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Abstract

The following study is based on the hypothesis that the setting up of student councils in
second level schools in Cork will support the key considerations of quality, equality,
partnership, pluralism and accountability as set out in the government White Paper on
Education, 1995.

To provide a general background to the research, the study starts by reviewing, in
chapter one, the state of education in Ireland to-day. This will include a brief look at
student councils in other countries e.g. the USA, England, Canada and Norway. The
study will chronicle the path of the recent Irish Education Act from Green Paper to
White Paper to Education Bill to Education Act in 1998.

The second chapter will examine the literature on student councils in Ireland to date. It
will then review the literature on the five key considerations of quality, equality,
partnership, pluralism and accountability and state how the setting up of a student
council might support these.

Chapter three will outline the research methods of the study. A questionnaire will be
created, the first part of which will seek information regarding the present position of
student councils in Cork second level schools. The second part of the questionnaire wjll
solicit the respondents’ perceptions as to whether a student council can help to deliver
these principles and whether the present student councils are actually delivering within
the schools. All second level schools in Cork will be asked to participate. The
questionnaire will be directed at the teacher co-ordinator of the student councils. In the
schools where there is no student council, the deputy principal will be asked to complete
the survey. A second questionnaire will be assembled to solicit the perceptions of the

students regarding the work of the councils.



Chapter four will chronicle the administration of the survey and present its findings.
Conclusions will be drawn and stated.
Chapter five will discuss the findings of the research and present recommendations that

will point the way forward for the Department for Education and Science, teachers and

students.



Chapter 1

1.1 Purpose of this Study.

The reforms currently being introduced into Irish education inevitably affect every level
of the system. The changing style of school management is the result of changing styles
of management in the commercial world. This 1s then reflected in a changing approach
to student participation in the theories of empowerment and participation. It also
reflects the concerns of democratic governments for the continuance, understanding and
implementation of democratic principles. This is seen as vital in order to combat the
electoral apathy much in evidence throughout the Western world. Governments are
also concerned with the lack of personal responsibility assumed by the average citizen.
The rising levels of vandalism and crime show this. A general move away from
established religion also plays its part in the loss of a value system to which the majority
of the citizens in this country subscribe.

It is in response to all these and other societal changes that there is a search under way
to find ways to empower students, to encourage them to take on a greater level of
personal responsibility and "to participate fully as citizens in society” (Ireland, 1998A.
P3).

The inclusion of student councils in the Education Act must be seen as part of this
global attempt to involve and empower its citizens. This study will assemble
information, voice opinions and state aué’hents that will clarify the situation. It will do
this by a survey to review the present situation, a literature review to establish the

principles behind the movement and point the way forward with recommendations.
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1.2 The Irish Education System.

a) Introduction

The Irish education system is a centralised system. The Department of Education and
Science, which was set up in 1925, is responsible for its administration. Its complexity
reflects anhistorical tradition in which education was a pivotal issue of both political and
denominational concern. It is predominantly a state-aided system. It is also
predominantly Christian but is making availabie support for the emerging movement of
multi-denominational schools. The compulsory school attendance age is between six

and sixteen. The mission statement of the Department is

to ensure the provision of a comprehensive, cost-effective and
accessible education system of the highest quality, as measured
by international standards, which wall:
- enable individuals to develop to their full potential as persons
- to participate fully as citizens in society and
- to contribute to social and economic development.
(Ireland, 1998A, p.3).

Education is divided into three sections, primary, second level and third level.
Altogether there are 370,000 students attending 768 schools (Ireland, 1998A). Thisis a
six-fold increase in the last thirty vears. This study is particularly interested in second
level education that is further divided into junior and senior cycles.

b) Junior Cycle

The junior cycle consists of a three-year period of study, culminating in the Junior
Certificate examination. This examination was introduced in 1989 to replace the
Intermediate and Group Certificate Examinations that had been in place since the last
century. It caters for the twelve to fifteen-year age group. Besides preparing students
for the examination, the junior cycle hopes also to

contribute to the moral and spiritual development of the students,
and encourage them to develop qualities of responsible citizenship
in a national, European and global context.

(Ireland, 1998A. pl6).



The junior certificate programme provides a wide range of subjects from which the
students choose a number for examination purposes. The more usual number is
approximately ten. The choice of subjects includes all areas of development. The
curriculum is based on the principles of breath and balance, relevance, quality,
continuity and progression and coherence (Ireland, 1995).

In 1996, the Junior Certificate Elementary Programme was introduced. This was to
certify the achievements of those students who experienced difficulty with or were
unlikely to sit the Junior Certificate examination(NCCA, 1994). It does this by
providing a curriculum framework that will facilitate schools and teachers in adopting a
student-centred approach to the examination. It sets out to make the experience of
school relevant and accessible to those students who find it difficult to cope with the
education system and who would benefit from special support while working towards
the Junior Certificate examination. The programme adopts a cross-curricular approach
to work. It concentrates on basic skills and on personal and social development. It
employs an activity centred methodology that is interactive, purposeful, relevant,
systematic and structured (NCCA, 1994). The programme is still in the piloting stage
and is not vet available nationally.

¢) Senior Cycle.

In the senior cycle a student may choose a two-year or a three-year period of study.
Both courses of study culminate in a Leaving Certificate examination. The
curriculum for the senior cycle is undergoing reform at present. These reforms are

characterised by three objectives

*  holistic development of young people at senior cycle through, for example, the development of
autonomous learning, of activity-based learning and of creativity and enterprise;
+  educational provision for an increasingly diverse range of student aptitude, aspiration and interest and
the recognition of a variety of forms of intelligence and achievement;
- provision of programmes and courses which respond to the perceived needs of Irish society, notably
in the area of vocational education, and which satisfy the requirements of equity and social justice.
(Granville, 1996. p.13)
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While the course of study for the Leaving Certificate examination is a two-year course,
these students may, and often do, opt to take an additional year of study called the
Transition Year. The students who will sit the Leaving Certificate Vocational
examination may also take this optional extra year. The students sitting the Leaving
Certificate Applied examination usiia]ly follow a two-year senior cycle. Generally they
are the less academic students who are anxious to join the workforce as soon as
possible. The Department of Education set itself the target of retaining in education, up
to Leaving Certificate level, 90% of the students by the year 2000 (Ircland, 1998A,
pl6). This target has not been reached.

d) Transition Year.

This one year optional course of study is offered by most schools following the Junior
Certificate examination. The aims of the programme are interrelated and

interdependent. They are

*  education for maturity with the emphasis on personal development including social awareness and
mncreased social competence.
»  The promotion of general, technical and academic skills with an emphasis on interdisciplinary and
self-directed learning.
*  Education through experience of adult and working life as a basis for personal development and
maturity.
(Ireland, 1994, p.4)

There is no prescribed course for the Transition Year. One of its major strengths is that
each school has the opportunity to design a programme to meet the needs of its own
students. The content of the course, while not excluding the Leaving Certificate course,
is chosen to augment the Leaving Certificate experience. It is a year in which the
students are exposed to and encouraged to explore courses on the fringes of the more
traditional subjects studied for the éxaminations. Many areas of development are
catered for and the students are constantly encouraged to appraise their own methods of
study and commitment to achievement. They are taught to review their progress, to set

targets and to evaluate their performance (Ireland, 1994). The student is also helped to



explore possible areas of career choice and to become acquainted with the requirements
of the colleges for that course of study. Time is also given to the spiritual and aesthetic
development of the students. Drama, Art, Media studies and Music are all explored
during Transition Year. Itis a valuable opportunity to widen the sights and experiences
of the students in an examination free year. The methodologies employed cover a wide
range, €.g. negotiated learning, personal responsibility in learning, activity-based
learning, group learning, project work and research, study visits and field trips, work
experience, work simulation and community service. The course was specifically
designed by the Department of Education to cater for students who require maturation
through education. From experience, schools have found that this extra year does, in
fact, give the student the opportunity to mature without the pressures and constraints
which are synonymous with structured examination programmes and so indirectly gives
the student an advantage in the competition for points in the Leaving Certificate
examination.

e) The Leaving Certificate Examination.

This examination is now referred to as the “traditional” or “established” Leaving
Certificate to distinguish it from the newer forms of the examination. It has been on
offer to students since the last century. The syllabi have been broadened and
ovcrhauled and brought up to date. This process is still in progress. It is the terminal
examination of the Irish second level system. This course of study is academic in
nature and is followed by those students wishing to progress directly on to third
level/degree courses. The students must take at least five subjects including Irish (There
are thirty-six recognised subjects for the examination). Entry to third level education is
judged on the results in this examination. The absolute even-handedness and

transparency of the system is of crucial importance in Irish society. It is considered,



after lengthy review (Ireland, 1999) to be fair, objective and the most efficient way to
choose the students who will follow the over-subscribed third level courses.

f) The Leaving Certificate Vocational Examination.

The Leaving Certificate Vocational programme aims to combine clements of the
traditional Leaving Certificate and the Leaving Certificate Applied. It was designed to
foster in students a spirit of enterprise and initiative. It was designed to offer the student
a balance between the established Leaving Certificate and the need to develop the skills
and qualities needed in the workplace. It concentrates on technical subjects along with
three link modules, vocational in nature. They are entitled Enterprise Education,
Preparation for Work and Work Experience. This examination was first introduced in
1989 and broadened in 1994. Students sitting the Leaving Certificate Vocational
examination sit five “traditional” subjects, a European language and the three
mandatory Link Modules.

g) The Leaving Certificate Applied Examination.

The Leaving Ceﬂiﬁéate Applied programme offers an alternative education experience
to students. This course of study, culminating in a Leaving Certificate, was introduced
in response to the broadening of the diversity, abilities and aspirations of students who
flooded into the second level schools when free second level education was introduced
in 1967. It hopes not only to retain students in the education system but also to prepare
them for life in a rapidly changing society while providing some level of vocational
training,

The Leaving Certificate Applied programme opens up a whole new world of options for
many students. It is different to the established Leaving Certificate in both its focus and
its structure. Those students who, at present, do not want to go on to third level
education follow the programme. It is a two-year course. It replaced the Senior

Certificate and Vocational and Training Programme. It employs a cross-curricular



approach to the traditional school subjects. Its aim is to prepare students for adult life
and the world of work. 1t is organised as a group of modules that are viewed under
three headings, General Education, Vocational Education and Vocational Preparation.

It sets the students tasks which demand that they make links across the various courses
they have taken, that they combine their experience and learning in these courses and
that they apply their experience and learning to the task in hand. It purports to promote
personal and communication skills, initiative and enterprise, teamwork and high
achievement. It also prepares young people for adult and working life. It helps them to
develop strategies for decision making,.

A 90% attendance at school is required before the student may sit the examination. The
examination centres around 100 credits that the student may earn. Two-thirds of these
credits can be gained during the two years of the programme and the remaining third at
the final examinations. This format enables assessment to take place at regular intervals
and gives the student achievable goals. It allows for the accumulation of credits and a
steadily developing pattern of rewards. By this means the programme encourages them
to remain on at school and to complete the course by sitting the final examination.

h) Conclusion

Second level education in Ireland offers students a five/six year programme. There is a
national curriculum for the first three years and the last two, with a school-based
programme for the intervening transition year. There are two state examinations, the
Junior Certificate examination and the Leaving Certificate examination in its three
forms. The education is broad, deliberately avoiding an early specialisation by students.
The widespread reforms of the last decades, both structural and curricular, have
endeavoured to produce a rounded, confident, articulate and responsible graduate.

With the increased and more accurate knowledge of how students learn and of the

methodologies which will most effectively motivate them, there is in evidence at



present, a widespread movement to involve the students more in their own leaming and
30 to empower and encourage them to take on greater personal responsibility. This
movement encompasses the introduction of student councils. But first it is necessary to
distinguish between the different types of second level school available in Ireland to-

day.

1.3 Types of Second Level School

a) Introduction

Traditionally there were two types of second level school in Ireland, the secondary
school and the vocational school. The secondary school was usually privately owned,
fee paying and academic in its curriculum. The students sat the Intermediate and the
Leaving Certificate examinations. The vocational school was free. Its curriculum was
vocational in nature. It provided a two-year course culminating in the Group Certificate
examination. The local vocational education committee ran it. These schools were
sometimes called technical schools.

b) Comprehensive Schools

The scene began to change in the 1960°s. The upturn in the economy at the time
encouraged more students to seek education and the Lemass government was looking to
education to provide a skilled workforce to fill the new industries. The vocational
schools began to cater for the academic curriculum necessary to sit the Intermediate and -
the Leaving Certificate examinations and the secondary schools began to cater for the
practical subjects like woodwork and metalwork as these were introduced as
examination subjects in the Intermediate and Leaving Certificate examinations. Add to
this the increased number seeking second level education and the government, when
building a new school, saw the logic in combining the two previous types of education.

