Having a Say at School
Research Briefing Paper 4: Pupil Council ‘Effectiveness’ –
Part One: Processes
Summary
The Having a Say at School (HASAS) research project
has produced the first large-scale evidence about pupil
councils throughout Scotland, including primary,
secondary, special and independent schools. Pupil
councils (also referred to as school or student councils)
are by far the most common formal mechanism for
involving children and young people in school-wide
decision-making about school life. Most of them were
set up since 2000. The research was conducted between
2007-2009 jointly by Children in Scotland (the
national umbrella organisation for the children’s sector
across Scotland) and the University of Edinburgh
(Centre for Research on Families and Relationships).
HASAS Research Briefings 4 and 5 discuss what was
learned about the ‘effectiveness’ or ‘success’ of
Scotland’s pupil councils. These are not simple terms
and concepts. And, there is not universal agreement
about what they mean or how they could and should
be measured. The Having a Say at School research
shows that there are two main components to pupil
council effectiveness or success in the view of both
school staff and students: 1) what they accomplish;
and, 2) how they operate. Research Briefing 5 will
share the findings and conclusions about what they
accomplish, i.e. outcomes. This document (Research
Briefing 4) focuses on how they operate, i.e. processes.
The high level of attention paid by both students and
their adult advisors to the process side of pupil councils
– and the importance they attached to these operations

– was not entirely anticipated. In most schools, the
ways in which pupil councillors are elected/selected
and a variety of communication issues are deemed to
be as significant in judging ‘effectiveness’ as the actual
changes in school life to which pupil councils
contribute.
These findings are drawn from both analysis of more
1,063 completed School Surveys (described more fully
in Research Briefing 2) and the case studies conducted
at six diverse schools across Scotland. Other HASAS
information and briefing papers are available at:
http://www.havingasayatschool.org.uk/

Headline findings
1. Pupils become pupil council members for a variety
of reasons, primarily: believing in pupils having a say
in decisions about school life; thinking that
involvement would be fun; wanting to see changes in
the school; and enjoying previous membership on a
pupil council.
2. Pupil council members may have more confidence
than other pupils, but they are not ‘the articulate elite’.
3. When selection is seen as fair, pupil councils are
more likely to be perceived as effective. Most pupil
councils and school staff see their selection process as
fair.
4. Lack of time is a widespread problem -- from pupil
council members not having adequate time to consult
with or feedback to fellow pupils, through adult
advisors not having enough time to devote to pupil
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council business, to pupil councillors having
insufficient time to conduct their meetings.
5. Pupil councils generally follow formal meeting
procedures, with an agenda and written minutes. This
was true in all of the case study schools.
6. More than two-thirds of pupils who are not on the
council would like to receive more information from
and about their school’s pupil council.
7. Although pupil councils and adult advisors tend to
have high opinions of their effectiveness, non-members
are more sceptical. While most (59%) in-school
observers agree that their pupil council tries to make
the school a better place for pupils, only a third (34%)

agree that the pupil council actually succeeds in this
task.
8. Pupil council members and adult advisors both
identify the following as helping councils to be
effective: pupils being representative of their fellow
students; establishing and maintaining good two-way
communications with the other students, staff and
decision-makers; working together inclusively and
positively within council meetings; and pupil
councillors taking their responsibilities seriously and
devoting significant time and energy to them.

Introduction
‘Having a Say at School’ provides evidence on pupil councils throughout Scotland -- across primary,
secondary, special and independent schools – based upon the most comprehensive research ever
undertaken about this form of pupil participation in Scottish schools.
This project (2007-2009) had five research objectives:
1. Provide a detailed mapping of current pupil
councils in Scotland, and the local government/school
infrastructure surrounding these councils;
2. Offer well-grounded information on the
effectiveness of councils, from the perspectives of adults
involved and, critically, of children and young people
themselves;
3. Identify the factors that facilitate and support
effective pupil councils, i.e. 'what works?';
4. Explore how pupil councils fit within the broader
context of children and young people’s participation at
school; and,
5. Investigate who is excluded and included by pupil
councils and, when possible, to discern why.

