful bid to apply to the Geographical Association’s Centre of Excellence Award in 2016. 
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Members of the 2016-17 Geography Leadership Team with the Geographical Association’s ‘Centre of Excellence’ Award.
A quote from ex-student and GLT student member Eleanor Crossland was used in the application. Eleanor said that as a young person who had been involved in almost all the examples “…I would say that being trusted with the responsibility to lead an activity or even a lesson is a massive confidence boost, as well as helping to develop invaluable leadership skills for the future. One of the most important things I value in a teacher is their willingness to treat you like an adult from the age of 11, and by being asked to lead things in the classroom or taking part in decision making certainly makes me feel more like a person as opposed to a grade.” Eleanor has since graduated from St Andrews University in Edinburgh and is about to embark on teacher training. I wonder where she got the taste for that idea from!?
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Eleanor Crossland teaching a Year 7 class about urban land-use. Part of a bespoke ‘mini-PGCE week’ arranged for her, before she embarked on an undergraduate course. 
Things to ponder
None of the above went without a hitch, of course. But it was all part of the process and fun trying it out. There was great support from SLT, and even if things did go wrong, safeguards were in place that the worst that could happen was a deep learning experience. I left the classroom in 2017, and had these questions left to explore or ponder:
· How much further could the Geography Leadership Team go, in terms of being almost totally student-led? How can trust and autonomy be maintained to avoid ‘tokenism’?
· Which responsibilities can be totally student-owned with almost complete ‘hands-off’ from staff?
· How to manage conflict and disruption to other responsibilities and things young people need to do? They gave up their own time to attend meetings, for example, and there are only so many homeworks-in-lieu you can give before risking interference with their studies.
· Was treating the GLT post akin to a part-time volunteer job realistic and appropriate? Could students be paid? If so, would they need to be bound by a contract?
· Where should the ‘emergency brake’ be where staff step in and ‘take control’? Are more ‘breaks’ needed as you move up the latter? 
· Are any of the examples provided above simply not possible in some schools? Or are all of them possible if the right culture is fostered, and support given from management?

You are more than welcome to contact me regarding student partnership, perhaps even arrange an online consultation? Perhaps you are going for the GA SGQM/CofE – this can help! Get in touch via the ‘Contact’ page at https://www.geogramblings.com.  
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· [bookmark: _GoBack]Juicy Geography, Montserrat eruption role-play (http://www.juicygeography.co.uk/montserrat.htm)
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Year 11 Controlled Assessment Trip (e.g North Norfolk Coast, September 2016)
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Notes/Action Points:

This year we have staried (o trial ladder stickers' for KS3 as a way of fnking |

requiarly assessed work with progress ladders

We haven' yel decided whether hese would be used Wi, of instead of, the
target sheefs on the back of exercise books as the stickers Include next steps
Ceven beter if

Students think tha targel sheets haven'l really been effeciive in olher subjecis,
ot Just Geography — and prefer next-steps and green-pen style Improvements
as targets can b forgotten about. AlSo redoing enlire pieces of work s helpful

KS3 sfudents need t be consulted and surveyed about the new SHIcker system —
atleast once a term. A good way to do this would be [0 set up a survey monkey
that they do for homework towards the end of the second half term. Student
leaders are happy 1o make this survey when the time comes

Students think it might be an idea to Iry out the KS3 stickers with KS4 (GCSE)
work - teachers to glve this a go, and get Informal feedback by next meeting

WXRE
Miss G

AsAP

The use of Edmodo should always be encouraged — a very good medium for
feedback and discussion.

X Rackiey has spoken fo Ms Fumeaux and Mr Keates about the Fumanities
corrdor and It is agreed thal It s unviable and unfair to make it an ‘enforced
quictstudy arca.

Moving the Geography Ginic 1o fhe Tiorary on Mondays may nof be an option,
since that can aciually be quiet busy and loud at lunch. But it may be worth tiying
out. Mx Rackley wil speat to Mrs Rowe.

xR

By Oct
haif
term

Redecorating the corrdor sounds like a great pian. Many deas were put forwara
Such as a themed décor which crosses History and Geography (Pompel, WW2):
quotes fom famous  Humanitarians;  hand-print  trees of ~GCSE
History/Geography studens; a imeline; fags.

Investigate whefher he lockable display boards can be moved around fo free up
the large wall opposite A103.

i Keates and Mx Rackiey i the idea of & gin historcal map by he
Humanites/Maths stars.

Mr Keates suggested that art students could be Invalved (peraps tose who do
both Art and Geography/History)

Mx Rackley wil work with Mr Keates in finding out from Mr Roberts and Mr
Horne whal is viable and possibie.

WMxR
&MrK

By Oct
half
term

Many leadership aciiviies have taken/are taken place which qually for Genire of
Excellence appllcation, most notably the Y5 Norfolk Trals project and Y6 Cluster

‘Workshops on ICT & Maihs in Geography. Thanks o all who have helped out.

Charlotte and Emilv has asked Mr Keates about a reaular column In Fenix. This.
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INCREASING LEVELS OF INVOLVEMENT

'DEGREESS OF NON-INVOLVEMENT

Partnership

Directed
(chidnitated)

Shared
(Adultnitiated)

Consulted

Assigned

Tokenism

Decoration

Manipulation

= “Top ofthe rung’ on most occasions du to lmiting factors that
require adult direction e.g. dealing with requirements of exam
boards, mark schemes, st learing objectves etc.

« Students are given decision making roles with some element of
control ver what the outcomes are

- tudents are given decision making roles; teacher direction; but are
‘aware of the reasons/outcomes

+ “Tiek boxing'~ al uilty of this o some degree (far to biame
GOW/OFSTED?); to fulfl SIDP/DIDP, targets etc:

+ Student voice i offered butit s ust for show’ e.g. a student council
that has no influence on school policy

+ Student involvement i simplyto Gress up' an event or actvity —
selected with it say or knowledge

* Advertising: possible manipulation of our purchasing decision making
+ Quickly will get wise’ o t; might generate further dsengagement,
resentment, feelings of being patronised

‘Adapted from HartR. (1992), Childrer's Participation: Tokenism 1o Citizenship, New York, UNICEF
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