This new type of school was called a comprehensive school.
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The sixties were also the years when equality of opportunity was being advocated. By
combining the prestigious, academic education of the secondary school and the “lesser”
education of the “techs” the government was taking a step towards eliminating
inequality. The first comprehensive school was opened in 1966. By 1970 there were
fifteen comprehensive schools in Ireland. These schools, unlike the religious voluntary
secondary schools, were built and owned by the government. They were also, mainly,
co-educational.

¢) Community Schools

The comprehensive schools' development led on to the community school. In
educational aims and provision they are the same but the community school had an
added dimension. It was to provide for the local community. It would do this by
providing evening classes, playing fields, meeting rooms etc. for the local community.
The plan was that the two greatest providers of second level education, the religious
orders and the vocational education committees, would combine together in partnership.
Following the success of the community schools for the Department of Education the
vdcational education committee wanted to set up their own community schools. These
become known as community colleges. They offer the same education and facilities as
the community schools but they differ in management structure.

d) Voluntary Secondary Schools

The Churches in Ireland have been deeply involved in the provision of education and
most of their schools are denominational and single sexed. Historically the secondary
school was founded by a religious order. It was fee paying and so maintained a certain
exclusivity. It was also very academic in its curriculum. In 1967 the then Minister of
Education, Donogh O’Malley, announced that second level education was to be free to
all students. The religious owned schools were given the option of joining this system

and providing free education or remaining outside the system and continuing to charge
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fees. If they opted to join the system the schools would get a grant in lieu of student

fees. Over 90% of secondary schools joined the system. This doubled the number of

students attending secondary schools by 1970.

e) Vocational Schools

The 1937 Vocational Education Act provided for the setting up of the vocational or
technical schools. These provided a two-year, practical education, free. The students
were often in apprenticeships and attended the school part time. There was a strong
social class linkage in the pattern of pupil participation in the different types of school.
The education the vocational schools provided was considered “inferior” in a society
divided by social class. With the increased interest in equality of opportunity in the
sixties, the vocational schools began to cater for the more academic curriculum which
led to the Intermediate and Leaving Certificate examinations and so the lines of

demarcation between the different types of school became blurred.

f) Conclusion

The voluntary secondary schools cater for 62% of the school going population, the
vocational and community colleges for 25% and the community and comprehensive
schools for the remaining 13% (Ircland, 1998A).

The Intermediate and Group Certificate examinations have been replaced by the Junior
Certificate examination(1992). The system is undergoing rationalisation with many
amalgamations completed or in the pipeline. The religious, owing to lack of numbers,
are reducing their role in education while attempting to safeguard their ethos within the

schools.



Number of Second-Level Schools 1995/96

Secondary
Community/ [ Schools
Comprehensive (445)
Schools
(77)

Vocational
Schools
(246)

Source: Dept. of Education

Figure 2, Number of Second Level Schools. (Source; Ireland, 1998A, pl3)

1.4 Changing Styles of Management in Education.

a) Introduction

Put very simply the old style of management in second level schools in Ireland was,
traditionally, authoritarian. It was a pyramid shaped model of management. The new
style, gradually being adopted, is participatory. Its shape would be more horizontal.
School management in Ireland is in a state of transition from the old to the new.

The process of change can be traced as far back as the sixties when a declining and
ageing population pattern changed rapidly into the youngest and fastest-growing
population in Western Europe (Farrell, B. 1998. p. ix). Coinciding with that was the
fundamental shift in the locus and status of authority that was noticeable in Irish society
after Vatican II. This effected every level and area of life in Ireland. Education was
central to this set of societal changes. Although started in the sixties, at that time and
for some time afterwards, the energy of school management was absorbed in coping
with radical changes in numbers, e.g. providing classrooms and teachers. Over the last
fifteen years the emphasis has moved from fire-brigade action to the management of
change that aspires to be accountable, transparent and collaborative.

The influences that started the change and have kept it moving could be categorised

under the following headings,
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1) Drop in religious vocations

i) Falling rolls

1) Demands of society

1v) Intrusion of the commercial world

v) School “effectiveness”

vi) The concept of leadership

vii) Staff demands.
A brief background to each will further clarify the situation.
b) Drop in Religious Vocations.
Vatican II, which met in the sixties, had profound effects on life in Ireland and
particularly those living in a religious order. Many of the restrictions and limitations
which one espoused on entering were lifted. The vows taken, the habit worn, the
company kept, the communication with lay people, all changed. To use a modern term
“the goal posts shifted”. This was an attempt by the authorities to bring the religious
orders into the twentieth century. What it did do, very effectively, was to blur the lines
of demarcation and remove the éir of mystery which lent authority to the religious.
There is no doubt that vocations were already falling before Vatican II but the move to
open the religious houses to the influerices of the world, accelerated the decline in
vocations. No longer was it socially enhancing to enter into religious life. Also the
security previously granted to religious was no longer guaranteed. Many long-term
members of the orders questioned their vocations in the light of the new parameters, and
some left the orders (Drudy & Lynch. 1993 and Diggins. 1992). This fall in numbers
effected the type and quality of service that the religious could offer to education.
Prior to this, every religious second level school, the vast majority, had a religious
principal, vice principal and many staff members. Also, unofficially, there were always

additional personnel in the convent/monastery that could be called on at any time to
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help out in the multitude of chores that needed doing. With the drop in vocations the
additional personnel were no longer available. Gradually there were fewer religious on
the staff. Vice principalships began to be offered to lay people and finally the position
of principal was offered to the laity. This is the position in the new century. The
religious orders are struggling to protect their ethos in a system fast being taken over by
lay personnel.

Obviously this has effected the style of management within second level schooling.

The religious carried in their person a respect that was unquestioned in Irish society.
This air of respect and authority permeated every facet of school life. With the demise
of the religious in the schools that authority has been eroded. No longer is respect
granted automatically to the position of teacher or principal. Now it must be camned.
Allied to this new need to earn respect is the lack of backup that was always available to
the religious. Now the full burden of principalship falls on the shoulders of the
principal, be s/he lay or religious. The need to spread the load became evident. There
would have to be developed a system of middle management, a career structure for lay
teachers that would equip and encourage them to assume responsibilities in school
management.

This need for change in the style of management of schools coincided with expansion in
the commercial life in Ireland where more young people, especially women, were
looking for careers, rather than just jobs, in education.

c¢) Falling Rolls.

After the initial expansion in numbers attending second level education, which reached
its peak in the early eighties, the numbers attending has been gradually falling. This has
resulted in schools competing for the pupils. Schools, which previously selected their
intake, are now grateful for all new enrolments. This, in turn, has caused a cut back in

teachers and amalgamation/rationalisation of schools. These events have caused
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management to rethink their approach to the management of the schools. Competition
between the schools for the available students led to research into the areas of
effectiveness of schools. Parents were now looking at the performance of the school
before deciding where to send their offspring and management had to "sell" their school
to the parents. Parents no longer automatically accepted the authority of the religious
and the belief that nothing could beat the nuns/brothers/priests where education was
concerned. Therefore, with falling rolls, it was in the interest of the school to adopt a
more open style of management that could demonstrate its effectiveness and that parents
were making the "right” decision by sending their child there.

d) Demands of Society.

Charting Our Education Future was published in 1995. It was the white paper prior to
the Education Act of 1998. In chapter 1 it set out the principles for a philosophical
rationale for education policy and practice. The key considerations recommended to
underpin the philosophical rationale were quality, equality, pluralism, partnership and
accountability. We are concerned here with accountability.

Over the last threé decades there was little demand for accountability by the principal of
a school to anyone other than the Department of Education and the local bishop, and
that was limited. Owing to the general higher level of education of the populace there
has grown a demand for accountability by those in authority in all walks of life. This
has partly arisen because of the revelations of fraud in areas of public concern. The
demand for accountability necessitated a different approach to management in the
schools. Boards of management were introduced. There were representatives of both
parents and teachers on the boards. There has been much discussion about the
composition of the boards, but the overall concept of accountability has been accepted

by both the boards themselves and the principal and management within the schools.
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Another “buzz” word applied to modern management is transparency. Transparency
demands that management can justify any action it takes if, and even before, being
required to do so. This entails canvassing opinions and advice, keeping more detailed
records and setting out policies for all to see. This is a far cry from the old style of
decision-making, which took place behind closed doors and was handed down to the
staff, parents and pupils. Accountability and transparency require a new style of
principal. The pupils and the parents are demanding to know what is going on in the
schools.

e) Intrusion of the Commercial World.

Over the last decade or so the ideas of the commercial world have been applied to that
of education. The schools have not been asked to make a profit but they are being asked
to give value for money. The state 1s investing in education and the politicians and the
public, whose money it is, want to know how and why it is being spent. The student 1s
looked on as the client and the client can always vote with her/his feet if s/he does not
feel satisfied. Just across the water they are producing league tables of school
performance. Many have been closed as “failing” schools. Will this come to Ireland?
All the signs are that it is only a matter of time. Schools, in the person of the principal,
must show that they are giving value for money, that the resources allocated to
education will produce a kind of “profit” in that the young people coming out of the

schools are well educated and well equipped to fulfil their role as adults in society.

1981 1991
2.4 3,3

Il Office of the Minister for Education Second level

O Primary O Third level

Figure 3, Expenditure on Education. (Source; Coolahan, 1995, p 46)
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e) School Effectiveness.

This debate started in America in the sixties when the government commissioned
research into the differences in the outcomes of the various schools (Coleman, 1968 &
Jencks. 1972). At first it was thought that the schools themselves made no difference
but in 1979 Rutter, with his study of London schools (Rutter, 1979) found that the
process variables within the schools had a definite impact on student outcomes. The
debate moved on from there to see exactly what aspects of the school contributed to the
effectiveness of that particular school (Sergiovanni, 1996). The findings recorded that
the style of leadership within the school was greatly influential in the effectiveness of
the school. The principal needed to give strong leadership. Part of that leadership was
to share tasks and decisions with staff, parents and students (Leader & Boldt, 1994).
This was referred to as participatory management.

g) The Concept of Leadership.

Earlier ideas on what constituted a good leader involved one strong personality, in a
position of authority, who told the rest of the staff what to do. The person derived
his/her authority from his/her position, not from personal qualifications. Many of the
“old” principals had no professional qualification for the job (Drudy & Lynch. 1993).
New research into the qualities of good leadership denounces this style of leadership.
They claim that a good leader will share decision making, will encourage and empower
the staff, will delegate authority, will provide the resources for personal and
professional development and will have a strong vision of where the institution is going.
The new leader will be able to inspire the staff with this vision and lead them in pursuit
af a common purpose (Blaze & Kirby, 1992).

h) Staff Demands.

The staff, too, has played its part in the development of the new style of principal. With

the lack of vocations to the religious life, opportunities for promotion which were
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denied to our predecessors have opened for teachers. Also the new principal does not
have the backup of endless personnel in the convent/monastery to help out with the
myriad of tasks that need to be done. S/he must now rely on her/his staff to take on the
extra work. This necessitated the creation of a middle management. Prior to this the
posts of responsibility were awarded strictly on seniority. This did not produce the best
person for the job. In effect, it often gave extra work and responsibilities to those
approaching retirement. The result of this was that those given the posts of
responsibilities did not feel an obligation to do extra work. After all, they were
going to get the job anyway and it would be theirs until they retired. By negotiating
with the unions, a new system of promotion was introduced. It will take many years for
the old system to dic out but, at least, the change has started. Staff is demanding to be
involved in the decision-making process within the school. They are actively enhancing
their professional qualifications in preparation for assuming those responsibilities
(Kavanagh, 1993).

i) Conclusion

For the reasons cited above and other associated reasons, there has been, over the last
two/three decades a gradual change in the style of management employed and accepted
within the second level system of education. Many schools are still in the process of
change and both management and staff are experiencing difficulties in implementing
and accepting the whole new mindset that underpins these changes. All, however, are
agreed that the changes are coming and that, in the long term, they will benefit
education. Schools, which have enthusiastically embraced the new approach, display an
air of collegiality, empowerment and partnership that permeates every avenue of school
life (Kavanagh, 1993).