It is hoped this research project’s findings will become
widely known and used to improve pupil councils
throughout Scotland. In addition to standard
reporting, a comic book was developed to share the key
lessons from Having at Say at School directly with
students. Copies were sent to all Scottish schools. Visit
the HASAS website, www.havingasayatschool.org.uk
for more information.
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What is a pupil council?
No official definition of a pupil (or school or student)
council exists across the UK. The official Welsh
website on school councils provides one common
understanding of this term:
“A school council is a representative group of
pupils elected by their peers to discuss matters
about their education and raise concerns with
the senior managers and governors of their
school.”1

Why be interested in pupil councils?
Pupil councils have become the most popular formal
mechanism in the UK for children and young people’s
participation in school-wide decision-making.
Participation by students in schools is now on policy
and practice agendas and the value of children and
young people’s voices is recognised in major education
reforms. In part, this reflects a growing understanding
and acceptance of Article 12 of the UN Convention of
the Rights of the Child across the UK.2
All publicly funded primary, secondary and special
schools in Wales should have pupil councils, as they are
required by law (School Councils (Wales) Regulations
2005). Research in England suggests that over 90% of
schools now have councils (Whitty and Wisby 2007).
In Scotland, the Standards in Scotland’s Schools Act
2000 requires education authorities to have regard to a
pupil’s views in decisions that significantly affect that
pupil in relation to his or her school education.
Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence, introduced in
2009, gives this direction of travel even greater
1

http://www.schoolcouncilswales.org.uk/en/fe/page_at.asp?
n1=30&n2=31&n3=69 (16.6.09)
2
In non-technical language, Article 12 of the UNCRC
states that the child has the right to express his or her
opinion freely and to have that opinion taken into account
in any matter or procedure affecting the child.

emphasis. The Curriculum for Excellence is intended
to result in each child or young person becoming: “a
successful learner, a confident individual, a responsible
citizen and an effective contributor”. Pupil councils are
seen as one key mechanism for promoting and
achieving all four of these goals (especially ‘responsible
citizenship’).
In the UK, the widespread hope is that pupil councils
can and will be vital ‘laboratories of democracy’. Yet,
children and young people’s participation in schools, in
general -- and pupil councils, in particular -- has been
subject to considerable criticism. Most research shows
pupils to be dissatisfied by their overall involvement in
decision-making and particularly by pupil councils that
they perceive as tokenistic or lacking in power
(Alderson 2000; Borland et al. 2001; Cotmore 2003;
Cleaver et al. 2005; Wyness 2005). Similarly, the 2008
conclusions of the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child criticise the UK for its lack of progress in fully
enshrining Article 12 (i.e. the right of all children to be
involved in decisions that affect their lives) in
education law and especially in schools’ behaviour and
common practices.
Research also finds that children and young people
overwhelmingly want to be involved in participative
decision-making in their schools (e.g. Alderson 2000;
Kilkelly et al. 2004; Pedder and McIntyre 2006).
Positive case studies of pupil councils have been
documented, from pupil and teacher perspectives (e.g.
Learning and Teaching Scotland
(www.ltscotland.org.uk/citizenship/about/participation
/index.asp); HMIE 2006; Whitty and Wisby 2007).
Alderson (2000) points out that when pupils saw their
pupil council as tokenistic, it had a greater impact in
generating pupil disaffection than having no council at
all. If pupil councils continue as the most common,
formal participation mechanism in schools, then they
must be as effective as possible, from the viewpoints of
all concerned – children and young people, school staff
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members, parents and key policymakers/opinion
leaders.

How did HASAS learn about pupil council
processes?

How did HASAS learn about pupil councils
nationwide?