It follows from this, that if the staff benefit from the new style of management, why are

these benefits not passed on to the pupils? Would they not respond to delegation, to
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empowerment, to being encouraged to take on further responsibilities? Should we not
be in partnership with the students? For too long education has been something that

teachers do “to” pupils. It is time we looked at the possibilities of working “with” the

pupils.

1.4 The Education Act 1998

a) Introduction

Prior to 1998, Ireland lacked an up-to-date legislative framework in keeping with the
needs of an educational system which has altered fundamentally in recent decades
(Kavanagh, 1993). It has taken almost two decades for the Act to be passed by the Dail,
if we accept that it was during the tenure of Gemma Hussey as Minister for Education
that the process started. A brief look at that journey is relevant to this study.

From the first Education Minister - Eoin MacNeill (1922-1925), up to and including
Micheal Martin, twenty-eight ministers have held the education portfolio, giving an

average tenure of less than three years per minister. According to Kavanagh

conservatism and caution have characterised the educational stance
of most ministers down through the years.
(Kavanagh, A., 1993. p.86)

Kavanagh goes on to explain that

increasingly, the Department of Education has been pushed into a
holding position and so, very little educational leadership has been
forthcoming from that source. :

( Kavanagh A. 1993. p.86)

This opinion was upheld by the OECD Report (1991), which stated that

Despite the masterly inactivity of ministers in the past, the Department
seldom sought to acquire a policy-making or even a major advisory role.
The main reason for this is that it has never questioned the doctrine of
ministerial responsibility.

(OECD 1991. pp.40-41)

The rapid expansion that followed O'Malley’s introduction of free second level

education occupied the energies of the department for the seventies, along with the
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introduction of the new curriculum for primary schools. It was not until the eighties
that a serious look was taken at second level education.
In 1980, the then minister, Gemma Hussey, published a white paper. entitled “White

Paper on Educational Development”. Reform of the education system was put before
the Dail in 1984 as The Programme for Action in Education. The Minister was

attempting to get Irish education to move into the twentieth century. She wished to

change the classical orientation of the curriculum to one that would

reflect the mntellectual, social, cultural and economic needs and provide
for the personal development of individual pupils.
(Ireland. 1980. p.6)

Gemma Hussey set the ball rolling. The new Junior Certificate examination was set in
motion in 1989, with the first students sitting the examination in 1992. For the first
time in the history of second level education in Ireland the curriculum was being
situated within a framework of aims and principles. These principles were to be
characterised by “breadf}» balance, relevancy and differentiation” (Ireland, 1984). This
movement towards reform produced the Green Paper of 1992. Further changes in
education policy and practice over the last decade have been characterised increasingly
by an intensive process of consultation between the Minister and the Department of
Education and the partners in education. This has encouraged a positive approach to the
new initiatives.

b) The Green Paper.

In June 1992, Séamus Brennan, Minister for Edﬁcation, published the Green Paper on
Education, entitled Education for a Changing World. In the foreword to the paper he
spoke about a" radical reappraisal of traditional approaches to education policies”. He
hoped that the paper would initiate widespread debate and promised that, after a period
of about six months for consultation and debate the government would prepare a White

Paper.



The Green Paper set itself six aims;

1. To establish greater equity in education

2. To broaden Irish education

3. To make the best use of education resources

4. To train and develop teachers so as to equip them for a

constantly changing environment
5. To create a system of effective quality assurance
6. To ensure greater openness and accountability and maximise
parent involvement.
(Ireland. 1992 p.5)

It emphasised that this was a discussion document. The purpose of the Green Paper was
to give a structure to the debate. There were almost 1,000 written submissions lodged
with the Department of Education in response to the Green Paper. The Minister and the
Department took note of the responses and altered some of the proposals of the paper in
the light of the submissions. The very first task was to reach a consensus on the general
aims of education. The Green Paper set out a statement of educational aims, which was
later broadly endorsed in the responses to the Paper. However it was felt that these aims
did not follow through to inform other arcas of the Paper (Coolahan, 1994). The
absence of an encompassing philosophy of education was also noted. Where there was
reference to a philosophy it was felt to over-emphasise utilitarian and individualist
values and to place too much stress on enterprise, technology and economic concerns
with an under-emphasis on cultural, moral, artistic and civic elements.
There was tremendous interest in the Green Paper, reflecting the respect given to

education in the country. Kavanagh states that the Green Paper was

the first serious attempt since the foundation of the state, to review the

state of education
(Kavanagh, A. 1993. p.98)



These sentiments were repeated when Coolahan said

The Green Paper of 1992 sets out the first major comprehensive
agenda for educational change since independence, with the intention
of comprehensive educational legislation to follow.

(Coolahan, J. 1995, p.21)

Central objectives such as equity, quality, partnership, accountability, efficiency,
devolution, autonomy, collegiality, innovation, recur throughout the Green Paper.
There followed much lively debate that culminated in the Education Convention of
1993. This convention crystallised areas of consensus and disagreement among the
interest groups. Coolahan said of the convention that it was “an unprecedented,
democratic event in the history of Irish education” (Coolahan, J. 1994. p1). He went on

to remark that

It brought together representatives from forty two organisations to engage
in structured and sustained discussion on key issues of educational policy in
Ireland.

(Coolahan, J. 1994. p.1).

The convention did not set out to produce a comprehensive report on the Irish education
system. Its brief from the minister was to concentrate on areas where divergent views
seemed to exist within mainstream education and to explore possibilities of more
agreement (Coolahan, 1994). They planned to focus on key issues, to analyse and
clarify these issues, to promote understanding of varying perspectives and to provide
further guidance to the Department of Education in relation to policy formulation. The
discussions of the convention were carried out in a spirit of openness and partnership.
They continued for nine days. The convention generated a spiﬁt of enthusiasm that was
carried forward into the publication of the White Paper in 1995.

¢) The White Paper, 1995.

The White Paper, entitled Charting Our Education Future, represented the most
comprehensive document on education since the founding of the State. In many

respects, it was a compendium of ideas and proposals on policies for development. It



brought together ideas from many sources and sought to put them together in a single
comprehensive document (Ireland, 1995).
There are seven sections to the White Paper. They are:

1) Philosophical framework

2) Provision of education

3) The teaching profession

4) Parents

5) New organisational arrangements

6) International dimension

7) Legal framework.
The first section of the paper, the philosophical framework, covered two important
issues. It identified the core concerns of the State as those of pluralism, equality,
partnership, quality and accountability. It coupled these with fundamental human and
civil rights and the promotion of social and economic well being. The second issue was
the rights of individual institutions to develop and give effect to their own ethos and
philosophical approach to education.
The second section dealt with the provision of education to primary, secondary, third
level, further education and youth and sport activities. Part three was concerned with
the teaching profession. Besides suggesting changes to the training of teachers the
Paper wished to set up a statutory teaching council and a welfare service for teachers.
Part four looked at the expanding role of parents in the education of their children.
They would have a statutory right to be represented on the boards of management of the
schools and to have a parents’ council attached to each school. The new organisational
arrangements suggested in part five included the setting up of Education Boards on a
regional basis and devolving much power from the Department of Education to these

boards. Parts six and seven dealt with the international and legal dimension of



education. Ireland, it stated, as an island, must develop her links with the rest of the

world especially with Europe. Legislation focussed on the setting out of functions and
responsibilities at the different organisational levels. Tt aspired to be enabling rather

than prescriptive so as to allow for flexibility.

In her introduction to the White Paper, Niamh Bhreatnach, the Minister for Education in
19935, stated that the level of discussion

nvolved, for the first time, structured multi-lateral dialogue among
all the major partners in education on crucial issues affecting the
development of education.

(Ireland. 1995. p.ix)

She goes on toessure us that

It seeks to give an empowering sense of direction to all of the partners
n education.
(Ireland, 1995, p.ix)

And she promises that

Changes will continue to be implemented on a partnership basis,
mvolving consultation with all the concerned interests where this is
necessary and appropriate. ‘

(Ireland. 1995. p.x)

The theme of partnership is strongly emphasised throughout the Minister’s speech and it
1s reiterated, where appropriate, throughout the whole document. This aspect of the
White Paper is strongly supported by CORI when they speak about “democratic
processes” and “participatory democracy”(McCormack & Archer. 1995. pp35-41).
They asked whether the words would be translated into action when the White Paper

became law. CORI went on to argue

that the participation in decision making is itself educational and h¢1ps
bring about a strengthening sense of social solidarity and citizenship.
(McCormack & Archer. 1995. p.35)

This leads us to the most relevant part of the White Paper as far as this research is

concerned. Tucked away on page 163 there is one very important sentence which states

In order to facilitate this consultation, the board of management of each
second-level school will be encouraged to promote the formation of a
students’ council, which will work in collaboration with the staff and the

parents’ assoclation. (Ireland. 1995. p.163)



This comes under the broad heading of “The Role of Schools in Promoting the Social.
Personal and Health Education of Students.” It is further listed under “Relationships
within the school™. It reflects the government reaction to the criticism that the Green
Paper under emphasised the non-academic side of education and also attempts to carry
through the idea of partnership to include students. The White Paper takes a holistic
approach to education and the preparation of students not just to fulfil their role in the
economic development of the country but to partake fully in their role as committed
citizens. For the first time the notion of giving a voice to students in the affairs of the
school 1s put forward.

As promised, much public discussion followed the publication of the White Paper.
Again submissions were invited and given due consideration. The most controversial
suggestion in the White Paper was the one regarding the setting up of the regional
boards. If this did happen, what would be the position of the vocational education
committees? The sentence regarding the students’ councils hardly raised an eyebrow.
In schools where participatory management was becoming a reality, the idea that the
students, too, might have something worthwhile to contribute, was accepted without
argument and some second level schools went ahead and set up a student council.

d) The Education Act 1998.

The Education Bill was published in December 1997. It sought to achieve the important .
objectives of placing the education system on a statutory footing and acknowledging
and strengthening the involvement of the partners - parents, patrons, students, teachers
and the state. For the first time »students were listed among the partners in education.
One year later the Dail passed the Education Act. It is made up of nine parts dealing
with;

1) Preliminary and General
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2) Schools

3) The Inspectorate

4) Boards of Management

5) The Principal and Teachers

6) Miscellaneous

7) National Council for Curriculum and Assessment

8) Examinations

9) Bodies Corporate.
The title of each part is self-explanatory. The only surprise in the Act was that it left out
the setting up of the regional boards. This was as a result of the strong lobby for the
vocational education committees.
What concerns us here is the further development of the idea of students’ councils. This
appeared in part 6, “Miscellaneous”, under the heading of "Information to students and
student councils.” The whole idea is expanded (full text in appendix 1). It places the
responsibility for setting up a student council on the board of management of the school.

The use of the word "shall" in an Act gives the sentence obligatory status. It states that

A board shall establish and maintain procedures for the purposes of
informing students in a school of the activities of the school.
(Ireland. 1998. p.26)

The Act gives control of the councils to the board as they are instructed to draw up the
rules for the establishment of the student council and may at any time dissolve them.

The purpose of the student council is also s¢t out;

A student council shall promote the interests of the school and the
involvement of students in the atfairs of the school, in co-operation
with the board, parents and teachers.

: (Ireland. 1995. p.26)

The Act promises that the Department will publish guidelines to schools.
This section of the Education Act has caused much stress in schools that have not

adopted a collaborative style of management (Monahan, 1999). In schools “on the



move” the act has been welcomed and these schools were well along the road of
implementing it before it became law.

e) Conclusion

Right through the evolution of the Education Act there has been widespread
consultation and this consultation has been reflected in the ensuing documents. This is
participatory management in action. The notion of partnership is further developed in
each stage until finally, it includes students as partners in the education process. This
reflects research findings on cognitive development which hold that students must be
given an active role in their own education, that by so doing we are giving responsibility
for learning over to the student and the student will respond favourably (Sammons,
Hillman & Mortimore, 1995). Education is now something we, the teachers, do “with”
pupils and not “to” pupils. If it is beneficial to give responsibility for learning to the
students, surely they are capable of assuming some responsibility for the running of the
school in which they hold the major stake. The characteristics for effective schools cite
the giving of responsibility to the students as significant (Sammons, Hillman &
Mortimore, 1995). The Education Act has set in motion in Ireland an idea that is

already functioning well in many other countries.

1.6 Student Councils in other countries.

a) Introduction

Ireland lags behind other countries in the introduction of student councils. While a
prefect system is common to many Irish second level schools, there was always a strong
element of control by school management(Lynch, 1999). There was often an clement of
voting by the students for the prefects but the staff chose the candidates and the results
of the voting were “ratified by the religious™. The prefects were usually high achievers

and conformists to school rules and traditions. They were aware of the honour



bestowed on them in being appointed prefects, and although often fulfilling many
duties, they had little or no say in the running of their schools.

With the introduction of collaboration, participation and partnership. the new stvle
student council can hope to be more democratic, independent and influential (Trafford,
1997). We, in Ireland, are at the beginning of a journey. Let us take a brief look at
other countries that have travelled down this road.

b) The United States of America

In America they have had student councils since the 1930’s. There is no obligation on
the schools to set one up but virtually all high schools and junior high schools have a
student council. Quite a few elementary schools also have a student council.

The movement started in 1930 at the Sapulpa High School in Oklahoma where the
principal, E.H. McClune, set up a student council and gave it many responsibilities
within the school. McClune went on to host the first meeting of the presidents of
student councils in order to facilitate the exchange of ideas and programmes. The
president of the Sapulpa High School at the time was a teenager called Warren Shull.
Shull went on to organise the first statewide meeting of the student councils. In 1932, at
the National Education Association Convention the National Association of Student
Government Officers was formally created with Shull as its president. Their first
publication, Student Leader, was on the market in 1935 and was published monthly. In
1940 the name of the association was changed to the National Association of Student
Councils (NASC). By 1943 the association had 200 member schools. This figure
increased to 1,900 by 1947 with 20 state associations. NASC collected valuable
information on student council practices and reported them through articles and
publications. The articles helped to give the student council movement a sense of
direction, to explain the reasons for student councils, and to help principals and advisers

fit student councils into student activity programmes. By 1963 all fifty states had a



student council association providing such services as leadership workshops and an
organisation of statewide student council projects for member schools. There was a lull
in the 1970’s as the movement suffered from the social and political upheaval that
swept through American society during those years. From that time on, the association
made it a priority to provide leadership courses and camps for their members. By the
1980’s, student-initiated, studeni-implemented and student-sponsored activities were an
integral part of the school’s curriculum. 1800 student leaders and their advisers
attended the 1999 National Conference, held at Roseville High School. They came
from all fifty states, Puerto Rico, Australia and Canada.

NASC has formulated a philosophy that is reflected in its purposes and objectives. The

purposes of NASC as set down in their constitution are as follows:

To promote student participation within the school and its community
to encourage the development of new student councils
to assist all student councils in becoming more effective organisations within
their schools, community, state and nation
to help orgamnise state associations of student councils
to provide leadership tramming for student council members and advisers
to encourage and support healthy living styles for young peopie
to assist student councils to focus on relevant current problems and to
encourage them to seek solutions to those problems.
(NASC. 1999.p.1)

This researcher has been in touch with two student council associations in America,
those of Maryland (MASC) and California (CASC). Each has a very detailed
constitution for their student councils, running to seventeen articles in the case of
Maryland. Each article deals with a separate area or function such as the name of the
association, purposes, affiliation and association and membership etc. The mission

statement of MASC i1s

to foster a State-wide environment for all secondary school students
to express and exchange opinions and ideas, develop leadership skalls
and to promote student representation and involvement in all groups and
organisations impacting on the lives of students.

(MASC. 1999. p.1)

The councils at school level are made up of representatives of each class. An executive

is elected from the representatives. They have an adult adviser, a teacher or parent.
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They meet at least once a week and in some cases every day. There are special student
council offices provided within the schools and time given on the timetable for meetings
and training. Some of the student councils are confined to purely student activities such
as homecoming, dances, rallies and assemblies. Others have broader responsibilities
and are involved in school policy issues, curriculum, hiring and the evaluation of
teachers. They also make representations to the site councils and school boards. The
council is encouraged to hold an annual or semi-annual retreat for planning and
teambuilding. They are also encouraged to develop long-term vision, mission
statements, goals, objectives and action plans. Most would be involved in community
service projects (MASC, 1999).

The role of the adviser varies from school to school. In some, the adviser makes all the
decisions and directs the council. In others the advisers are more like facilitators who
empower the students. It is the latter role that is encouraged by NASC.

NASC states that staff attitudes have been a problem since the start of the organisation.
They are generally apprehensive of, even hostile to, the councils. They say the issue
comes up at every adviser training session. It is an ongoing difficulty and not unique to
America (Gold, 1994).

In America there is also a Student Leadership Network. It provides advice, publications

and leadership programmes to the student councils. Their purpose is to

provide a unified voice for student councils and student governments m
middle school and high school around the country.
(Student Council Network. 1999 p.1)

Their philosophy is that student participation in all schools means that students can and
will make positive contributions to school governance, if they are properly prepared and
are in an environment that fosters their participation. Their goal is to empower youth

and ensure their youth voice is heard. Their mission statement is to create a network of
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students who participate in their education while empowering them with the skills to
become active citizens.

¢) Canada

School councils are a topical issue in Canada at the moment. They are primarily
concerned with parental involvement in the decision making process in education but
where a high school is involved then there must be at least one student elected to the
council. Because this is the only representation that students have in Canada we will
look at the debate and where it is now.

The federal government makes legislative and fiscal decisions that impact on the
delivery of education at both provincial and local levels and on school boards. The
Education Reform Act 1988 contained a “Parent Charter” which provided parents with
the right to involvement in their child’s school. Prior to this the parents’ role was
devoted almost exclusively to volunteering, Parent Teacher Associations or Home and
School federations. To fulfil the charter a new structure was needed which would lead
ultimately, it was hoped, to more effective schools and school improvement.
Demographic, social and economic changes in Canada had had a profound impact on
the needs of the student and the role of schools, as in the Western world. To meet the
diverse needs of the students and to offer the very best educational programme, schools
in Canada were becoming more open and responsive. Educators recognised more and
more the critical role family and community had in supporting learning. Locally electc(i
boards of education, over 400 nation-wide, ensured local input and control. However, it
was felt that intensified efforts and new structures were needed to support direct
involvement. The idea of introducing school-based structures was raised. There
followed a round of consultation in cach province. The introduction of school councils

was a priority. Was this the most appropriate way to involve students, parents and
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community members in schools? Meetings were held. Submissions were gathered and

questionnaires were completed. The end result was the introduction of school councils.
A school council was defined as follows;

A school council 1s a formally constituted group made up of parents of
students attending the school, the principal, teachers, students and
commumnity members. The council advises on education matters at

the school level.

(School Councils, Alberta. 1999. p.1).

School councils are mandatory for all public schools. They are made up of the

principal, at least one teacher, parents of students enrolled in the school and a member

of the community who is not a parent. For high schools, they must include at least one

student.

The primary purpose of the school councils was to encourage and support parent and

community involvement, partnership and communications with schools. They provided

a legal, interdependent forum to address concerns for school improvement. Their

objectives included,;

e to foster co-operation, partnership and shared responsibility among families,
communities and schools for the education and well-being of children,

e To strengthen two-way communications, understanding and confidence between
schools and family and community members

e to enrich the learning programme and assist in providing a comprehensive range of

services to meet diverse student needs.

The school council is a voluntary body that works in close partnership with school staff,
students, family and community members. They provide advice about school policies,
priorities and issues. Additional responsibilities can be granted by a board of education

to permit shared management arrangements where desired. The principal of the school
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is responsible for facilitating the formation and operation of the council. Teachers and
students have representation on the council as have the local community and parents.
The new roles and responsibilities of school councils add up to a substantial
involvement in decision making at school level.

This researcher looked in detail at the school councils in Alberta, Saskatchewan and
Manitoba.

In Alberta school councils were mandated in legislation. Every school in the province
must have one. Their roles and responsibilities are found in the .4/berta School Act.

Many of the councils operate on a “representative model” that must report back to the

community two or more times a year. The alternative model is that of “assembly/town
hall model” where decisions are made at open meetings of the entire community.

In Saskatchewan the school council is not mandated in legislation and is not required to
register with the Minister or the school board. However their duties are mentioned in
the Saskatchewan Education Act. In Manitoba also the school councils are not
mandated. There are the familiar PTA’s or Home and School Federations in Manitoba
and they may, if they so wish, opt to become a school council. In which case they will
register with the Minister’s office.

Student councils, as we understand the term, do not exist in Canada.

d) Norway

Student councils are well established in Norway. Norway is a sparsely populated
country with 4.3 million inhabitants. In 1889 a seven-year period of compulsory
education was introduced. In 1969 this was extended to nine years and in 1996 further
extended to ten years, age six to sixteen years. All state education is free. The system
is decentralised. A common national standard is ensured by means of legislation.

regulations and national curricula. Comprehensive reforms in structure and content are



being implemented and the educational level of the population has risen considerably in
recent years.

The school system is based on Christian, humanist and democratic ideals and aims to
promote values like tolerance and freedom of thought equal status and cqual worth,
equality of responsibility and participation in decision making. Each school is run by a
principal, assisted by a co-ordinating committee on which are represented the parents,
the teachers and the pupils. All school activities are characterised by a democratic
approach. The pupils learn co-operation on the one hand and independence and
personal responsibility on the other. In their commitment to these aims, time is allotted
on the timetable to student and class councils.

Each pupil is given a copy of “The Guide”. This is a publication by The National
Centre for Educational Resources. The first section of the book deals with “the job of
learning” and the second with student representation. It emphasises that to be elected as
a representative puts one in a position of trust and that even if one is not personally
elected one should still know how to benefit from the existence of class and student
councils. It explains the mechanics of election to the class council. A further election is
held to elect representatives to the school council from those already elected as class
representatives. In some schools, work on the student council has been designated an
optional subject.

The council decides its own assignments and those of its executive. It deals with

matters concerning the pupils.

It is the forum where all the class representatives discuss how to win ‘
influence for pupils on matters relating to learning, whether teacher-pupil
cooperation is good enough and so on. The student council also takes up
matters relating to the school admimnstration.

(The National Centre for Educational Resources. 1994. p.39)
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Among the other dutics of the student council is listed their participation in the adoption
of the school plan for the forthcoming academic year. It is the responsibility of the
executive of the student council to see that these duties are carried out.

The president of the student council is the head of its student body. S/he represents the
pupils in many connections, both at meetings with the school administration and
elsewhere. The president’s job is to further the interests of the pupils at school and to
initiate activities for the benefit of the pupils. The president must chair the meetings of
the student council and allocate duties to the members of the executive. S/he will meet
the school administration regularly and discuss the running of the school on behalf of
the pupils.

That means that 1t is important for you to keep yourself informed
about current school issues. It is important to communicate the views
of the pupils on how they want their school to be and to contribute
actively to finding solutions to any problem that may arise.

(The National Centre for Educational Resources. 1994. p.42)

The Guide goes on to explain the duties of the vice president, the secretary, the treasurer
and the other members of the executive. Guidelines are given on running a successful
meeting. It is suggested that management should consider training for the members
elected. Management is responsible for providing an office to the council, suitable
working conditions and allocating regular office hours with a notice board in a position
of prominence.

The Guide points out that

Although they spend large parts of their lives at school, many pupils
lack a personal relationship to it, to the teachers and often even to
their fellow pupils.

(The National Centre for Educational Resources. 1994. p. 44)

It suggests that the student council, with a little imagination, could remedy this

situation.
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¢) England

Student councils have been an informal part of English education for some vears
(Trafford, 1993). They differed greatly from those in Canada, being made up solely of
students with a member of management acting as liaison person between council and
staff. They are widely accepted as contributing significantly to higher achievement
(Sammons, Hillman & Mortimore, 1995) and better discipline (Davies, 1999) in
schools. They have recently been subsumed into the new citizenship curriculum. From
September 2002, citizenship as a school subject will be compulsory in all second level
schools in England (The National Curriculum Citizenship Order, 2002). This Order
also applies to Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland but it has statutory effect only in
England. The citizenship curriculum does not specifically mention or enjoin school
councils. However, it states that effective school councils are a very obvious way of
fulfilling the requirements. The Department for Education and Employment considers a
student council to be an excellent experiential method of teaching the new subject.
They state that theoretical knowledge must be based on direct personal experience and
that all pupils should be given the opportunity to learn the skills of participation and
responsible action. They consider that "democratic skills and attitudes do not emerge
from formal lessons and examinations alone” (The National Curricutum Citizenship
.Order, 2002)

The Advisory Group on Citizenship stated

Schools should make every effort to engage pupils in discussion
and consultation about all aspects of school life on which pupils
might reasonably be expected to have a view, and wherever possible
to give pupils responsibility and experience in helping to run parts
of the school.