We drew from all our data sources, including the Local
Authority Survey (Research Briefing 1) and the School
Survey (Research Briefing Papers 2 and 3). The School
Survey reflects the views of thousands of students and
hundreds of adult advisors nationwide. More detailed
data come from the case studies conducted within 6
diverse schools that completed the School Survey. This
involved analysing the results of:

1. Survey of all 32 Scottish local authorities (i.e.
headquarter’s advisor for pupil councils or equivalent)
and analysis of each local authority’s policies on pupil
councils;
2. School Survey, with separate questionnaires posted
to adult advisors/headteachers and to pupil councils at
each and every special, independent and secondary
school, as well as hundreds of diverse primary schools
throughout Scotland;
3. Case studies of six illustrative schools, involving:
focus groups with pupil council members at the start
and end of the academic year; a survey of pupil council
members; staff interviews; and documentary analysis;
and,
4. Further research in two of these six schools,
involving: observation of pupil council meetings
throughout the year; and, a survey of students who are
not pupil council members.
A National Advisory Group greatly assisted the Having
a Say at School project. The group included pupil
council members (from primary and secondary
schools), teachers, national and local policy makers,
researchers, and other experts. Although it did not
meet often as a group, there were numerous helpful
interactions with individual members during these
years.

•

•

•

Questionnaires completed by 73 members of
pupil councils in the case study schools
(providing information beyond that received
from thousands of students who returned the
earlier School Survey);
Focus groups conducted with these pupil
councillors at the start of the school year and
again at the end (two focus groups were
conducted in one of the secondary schools
having both a junior and a senior pupil
council); and,
Interviews with eight adult advisors working
within these six schools.

Additional data from two of the case study schools are:

The HASAS project team also assisted the Scottish
Consumer Council (Tisdall et al. 2007) in conducting
a representative survey of secondary school pupils, on
pupil councils. The SCC results were also compared
with the earlier findings of a similar survey, undertaken
by Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and Young
People in 2005.
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•

Observational data from pupil council meetings
(seven in the primary school and five in the
secondary school)
Questionnaire responses from 140 students in
these two schools who are not members of the
pupil council. These included students at the
following levels: Primary 4 (8-9 year-olds),
Primary 7 (11-12 year-olds), Secondary 2 (1314 year-olds and Secondary 4 (5-16 year-olds).

Page 4

How do pupil councils work?
Membership of pupil councils
The characteristics of pupil councils are discussed in
more depth in HASAS Research Briefing 2. Most
schools have a structure for the overall membership of
their pupil council, such as allocating a certain number
of members per class or per year group. Primary
schools are more likely to have smaller councils than
secondary schools.
Across the six case study schools, the overwhelming
majority of pupil council members (92%) identified
themselves as coming from a ‘White’ racial/ethnic
background. This is not markedly different from the
composition of the schools.
Pupil councils are often criticised for being populated
by ‘the articulate elite’. The Having a Say at School
research used postcodes as a proxy for socio-economic
background. In the six case study schools, essentially
equal numbers of pupil council members live in areas of
low deprivation as in areas of higher deprivation; using
the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD)
deciles.
Nevertheless, there was a notable difference between
primary and secondary schools in proportionate terms.
Only one-third (33%) of pupil council members in the
case study primary schools lived in more ‘privileged’
(i.e. low deprivation) postal code areas. By contrast,
more than half (58%) of secondary school pupil
councillors lived in areas of low deprivation.
On the one hand, this difference suggest that economic
advantage is more likely to play a part in older pupils’
selection of pupil council members. On the other
hand, pupil councils drawing between 42% and 67%
of their members from communities/neighbourhoods
not among the most privileged in Scotland doesn’t
support the idea that pupil council membership is
reserved for an economic elite.