(Crick, 1998. p.306)

In 1989, Markwich claimed that "over 50% of schools in mnner London operate some
form of pupil council” (Markwich, 1989, p12). In 1992, an Advisory Centre for

Education survey found that, out of a survey of 480 randomly selected schools in the



UK, about one-third had school councils (Taylor & Johnson, 2002, p11). By 1994,
Gold was claiming that "approximately one sixth of secondary schools have "active”
school councils” (Gold, 1994, p13). There is now renewed interest in student councils
in English schools as a result of the recent Order.

The national quality standards for the healthy schools programme also require schools
to have a clear strategy for involving pupils in planning which is responsive to young
people's expressed needs. They advise schools to establish an appropriate process for
consulting students.

School Councils UK claim that student councils provide the structures within which the
overall aims of the citizenship curriculum can be achieved. They say that the school
development plan should include a commitment to training and empowering students.
They provide such training. They recommend there should be student councils at all
levels of education, starting with class councils and from these, a whole school student
council of not more than twenty students could be elected. They state clearly how a

school might set about initiating a student council and how to make that council

effective. They recommend that students be involved in several aspects of school life

The key concepts of student participation and school councils
should be included — at school and at departmental level — in
policy development, school improvement, curriculum reviews,
and school based self-evaluation processes.
Clay, Gold & Hannam, 2002. p.13)

Ofsted, in its notes to Inspectors says that for a school council to be effective it must
have some "real powers and influence on matters that the young people themselves
think important” (Clay, Gold & Hannam, 2002. p3).

Prior to the recent citizenship curriculum student councils in England experienced
varying degrees of success depending on the will of management and the interest of the
pupils concerned. They existed on an ad hoc basis. With the strong backing of the

government interest in teaching students about citizenship, student councils in England
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can look forward to a new lease of life based on the favourable results of research into
their beneficial effects on schools and on the strong advocacy of the Department for
Education and Employment.

f) Council of Europe Project

The Council of Europe was founded to achieve unity between European parliamentary
democracies. It is the oldest of the European political institutions and has fortv-one
member states. It has its headquarters in Strasbourg. The Council for Cultural Co-
operation (CDCC) 1s responsible for the Council of Europe’s work on education, culture
and sport. At present, there are projects on education for democratic values, history,
modemn languages, school links and exchanges and many other related areas. One of
these is a project called "Everyone can make a difference”.

This project was initiated in Dublin in 1998 during the eighth conference of the
members of the Council of Europe’s Network for School Links and Exchanges. One of
the motives behind the project was the desire to focus on projects that would foster
education for Democratic Citizenship that is one of the Council of Europe’s priority
themes. The Greek and Irish members proposed the topic and it was accepted
unanimously. It was planned to include ten member states: Austria, Belgium, Cyprus,
Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Ireland, Malta, Romania and Slovenia. Each participating
country would include two schools. The official languages were to be English and
French. The main question of the project was “To what extent is the modern school a
democratic place and to what degree is the participation of all school protagonists
(pupils and teachers) the desired and expected?” The words "democracy” and
"participation” constantly recur. The project aimed at contributing to education for
democratic citizenship by raising pupils’ and teachers’ awareness about participation in
the school community and by helping them to acquire and develop the skills they need

in order to make their participation successful.
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At the initial training seminar of the participating countries, which was held in Athens
in May 1999, each school was asked to design a project which addressed aspects of
democratic participation which were relevant to their own situations. One of the
projects proposed was the setting up of a school council. The majority of the
participants opted to belong to this group.

They were asked to return to their schools and to set a school council in motion in their
own schools. They were to seek the support of the school principal, canvass the opinion
of the staff and students on the idea of a school council and, if possible, set up a pilot
school council. They were also asked to seck information on school councils in other
schools. They planned to set up an Internet link for the teachers and the pupils on the
proposed school councils. This project is still ongoing. Its Europe-wide involvement
demonstrates the importance placed on raising awareness of the issue of good
citizenship and approaching it through the establishment of student councils.

g) Conclusion

In this brief résumé of student councils in other countries we see that the United States
of America have the longest tradition of involving their students in the decision making
process in their schools. It is not only unquestioned but expected that in every high
school and most middle schools the students would play a participatory role. There are
even student councils in some junior schools. These student councils are organised into
networks, locally, state-wide and nationally. Yet in the more than fifty years of their
existence they are still concerned with reluctance and even resistance to them from the
teaching staff. It is left to each school to define the role and level of involvement of the
student council. This apparent openness leads to conflict.

Student councils in Canada are in their infancy. They are called school councils rather
than student councils as th¢ emphasis is on parental involvement rather than on

students. Perhaps, with the development of parental involvement, especially if that



turns out to be a positive experience, then the movement towards participation will be
extended to the students in their own right and the more familiar student councils will
become a part of the school system in Canada.

Norway has taken student councils very seriously indeed. They approached the
situation from the perspective of democratic principles. The overall participation levels
in their schools are much higher than elsewhere. Students are involved in decisions
regarding the curriculum, the timetable and school organisation. They are also involved
in teacher assessment. This is a long way from the more traditional situation in most
countries. Norway uses a centralised approach to student councils and issues clear
guidelines to the schools and the students.

In England School Councils, as they are called in that country, have existed for many
years on an ad hoc basis, even though they are widely recognised as contributing,
among other things, to raising academic standards and lowering school expulsion rates.
However, recently they have been given a new lease of life with the introduction of the
citizenship curriculum. It is expected that student councils will play a major role in the
deliverance of this compulsory programme.

The group of countries participating in the Council of Europe project is in the
exploratory stage. They see the positive possibilities for student councils and are
endeavouring to fulfil their aims. It will take many years but there is present much

enthusiasm that will carry the project forward.

1.7 The Significance of this research.

Where does Ireland stand in this global attempt to involve students in the decision
making process in the schools? That is one of the questions this study expects to
answer. The recent legislation has set down a marker. It is now up to the schools to

take up the gauntlet and follow through. Some schools are ahead of the legislation and
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already have a system of student participation in place. Other schools are fearful of the
idea of student councils and see them as the thin edge of the wedge. They fear that the

students will be "running the schools next". Gold states

There seems to be a prevailing, somewhat mrational fear that
if you give pupils a council, they will immediately
develop their own agenda, which will be in conflict with that
of the staff.

(Gold, 1994. p.18)

Students may even want to assess the performance of teachers as is done in Norway

already. This study will provide information to fuel the forthcoming debate.



Chapter 2

2.1 Student Councils in Ireland.

a) Legislation
The idea of student councils was first mooted in the Green Paper, Education for a
Changing World, published in 1992. Under the heading “Developing Political and

Social Awareness” it stated

This dimension would be enhanced by a requirement that all
second-level schools have a representative council for students.

As well as giving students a greater say in the running of their schools,
this council would give students experience in public discussion and
mutual persuasion.

(Ireland, 1992, p.15)
This idea of a student council is taken up again in the White Paper on Education that
was published in 1995. Under the heading of “Relationships within the School” it

stated

In order to facilitate this consultation {between school and students],
the board of management of each second-level school will be
encouraged to promote the formulation of a students’ council,
which will work in collaboration with the staff and the parents’
association.

(Ireland, 1995, p.163)

The Diil passed the Education Act in December 1998 and Section 27, 1-6 dealt with
student councils (see appendix 1). The Act encouraged boards of management to

facilitate students of post-primary schools to set up a student council. It stated that

A student council shall promote the interests of the school and
the involvement of students in the affairs of the school, m

co-operation with the board, parents and teachers.
(Ireland, 1998, p.26).

The Act went on to state that the rules for the establishment of the student council
would be the responsibility of the board as would its dissolution should that be deemed

necessary. After its establishment, the student council could make its own rules



regarding its meetings and the conduct of its affairs, in consultation with the board of
management.

Before any reference to student councils by the Department of Education many schools
had instituted their own system of prefects. Some schools already had a tradition of
class prefects (Lynch, 1999). These were students, appointed by management or chosen
by the students, who took on a leadership role within the class. Sometimes this role
extended into the wider community of the school. Lynch (1989), in her survey of Irish
schools, found that 90% of girls’ schools surveyed, compared to 55% of boys’ schools
and 53% of co-educational schools, had prefects. She also found that 53.7% of schools
with prefects allowed pupils a totally free choice in the selection of prefects. In 20.4%,
the staff alone chose the prefects and in the remaining 25.9% both staff and pupils were
involved in selection.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) stated the following

rights for children
The right to express an opinion and to have that opinion taken

into account in any matter or procedure affecting the child.(Article 12)
and

The right of freedom of expression and to obtain and impart
information, and to express his or her view, unless this would
violate the rights of others. (Article 13)

These “rights” were also included in the Children Act of 1989 in Britain. Yet Harber
(1995) reports that the first international audit (1995) of children’s rights in Britain
accused the government of repeatedly violating the convention. One criticism was that
children were not consulted over the running of their schools and should be taught their
rights as part of their education.

In a number of schools in Ireland, the students were consulted to some degree on school
matters, but they had no “rights™ to such consultation. By the inclusion of student

councils in the Education Act, the Department was clearly stating that it wanted
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students nationally to be informed and consulted on a more formal basis regarding
school decision making. This was now implied as the “right” of the student. It could be
seen as the natural progression within a collaborative management style. Yet some
teachers viewed the possibility of a student council in their school with fear and
apprehension (Gold, 1997 & Monahan, 1999). Information regarding student councils,
their composition, their role and their effectiveness was needed; a) to inform teachers,
management and students, b) to address the fears and apprehension of some staff
members and ¢) to persuade teachers, management, parents and students that such
inclusion could be beneficial.

b) What is a Student Council?

The legislation does not elaborate on what constitutes a student council. The Minister
for Education and Science, Micheal Martin, while attending a one-day seminar on
student councils in Cork in October 1999 said that this omission was deliberate. He did
not wish the legislation to curtail the individuality of the schools. He recommended that
each school should develop its own model of student council in line with its philosophy
and traditions.

As a result of this broad recommendation there are almost as many models of student
council as there are post primary schools. The most recently established councils have
taken the notion of student representation as their central focus, while many more
traditional schools have renamed their prefect system as the student council. Still others
have nominated senior students as representatives of the junior classes and call this the
student council.

The recent publication by the NYCI (2001) places strong emphasis on representation of
all class groups in all student councils. They point out that representing the students is
the main aim of any student council. Minister Woods, in his publication of the

Guidelines for student councils (2002) includes a definition of a student council. It. too,
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emphasises the representative nature of a council while still allowing schools to take
consideration of their own traditions.

By the conclusion of this research it will be possible to establish the essential elements
of a student council and so to clarify the situation. In the meantime, this research will
use the term “student council” to refer to any group of students, whether voted for or
appointed, whether all senior students or a combination of senior and junior students,
who meet together regularly, either under staff direction or alone, to discuss the welfare
of the student body, as a student council.

¢) Research into student councils in Ireland

Few pieces of research on student councils have been located in Irish Universities by
this researcher. The first and earliest of these was that completed by Jean Browne in
1996. Her work was entitled “Advantages and Disadvantages of Membership of a
Student Council to Students”. It was submitted at University College, Cork, in
fulfilment of the requirements for a Master’s Degree in Education.

Browne tested two hypotheses; 1) that students report that membership of a student
council is of no advantage to students and 2) that students report that membership of a
student council is not a disadvantage to students. Both hypotheses were rejected.
Browne identified the advantages of membership of a student council as a) students
developed leadership, organisational and financial skills, and b) they learned the value
of teamwork, how to make decisions and deal with conflict (Browne, 1996. p.32). Thé
disadvantages were a) a lack of autonomy, b) a lack of training and development, and c)
it was time consuming,

The social/psychological advantages were a) liaison with staff and students created a
more co-operative atmosphere, b) closer identification with authority structures within
the school, ¢) increased confidence and raised self-esteem. d) it enhanced one’s

curriculum vitae. The social/psychological disadvantages were a) closer identification



with authority within the school had its negative side, e.g conflicting loyalties, b)
dealing with the apathy of some students and teachers and c) unrealistic expectations of
them.

Browne surmised that if school authorities were more aware of the advantages and
disadvantages of membership of a student council they would be more understanding
and more supportive of the members. This, she maintained, would be to the advantage
of all concerned. She recommended that there be a clearer role definition for the student
council and its members. She also recommended that adequate preparation and on-
going training and development be made available to students.

The Browne study involved 126 respondents to a questionnaire that was distributed to
nine city second level schools. It makes no claim to representativeness as a non-
probability method of convenience was used.

The value of this research lies in the fact that it broke new ground. It is also noteworthy
in that it found that there was a perception of more advantages than disadvantages to
students in being a student council member.

John O’Neill also conducted a research topic, “Improving the Effectiveness of a Student
Council in a Secondary School” at St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth as part of a course
for the Higher Diploma in Educational Management in 1997.

O’Neill’s research set out to identify 1) the strengths of the present student council in
one particular secondary school, 2) the weaknesses of the present student council and ?;)
recommendations to improve the effectiveness of the present system. The research
method was a questionnaire completed by the staff and past members of the student
council. It makes no claim to reliability, validity or representativeness. The strengths
identified, from the staff viewpoint and in order of priority, were; maintenance of good
order, weekly meeting of the prefect with his/her assigned junior class, liaison role,

“snitching” on student misdemeanours and teaching democratic values. Members of the



student council ranked the strengths as follows; weekly meeting with their junior class,
liaison role, organisational entitlements, culprit identification and learning about
democratic rights. The weaknesses from the staff viewpoint were that it was under-
utilised and that it lacked a high profile and a clearly defined, easily understood role in
the running of the school. They also identified a lack of leadership awareness among
the students. The members saw the greatest weakness to be the council’s isolation from
the everyday lives of most students, teachers and the principal. They also felt that the
council had no clearly stated aims for each year. O’Neill recommended that the council
should set aims and goals for the year, get more involved with junior students, appoint
the council at the end of fifth year, elevate the status of the council and engage in
greater consultation and greater council/staff interaction.

This study would be of greatest interest to the school involved. However, the section on
the history of the student council is of interest to other schools planning to set up their
own council. Overall the study is in favour of a well run student council. It emphasises
the need for planning, support and commitment.

Karen Fox submitted her study on student participation in decision making in second
level schools in 2000. She pointed out that one third of Irish citizens were under the age
of eighteen. Yet she states that they are "the least represented, consulted or visible
group when it comes to policy making." (Fox, 2000, p.1) Fox examines the extent of
the information available to students, their consultation, partnership, delegation and
control in school decision making. Two years after the passing of the Education Act,
Fox asks, "whether it is time that pupils begin to be recognised as partners in
educational decision-making procedures " (p.2).

Fox argues that there cannot be partnership with students while the present partnership
between the Department for Education and Science (DES), the schools and parents is so

unequal. McCluskey (1996, p.90) supports this when she states that partnership



suggests an equality of power which in turns creates false expectations since the DES
always make the final decision. Fox states that the DES "consults” rather than shares
with its partners in education. Fox also presents the case that parents and teachers do
not trust students in decision making;

The study exposed that there continues to be a conception

among parents and teachers that young people are not rational

and do not yet possess the skills to actively participate in

decision-making.

(Fox, 2000. p.61)

Fox also found that there was a level of fear among the teachers regarding the
breakdown of discipline if there was an increase in the level of student involvement in
school matters (p.43). Fox attributes this to a lack of a clearly defined role for the

student council within the school. She advises that

Boundaries need to be clarified so that everyone recognises
their and each other's role in relation to decision-making and
accountability

(Fox, 2000. p.62).

Fox refers to the level of student interest in politics when she states that

Results showed that young people know very little about politics,
express little interest in it and feel the political system does not

reach them.
(Fox, 2000. p.61)

This is an important finding as the establishment of student councils is looked on as an
important way of demonstrating to students the benefits of democracy.

Fox concludes with a plea that "staff, management and the students need to support the |
idea of establishing mechanisms for student involvement in decision-making" (p.61).
She states that students must be given responsibility and their opinions must be
accorded due attention.

d) Literature on student councils in an Irish context.

There are many references to student involvement in school decision making throughout

the literature on pastoral care. These come under such headings as student leadership,
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student empowerment, giving students a voice, inclusion etc. Here we are concerned
with the scant Irish literature referring specifically to student councils.

The first of these is an article in 1990 written by Duffy and Flynn describing how and
why four Monaghan second level schools came together to set up a training programme
for their own student council members. As with the research findings later of Browne
(1996), Duffy and Flynn found that there were unrealistic and often conflicting
expectations of the student councils that lead to frustration and discouragement among
the members. Duffy and Flynn were completely convinced of the benefits of a

leadership course. They stated,

We believe that good leadership from among the student body is a
real asset to a school. It makes for better student-staff relations, it
aids towards smooth school organisation and 1t can improve the
quality of life in the school for all.

(Duffy & Flynn, 1990. pp. 17-18)

They made four recommendations, which were

1) to provide a clear "job" specification

2) to involve both staff and students in prefect selection,

3) to provide leadership training and

4) to hold regular meetings of student leaders supported by a staff

member.
This article highlighted the fact that there were schools in the country which were ahead
of the government in encouraging student involvement in school decision making.
In the south of the country, O’Gorman was involved in similar research as Duffy and
Flynn and coming to the same conclusions. She wrote about her findings in an article
published in “Issues in Education” in 1998 under the title “School Councils - Why

s

Bother?” Tts aim was to encourage other schools to establish student councils. Her

article concentrates on practical suggestions on the formation and running of a student

council.



In 1999 Luke Monahan published a book entitled Moving Forward with Students stating
that the purpose of his book was to

sketch how the school community can enable students take up
their crucial role in the life of the whole school - a role that is
theirs as of right”.

(Monahan, 1999. p.1)
He started out by listing the fears of teachers regarding student councils, They were
similar to those found by Fox (2000). He countered this list of fears with a list of the
benefits accruing to a school with a student council. He used the term “student
partnership in education”, a term less challenging to the traditional role of the teacher
(one of the fears listed previously).
Monahan put together a model for a student council, using the best practices he had
encountered in his research for his book. He dealt with staff involvement, setting
objectives, selection of members, training and evaluation. Lynch (1990), Duffy and
Flynn (1990 ) and O’Gorman (1998) had all stressed the vital role of training for council
members. Monahan was no exception. He supported his ideas with the results of what
he called “a small survey”, by means of a questionnaire, of 190 senior students in seven
schools. He found that the primary function of the student council was “to represent the
views of students in meetings with staff and/or principal (Monahan, 1999. p.40).
Two publications issued since the empirical work of this research was completed are
invaluable to a school either setting up a council or encountering difficulties with their
present council. The Department of Education itself has published the first of these
entitled, Student Councils: a voice for students, (2002). Minister Woods states in the

letter accompanying the publication that

The guidelines are intended to provide practical guidance for schoql
management, teachers and students in the establishment and operation
of student councils.

The guidelines themselves start out with a definition of a student council;

A Student Council is a representative structure through _which
students in a post-primary school can become involved in the
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affairs of the school, working in partriership with school management
and staff and parents for the benefit of the school and its students,

(Ireland; 2002. p.8)

The guidelines recognise that students have a valuable contribution to make to the
effectiveness of their school and the quality of the education provided therein. The
publication reiterates the findings of research regarding the benefits for students in
running a council, e.g. improving academic standards, communication, planning and
organisational skills and reducing the dropout rates. They also state that running a
council helps students to take responsibility and to see projects "through to a successful
conclusion” (Ireland, 2002, p8). They state that "...the operation of the council is itself
a valuable part of the education process for the students” (Ireland, 2002. p8).

The guidelines recognise that students are part of the partnership in education. They
remind us that the council is not an end in itself but must help to build a sense of
partnership between management and students.

The skill of listening is referred to often in the guidelines. They strongly emphasise that
the Board of Management has a responsibility to listen to the students through the
council and should respond appropriately to the council. They also state that the council
must listen to the student body and take their views into serious consideration. The
council must keep the students informed of their activities.

It is the duty of the Board of Management to compile the rules for the student council.
The guidelines see the procedure as follows; the students express a desire to set up a
council, the Board compiles a set of rules and encourages and supports the students to
set up the council. If the initiative does not come from the students, then management
could set the process in motion.

The Board of Management is responsible at all times for the council and its activities. It

retains the power to dismiss the whole council or part of it if they deem that it 1s not



functioning for the benefit of the school. However, they are reminded that duc process
must be followed, that students must be notified and given an opportunity to explain
their actions before a decision is made by the board. Lynch (1999) argues that as long
as the Board of Management holds the power to dissolve the student council, then it is
undemocratic.

The latter part of the guidelines contain suggestions on the setting up and running of the
council, while still emphasising that each school must consider its own particular
circumstances. Great emphasis is placed on the representativeness of the council. The
booklet states that, if possible, each class should be represented. If that is not possible,
then each year group must be represented.

Two copies of the guidelines have been issued to cach school. These numbers make it
impossible to issue students with copies. On enquiry, no further copies could be
obtained from the DES.

The second publication of interest to schools is entitled Youth Participation,
Citizenship, Democracy —learning the skills of active democratic participation. The
National Youth Council of Ireland issued this in 2001. It, too, starts off with a

definition of a Student Council,

A Student Council is a group of second level students, within a
school, elected to represent their fellow students.
(NYCI 2001.p.9)

The aim of the council is to "act as a representative body and liaise with other students,
staff, school board and parents' association on matters of importance to young people
within the school" (p.9). This publication recognises that the essential clements of a
Student Council are to represent, to involve students and to act in co-operation with the
other partners in education. The book goes on to emphasise that a Student Council is
"primarily a voice for students and a forum for them to work with the structures within a

school” (p.10). A publication like this has more scope than the guidelines issued by the
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Department of Education. It includes a list of possible activities for a council, giving
examples from successful Student Councils. It highlights the responsibilities of the
members of the council, especially the officers. It suggests pathways to follow to
increase the possibility of success and the pitfalls to avoid. Like the Department
Guidelines it places great importance on the representativeness of the council, pointing

out that a council of senior students only is not representative of the whole school,

58% of Student Councils are selected by every class in the
school electing a representative to sit on the council
probably the fairest and best system.

(NYCI. 2001.pp.19-20)

Denying some students the right to participate fully on their
Student Council is unfair and will undermine the credibility
of the council in the eyes of many students.

(NYCIL, 2001 .p.24)
The NYCI suggests a formal approach to nominations, elections, counting etc. and they
explain the procedures very simply.
The book also includes the ﬁndingé of its own research (2000) regarding the numbers of
schools with a Student Council, how they were elected and the opinions of students and
teachers. It confirms earlier research when it states that the skills learned by the
students are significant e.g. responsibility, organisational skills and participation.
The NYCI recognises that there are differing opinions regarding the benefits of Student
Councils. They state that their aim is to "improve the quality and level of democratic
representation and participation among young people in dialogue and decision makingi'
(p.5). They believe that Student Councils will do that. They point out the differing
views of principals and students and say that there is no point in denying the
differences. They must be brought out in the open, discussed and resolved (NYCL

2000. p12).
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2.2 The Five Key Consideration of the White Paper.

a) Framework.

The White Paper on Education sought to formulate a philosophical framework that
would not only ultimately serve Irish education but also more immediately guide the
creation of the proposed Education Bill and Act. While seeking to establish a
framework for her study, this researcher returned to this publication and located the

following words

the State’s concern is with a number of key considerations

which should underpin the formulation and evaluation of

educational policy and practice- principally, the promotion

of quality, equality, pluralism, partnership and accountability.
(Ireland, 1995. p.3)

The above quotation is taken from Chapter 1, "Philosophical Rationale for Educational
Policy and Practice”. Such considerations form a bedrock from which Student Councils
could be judged. That is the aim of this research. It is proposed to take each of the key
considerations in turn, to review the relevant literature and to estimate how each could
be supported by the establishment in every second level school of a student council.

b) Equality

(1) Introduction

This researcher will address the first of these considerations, equality in education,
under five headings, in order to clarify and define the terms within the present Irish
context. Under each heading she will review the attempts of the government to take
into account the findings of research regarding equality in that arca and its attempts to
translate those findings into educational policies and practices. This researcher will
then review literature on student councils that suggest that equality might be supported

by the establishment of a student council.



(ii) Socio-economic status, equality in education and student councils.

Coinciding with the debate in America regarding equality in education, there was the
publication in Ircland in 1960 of /nvestment in Education. This publication highlighted
the many failings of the Irish education system. In the area of equality it maintained

that there was

mourting evidence of certain inequalities in the system.

Access to, participation in and success derived from

education were all found to be related to educationally

irrelevant factors such as place of residence, gender, and

most significantly social background or socio-economic status.
(CMRS, 1988. p.ii)

Throughout the 1980's and 1990's, numbers attending post primary schools in Ireland
increased dramatically (Coolahan, 1995. p.i). This increase in numbers highlighted the
situation of the disadvantaged groups within education. With the publication of the
White Paper on Education in 1995, we see a clear strategy for dealing with disadvantage
in education, one section of which dealt with the aim to increase retention rates in post
primary schools (Ireland, 1995. p.44).

During the 80’s and the 90’s the government set up free pre-school schemes for
disadvantaged children, introduced extra financial assistance for schools designated as
disadvantaged, reformed the post primary curriculum to render it more acceptable and
relevant to the broader range of abilities and interests of the pupils now attending
second level schools, introduced a new state examination system and made attempts to
remove selective academic entry to post primary schools. The government set itself a
target of 90% retention rates in education up to Leaving Certificate level by the vear
2000 and 98% by 2007 (Fine Gael, 1998. p.4).

Retention rates could be assisted with the establishment of a representative student
council in second level schools. One reason for dropping out of school is the feeling of

alienation and marginalisation felt by some students. Rutter (1979) used truancy as one



of his indicators of effectiveness. The recent Education Welfare Bill cites truancy as
one of the first signs of future early dropout. Trafford (1997 p.90) maintained that his
research demonstrated - that levels of disaffection among students decreased steadily as
they felt more valued and empowered”. Empowered children, he stated, tended to speak
out rather than become alienated.

Much has been written concerning the benefits to the school organisation and ethos of
staff empowerment. If this is so desirable and beneficial for staff would it not be so for

students? Levin (1994) stated

If teachers need to understand the reasons for particular
policies and activities, might not the same be true of students?
If teachers learn better when their leamning is closely connected to
their real situation mght not the same apply to students? If teachers
deserve an important role in influencing the conditions under which
they work, might not students?

(Levin, 1994, p.90)

Student empowerment can be approached through the establishment of a student
council. By involvement in the council and/or the selection of its members, students are
given a sense of ownership of the goals of the school. It gives them a voice in policy
formation and so greater commitment to the implementation of those policies. Trafford
said that as democratisation increased in his school, it led to a perceived improvement in
the contentment of teachers and students in the school, to a lowering of stress levels and
to raised standards of achievement (Trafford, 1997, p.10).

One objective of education is to produce future citizens (Ireland, 1995). The ESRIin
1991 found that less than 20% of school leavers felt that they had been equipped by
their education to make mature political, social or civic decisions (O'Neill, 1997, p.18).
Banks et al in 1992 said that the “political apathy and incoherence of much of the
political opinion™ of a group of 16-19 year olds he studied was a form of inequality. He
maintained that those going on to further education developed political awareness but

those not continuing their education were politically alienated and impotent and thus



were “inequal”. He was arguing for education for citizenship in schools. He supported

the establishment of student councils.
In Britain a commission was set up to look at ways in which citizens of that country

could participate fully and effectively in society. The Right HON. Bernard Weatherill
M.P., Speaker of the House of Commons, chaired the commission. In his preamble to
the report, published in 1990, Weatherill stated

I believe that citizenship, like anything else, has to be learned.
Young people do not become good citizens by accident, any
more than they become good nurses....

(HMSO, 1990. p.v)
Further on in the report he maintained that “citizenship should be a part of the education
of every pupil from early years right through to further and higher education”(HMSO,
1990. p. xvi). He believed that

Young people should leave a school with some confidence
in their ability to participate in their society, to resolve conflict and,
if they oppose a course of action, to express that opposition fairly,
effectively and peacefully.

(HMSO, 1990. p.37)

Weatherill recommended that one way of doing this would be “taking responsibility by
representing others, for example on a School Council” (HMSO, 1990. p.38). The
implications of this statement is that the disadvantaged might remain in school longer
and become more involved citizens as a result of the positive effects of a student council
in their school.

(ii1) Gender equality in education and student councils.

In 1983 the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) was commissioned by the
government to enquire into and write a report entitled Schooling and Sex Roles. The

report stated

This sex role differentiation extends back to early leaming or
socialisation experiences of male and female infants aqd itis
clearly represented in the cultural assumptions underlying the

main educational institutions. )
(ESRI, 1983. p. xxii)



The report found that sex differentiation in our education system was very deeply
institutionalised. It was entrenched in ideology and cultural presumptions, in
expectations and in self-definitions.

State policy on the issue of gender equality was set out in the Green Paper, Education

for a Changing World (1992, pp. 67-72). It stated

Education, therefore, must contribute to the breaking down of
stereotypes, the opening up of opportunities, and the growth and
self-esteem of all, irrespective of sex.

(Ireland, 1992. p.68)

The Report of the National Education Convention (1994) advocated positive
intervention programmes in an effort to redress the imbalance. The White Paper (1995),
Charting Our Education Future, reiterated that “full equality between women and men
is a fundamental human right”.

In 1996 the ESRI again published findings regarding gender differences in Irish
education. Although, by the time of the publication of this report, government policy on
gender issues had been set out clearly, the report found that it had not been very
effective. The issue of gender equality in education is in urgent need of effective
interventions. Subject provision, allocation and choices made by pupils have been
found to be discriminatory (ESRI, 1992 & 1996)). The effectiveness of government
policies has been questioned (ESRI, 1996) and greater accountability called for. Direct
interventions within each school, as called for in the 1997 report by the Equality
Committee, need to be implemented. One vehicle for this might be a representative
student council in each school. The composition of the council might reflect the
proportions of male and female students within the school. Thus the issue of gender
balance would find a practical expression in the lives of the students. They would
include gender issues naturally in their discussions and decisions. They would look to

management to do the same. The student council could make its own submission to the



annual gender equality audit demanded by the Equality Committee (Warren &

O'Connor, 1999).

(iv) Multiple Intelligences, equality in education and student councils

A third category of student who experiences inequality in the Irish education system are
those students whose pattern of intelligences does not match the definition of
intelligence held by the Department of Education.

Psychologists and educationalists have been attempting to define intelligence for one
hundred years beginning with Binet early in the twentieth century. What exactly
intelligence was and how or whether it could be measured were hotly debated and is
outside the scope of this research. But general agreement was that it was a unitary,
fixed capacity. That is, until Howard Gardener published his theory of intelligence in
Frames of Mind in 1984. He identified seven (later he added an cighth) different
intelligences, which indicated that intelligence was multiple. Other researchers in the
field (Lawrence, 1982, Keirsey & Bates, 1984, Riding, 1991) concentrate on "learning
styles” rather than intelligences.

Our culture and consequently our education system, emphasises linguistic and logical-
mathematical intelligence. Our teaching methods, our textbooks, our examination
system, all favour the student strong in these two intelligences. If we are seriously
committed to equal opportunities for all students then we must consider the issue of
M.L and the employment of a more active and varied methodology in teaching and
assessment. An active student council could be part of that experiential learning
methodology, giving students who are strong in intelligences other than
logical/mathematical an opportunity to demonstrate their strengths.

The active learning encouraged by Gardner was also recommended by the NCCA when
they were incorporating into the Irish curriculum the new subject of Civil, Social and

Political Education (CSPE). O’Neill (1997) expresses his view that
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It is hard to see how schools can inculcate in young people

respect for law, respect for the rights of others and an

understanding of democratic processes when these same

principles are not embodied in the living out of school life.

(O’Neill, 1997. p.5)

“Some values,” stated the Schools Council of Britain in 1981, “like those of
democracy, tolerance and responsibility, grow only with experience of them.” Hepburn
(1984) had previously endorsed this belief,

Hepburn maintained that

democratic experiences in the school and the classroom do
contribute to the participatory awareness, skills and attitudes
fundamental to life in democratic societies.

(Hepburn, 1984. p.261)
Browne (1996) confirmed this when she listed the skills acquired by members of a
student council. When the Green Paper (1992) first mentioned student representative
coungcils it did so under the heading “Developing Political and Social Awareness”. It

stated

The school must seek to create an environment that fosters a
sense of political and social awareness, of civic and social
responsibility, within a caring society. In this regard, the school
should involve students in an active and responsible way in
decision-making, commensurate with their level of maturity.
(Ireland, 1992. p.35)

As early as 1978 Stacey stated that children begin to develop political values and
attitudes from as young as four or five years. Bottery later reiterated this in 1990. He
maintained that a child had both the right and the ability to participate in school
management decisions. Davies (1995) in her suggested structure for a democratic
school places the establishment of a student council as her number one priority. By
experiencing their own representative council students are actively learning about
democracy, the rights of individuals and groups, and the compromises necessary in life.

The NCCA stated that

..it is difficult to imagine students as active citizens if
their experience of learning about citizenship has been

redominantly passive.
P (NCCA, 1993. p.16)
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In putting together the programme for CSPE, the NCCA viewed the school as a
microcosm of the larger communities in society. It maintained that the messages the
school conveyed to students about civic, social and political issues could not be
confined to one slot on the timetable and, since CSPE was to employ an active
methodology, then opportunities for participation and practise of the skills of the
programme should be offered to the students. Concepts and skills were to be taught by
active, participatory, learning-by-doing and practical experience. These aims would be
fulfilled in the establishment of a representative student council within the school.

(v) Disability, equality in education and student councils

In 1993, the Report of the Special Education Review Committee was published. It listed
among the present weaknesses a lack of legislation governing education, gaps in
provision, insufficient specialist training for teachers and a high dropout level at post-
primary.

The White Paper, Charting Our Education Future (1995) devoted a section within the
primary and second-level chapters to Students with Special Needs reiterating the right

of every child to an education according to his/her potential and ability. It stated

The achievement of full equality of access, participation and benefit
for all students will entail positive intervention at all levels in favour
of those minorities who experience particular difficulties.

(Ireland, 1995. p.24)

This minority of “special™ students in post primary schools could be vulnerable to
discrimination and marginalisation and hence drop out of education entirely as
suggested in the Report (1993). John & Osborn (1992) studied two secondary schools,
one democratic and one traditional. They found that the students in the democratic
school were more ardent supporters of race and gender equality. Trafford (1997 p.90)
believed that empowered students will "readily condemn bullying, racism or other

unkind behaviour among their peers”. Could, as suggested by J ohn & Osburn (1992)



and Trafford (1997), a student council help the integration of vulnerabls students into

the school community and reduce the high level of early dropout at post primary level?
(vi) Conclusion

This brief review of equality literature and Irish government policy highlights the
complexity of the problem of inequality in education and its multiple manifestations in
student behaviour. Among the issues mentioned were raising retention rates in post
primary schools, citizenship education, gender imbalance, the need for interactive
teaching and assessment and the problem of early dropout within minority groups.
Could the establishment of a student council alleviate these difficulties and help to
deliver on the key consideration of equality, an educational principle set by the
government? The research literature cited, mostly from outside Ireland, suggests that
this is possible. This present research will seek to establish if this is so in an Irish
context.

¢) Quality.

(1) Introduction

After the introduction of free secondary education in Ireland in 1967, the Department of
Education was taken up with the issue of equality. It was not until the last quarter of the

twenticth century that attention was given to the quality of that education.

Questions of international competitiveness in an economic era of

static or decreasing budgets, allied to political philosophies of customer

satisfaction, and tied in with educational issues of professional performance

have all combined to make “quality” one of the keywords of the 1990’s.
(Bottery, 1995. p.33)

Quality of education was a concern of many countries. In America it was called
“Standards-Based education”, “outcomes based education” or “performance-based
education”(National Commission on Teaching & America’s Future, 1996). All three
titles referred to education based on a philosophy that suggested that every student. with

good teaching, should be able to reach defined standards of performance.
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In the U.K. the issue of quality of education was addressed under the general title of
school improvement. Prior to 1988, there was no national curriculum in England.

There was a tremendous amount of variation in student performance and in the quality
of teacher’s performance (Linden, 1997). Funding for schools was drastically reformed,
a national curriculum was introduced, educational standards were set, assessment at kev
stages was introduced and schools were made accountable for the performance of their
teachers and students. Information accumulated and recorded was made available to
parents and other interested outside bodies. League tables of the results of the key
assessments were compiled and students and parents voted with their feet. “Failing™
schools were either closed down or assisted to improve their standards.

In September, 1992, the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) was set up. Its
remit was to improve standards of achievement and quality of education through regular
independent inspection, public reporting and informed independent advice.

In Ireland, the White Paper on Education (1995) stated that

Students are entitled to the highest possible standard of
teaching and to be facilitated in the attainment of the highest
quality of learning.

(Ireland, 1995. p.7)
Quality is brought about by maximising the efforts of all
those responsible for the education of students and by

co-ordinating all the structures of the system...
(Ireland, 1995. p.8)

Several interdependent factors have been identified as contributing to such quality.
These included “the competence of staff, school leadership, the quality of planning,
pupil-teacher ratios, support services, the social context and level of parental and
community support” (Coolahan, 1993. p.55). This researcher will look briefly at each
of these factors and suggest ways in which the establishment of a student council might

contribute towards the delivery of the key consideration of quality in Irish education.
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(ii) Competence of staff and student councils.

The competence and commitment of the teaching profession, in Ireland, is high.

Professor Coolahan, of the Department of Education in NUI Maynooth stated

There are now more teachers engaged in in-service courses than
pre-service courses. They have to pay their own fees, and travel
expenses, buy books and fit the commitment in around other work.

And through it all they remain motivated, constructive and hard working,
even in the current climate.

(Coolahan, 1998. p.15)

This results in the high quality education on offer in Irish schools. The introduction of
collaborative management practices has led teachers to explore the idea of extending the
benefits of these factors to the students (O’Gorman, 2000). While some teachers are
fearful of “student power” (Monahan, 1999), others view the establishment of a student
council as the natural extension to the students of the benefits accruing to themselves of

collaborative management (O’Gorman, 2000).

Student councils offer young people an opportunity to become more

involved in their schools. Such involvement can enrich students’ lives

and have a positive effect on their success in school and in later lives.”
(O’Neill, 1997. p.1)

Thus the high level of competence in teachers in Irish schools has contributed to the
exploration of the idea of setting up student councils (O’Gorman, 2000) with the
objective of improving the quality of education in Irish schools,

(iii) School leadership and student councils.

In this brief review it is not possible to look at the broad area of leadership. This work
will confine itself to that referring to student leadership and student councils. The
quality of leadership in a school will depend on such factors as the philosophy of the
school and the principal (Sergiovanni, 1996). The philosophy will determine the vision.
Recent literature in this area has stated that the vision must be passed on to the students
as well as staff and parents and that student commitment to it will make a significant

contribution to the achievement of it (Monahan, 1999). O’Neill maintained that



When students participate in school activities, they derive feelings
of self worth and self actualisation, they learn useful skills, their social
and educational development is enhanced and they become highly motivated.
(O’Neill, 1997. p.14)
This viewpoint was supported by Ashworth when she wrote that
Many head teachers were convinced that student involvement in

school management had created a sense of ownership amongst the

students, which had brought about shared values between staff and
students.

(Ashworth, 1997. p.39)

The quality of leadership in a school will be reflected in the ethos of the school, “the
way we do things around here”. This must be inclusive of the students (Monahan,
1999). One of the arguments expounded by the ACE report (Advisory Council for
Education, 1997) in support of student councils is that it is wrong for institutions which
are meant to act in the interests of children to systematically ignore their opinion. This
was the accusation levied against the British government in the report by Harber
(1995). Ashworth (1997, p.47) warns that “if student participation in school matters is

not tied into the school ethos, practice may wane with enthusiasm”. O’Neill stated

the more inclusive a school is for all its natural constituencies, the
better it will serve and attain its purpose.
(O’Neill, 1997. p.19)

School Councils UK maintained that
....... schools which do not have a School
Council are losing an opportunity to improve management and devolve

responsibility and workload.
(Ashworth, 1997. p.2)

(iv) Planning and student councils.

School planning has become the watchword of the forward moving school. The
ultimate aim of school planning is the improvement of the quality of education(Ireland,

1998B). Monahan stated:

Most people will have a stronger commitment and feel more
ownership of any situation where they have had a say in the ‘
planning, Pupils who understand what they are trying to gchleve

in detail, how it is to be done and are able to maintain their progress
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towards their educational aims will be better motivated than those
who are blindly following the directives given.
(Monahan, 1995. p.147)

Monahan used this argument in support of the establishment of student councils in
second level schools. When discussing school development planning, Monahan said
that

a true sign of significant recognition of the student voice will be
the inclusion of students in discussions about future planning for
the school.

(Monahan, 1995. p.15)
This viewpoint is strengthened by the findings of the ACE report which stated that
students in schools which had a School Council were more likely to be involved in
school planning than a school without a student council (Ashworth, 1997.p.27).
While discussing standards in education, Hodgkins (1998) maintains that any policy
concerning school standards will be seriously weakened if it fails to recognise the
importance of the contribution of students.

(v) Pupil/Teacher ratios and student councils.

The Ashworth report (1997) did not show any connection between pupil/teacher ratio
and student councils. What it did show was that school size was an indicator of the
likelihood that students would be consulted on school matters. Schools between the
size of 750 to 1000 students were more inclined to seek the opinions of their students.
However, Ashworth did point out that her sample was too small to generalise from it.

(vi) Support services and student councils.

Support services within the school include the Learning Support teacher, the Resource
teacher, and the Home/School/Community Liaison co-ordinator, the Pastoral Care team
and the Guidance teacher. Any resource that benefits the student will be reflected in an

improvement in the quality of education. The student council might be one such

resource.



One of the aims of the ISIS (Integrating Students into Schools, ASTI, 2000) programme

is to improve the availability of support services for students, They maintained that this
was “of great importance to the overall learning environment in schools” (p.5). Thev
came out strongly in support of student councils (ASTL 2000. p-84).

(vii) Social context and student councils.

The “social context” within the school could be interpreted as the cthos, the atmosphere,
prevailing throughout the school. Two aspects deserve comment; those of the holistic
approach(all round development) to education adopted by the school and the attitude
towards discipline.

In Ircland there is serious competition to gain points for entry to third level education.
This competition places tremendous pressure on students and teachers to concentrate all
their efforts on gamning these essential points. This can be at the expense of the all-
round development of the student. Partly as a consequence of this stress factor, and
taking the pressure of modern life into consideration, many schools have become more
conscious of the need to maintain a holistic education for their students (Feheney,
1999). This includes being aware of and heightening students’ self esteem and
confidence, a necessary component of a quality education, which in turn, is effected by
students’ perception of their inclusion/exclusion in the running of the school. Ashworth

reported that

Many schools aim to promote a sense of belonging amongst their

students and they provide extensive testimony that School Councils

and consultation with students are effective ways of achieving this amm.
(Ashworth, 1997. p.40)

In the area of discipline, the Elton Report (1989) maintained that school councils were
an essential part of any discipline code that hoped to gain the support of the students.

Elton claimed that the extra responsibility taken on by the students in running a council
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had a beneficial effect on discipline in the school. Ashworth (1997), commenting on
the Elton Report, stated that

Joint action by students, staff and governors will increase the sense

of community throughout the school and schools which have a greater
sense of community enjoy better standards of behaviour.

(Ashworth, 1997.p.28)
Ashworth maintained that the obvious vehicle for this “joint action” is the student
council. Later on in her report, she said that the issue of bullying can also be
approached through the student council.
The Irish government, while discussing discipline in schools stated that they found” that
successful teachers developed a class leader/student representative system to handle
daily matters” (Ireland, 1995A. p.5). The same document recommended that, in
reviewing a school’s code of conduct, there was a perfect opportunity “to allow pupils
to get involved in the life of the school and to assume appropriate levels of
responsibility” (Ireland, 1995A. p.23). It included student councils as one form of

possible involvement. It went on to state that

The more pupils can identify with their school and the more they

experience a partnership in working with teachers on non-academic

projects, the more positive will be their attitude to school in general.
(Ireland, 1995A. p.23)

(ix) Parental and community support and student councils.

The last of Coolahan’s factors(1993) effecting the quality of education is parental and
community support. This will be dealt with under the key consideration of
“Partnership”.

(x) Conclusion

Quality is one of the five key considerations highlighted by the government as essential
to the delivery of a first class educational system in Ireland (Ireland, 1995). Ths brief
review reveals that research to date advocates a higher level of student involvement in
the running of the school than is currently in practice and that this higher level of

inclusion will result in a higher quality education (O’Neill, 1997. Ashworth, 1997.
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Monahan, 1995). The level of inclusion of students could be raised in such areas as
school planning, classroom management and discipline. The government itself
expressed the view that student involvement in these arcas would be beneficial to the
quality of education delivered in each school (Ireland, 1995A). Is the government
right? Would the establishment of a student council in every post primary school help

to deliver a better quality of education to our students? This research will seek an

answer to that question.
d) Partnership.

(1) Introduction.

Partnership is the third of the five key considerations referred to in the White Paper on
Education (1995). Crowley (1998, p.70) defined partnership in terms of a participatory
democracy whereby “choice and influence are exercised continuously through active
involvement in decision-making, planning and developing processes”. Pugh (1989.
p.15) explains partnership as a “working relationship characterised by a shared sense of
purpose, mutual respect and the willingness to negotiate”. Wolfendale (1992. p.14)
stated that partnership involved active participation of the interested parties on an equal
footing. Fox (2000) stated quite unequivocally that the partnership between the
Department of Education, teachers and parents is not an equal on¢ and to use the term
“partnership” is misleading.

(i1) Parents and partnership.

The importance of the role of parents in their child’s education was highlighted in the
U.K. in the Plowden report (1967) which showed that parents’ attitudes strongly
influenced their children’s progress at school. The Warnock Report (1978) saw parents
as partners of teachers, although she modified her ideas later to that of collaboration

between parents and teachers (Burke, 1992. p.192).



In Ireland the Green Paper (1992) gave formal recognition to the idea of parents as
partners in their child’s education. It quoted the Irish Constitution,
Article 42

It is the unahienable right and duty of parents to provide, according
to their means, for the religious and moral, intellectual, physical and
social education of their children.

The Green Paper (1992) reiterated the recognition of the parent as the prime educator of
the child. It identified the principle of partnership as one of the core values
underpinning policy and practice. It gave as one of the six aims of the paper to
maximise parental involvement.

The White Paper (1995) set out policy proposals to provide formalised structures to
facilitate parental involvement; these included the setting up of the National Parents
Council, a parents council in each school, parents on Boards of Management and the
rights of parents of access to the educational records of their children. This range of
measures aimed at fostering active parental partnership with schools. Burke maintained

that

Parental mvolvement in schools can be justified on a number

of grounds: their rights and duties as the primary educators of

their children, their nights as tax payers, their influence on child
development and learning as borne out by research and their intimate
knowledge of their children. :
(Burke, 1992 pp.190-191)

Research shows a positive relationship between parental involvement in schools and
student outcomes. The rescarch into the characteristics of effective schools supports
these findings (Sammons, 1995). Coleman (1998) put forward a convincing argument
for teachers, parents and studenfs to work together. He argued that parents influenced
their children’s attitudes to school and teachers, and that teachers influenced the
attitudes of the parents, so that, by using collaborative methods, the triad could have a

positive effect on student achievement and retention in school. The findings of
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Coleman reinforced those of Wang, Haertel and Walberg (1993) who found that the
contribution of parents to pupil achievement was five times that of any other factor.
Coleman argued that, if we leave the education of children solely to the professionals,
then we are negating the contribution of parents. He advocated a change in the “power

relationship” between the three central figures, teachers, parents and students to a more

collaborative style.

(11i) Students and partnership.

There has been a concentration both in literature and in practice on the partnership of
school and parents. The idea of the student as an integral part of the partnership was not
expressed clearly until the Education Act in 1998. In the preamble it stated ““....and is
conducted in a spirit of partnership between schools, patrons, students, parents and
teachers....” This inclusion of the student in the partnership was as a result of the
growing pressure throughout the 90°s to pay heed to children, to what they think, to
what they feel, to what they want, to their rights. The White Paper (1995), under the

heading of Principles of Approach, stated that

the State is obliged to protect and promote fundamental human
and civil rights, in accordance with the Constitution, national law
and relevant International Conventions, including the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child.

(Ireland, 1995. p.4)

The United Nations Convention, accepted by Ireland in 1992, stated the rights of
children to express their views and to be listened to (UN, 1990, Articles 12 & 13) This
coincided with the shift in management style to emphasising collaboration and
participation and also a change in classroom methodology from teacher “teaching” from
the top of the class to activity learning, negotiated learning and collaborative teaching
and learning(O’Gorman. 2000). If teachers were to encourage students to take on
respons