The adult advisors in the case study schools were asked
whether they thought pupil council members are ‘the
articulate elite’. All report that this is not the case in
their case and that their pupil council is diverse and
reasonably reflective of the student body. The
following quotation exemplifies the views expressed:
Some of them are more articulate. The elite? I
think there’s a good spectrum here. If you're
talking about ‘academic elite’, yes, some of them
are from that category. But, some of them are
definitely not at all… there are some partly
disengaged pupils.
(Secondary school, Headteacher/adult advisor,)
Some adult advisors suggest that a mix is achieved
because pupils are selecting their own representatives.
Primary school adult advisors do not perceive their
pupil councils as an articulate elite, but rather as more
confident than other pupils. The advisor in one
secondary school stated that the pupil council in her
school has a mix of members; with roughly half being
more articulate than the norm for the school. This
advisor also comments that it might be easier to run the
council if more of the pupils on it were articulate!
Motivation to become pupil councillors
Pupil council members express varied reasons for
wanting to become a pupil councillor. The most
common reason they ticked on the questionnaire is: ‘I
believe that pupils should have a say in what happens
in school’. This was the motivation for one-third of the
respondents. At the primary school level, the option: ‘I
thought it would be fun’ was more often the choice
than the secondary school level. Conversely, and not
unexpectedly, secondary school pupils were much more
likely to tick: ‘I have been a member of a council before
AND enjoyed it’ than their younger counterparts.
A couple of interesting gender differences emerged
from the responses to the case study school HASAS
questionnaire. Nearly one in five boys picked ‘I like
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discussing things with other people’ as their main
reason for becoming a pupil councillor, whereas no
girls chose this option. Conversely, girls were twice as
likely as boys to select, ‘I believe that pupils should
have a say in what happens in school’ as their main
reason. With such a modest sample, it would be a
mistake to give too much weight to these results, but
they offer an insight into the motivations of some
students who become pupil councillors in Scottish
schools.
The pupil council members in the six case study
schools were also asked to describe their personality -making three choices from a much longer list
(generated by pupil councillors serving on the Having a
Say at School national advisory group). The underlying
question was whether certain personality traits might
be characteristic of pupil councillors – and might have
had an impact on their motivation to become pupil
councillors. The results are not especially consistent or
enlightening. Even with the choice of three per
councillor, no personality trait was even close to being
universally selected as a self-description by these
respondents. The top four options ticked were: ‘funny’,
‘friendly’, ‘polite’ and ‘confident’.
There may be a link between initial membership on a
pupil council and repeat involvement, as half of these
pupil council members report that they had been pupil
councillors in previous years. This group included
students who: had been re-elected, are now in
secondary school, but had been a primary school pupil
councillor; or had moved, but had served in this
capacity at a different school.

Within one school, over one-half of the pupil council
members report having family members involved with
the school, which may reflect the school’s remote rural
location.
The process of becoming a pupil council member
Methods of electing/selecting council members differ
by school sectors, school roll categories and location.
Most of the primary schools, special schools, and the
schools located in the four cities and urban areas use
self-nomination and voting through class elections.
Most of the secondary schools rely on class-nomination
and voting on through class elections to choose council
members. The aggregate results from the 1,063
completed responses to the Having a Say at School
questionnaires sent to pupil councils and adult advisors
are reported in more detail in HASAS Research
Briefing 2.
The case studies provide more details of, and insights
about, these election/selection processes. For example,
during the nomination process, candidates may be
required to give a speech or to write down the reasons
why they want to be a member of the pupil council.
Voting is generally undertaken during class time;
sometimes by a secret ballot or simply by a show of
hands. The secondary schools rely upon secret ballots,
whilst the primary schools use a mix of both methods,
with the decision being made by individual class
teachers.

Within the focus groups conducted in the case study
schools, pupil council members report being voted onto
the council. However, some say that they gained the
position through default because they were the only
Pupil council membership may also be influenced by a person in their class -- or the only girl/boy -- standing
pupil’s family background/history. Over a third of
for election. Even though the secondary schools
pupil council members state that another member of
generally have a much larger student body, this
their family (parent, sibling, cousin) has, or has had, a
phenomenon of ‘election by default’ is more common
significant relevant connection to, or involvement with, in secondary schools than in primary schools.
school -- e.g. as a pupil councillor, a school
In some secondary schools, members can stay on the
board/parent council member or school staff member.
council for more than one year; but, in most others, all
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pupil councillors have to change every year. Primary
schools are more likely to have a whole new cohort of
pupil councillors each school year. Secondary schools
are more likely to allow either re-election or operate
through ‘staggered terms’ (in which the terms of
councillors only partially overlap, so that there always
are some novices and some veterans).

that the election process is fair. In addition, adult
advisors point to the pre-election information offered
to students about the candidates and the
responsibilities of pupil councillors as indicators of
legitimacy.

Still, both adult advisors and pupil council members
express some reservations about the fairness of their
In one of the six case study primary schools, individual process. For instance, they have qualms when there are
classes have the choice to change their councillors at
low levels of (or no) competition for pupil council
different points during the same school year. This
places. In one case study school, girls are said to be
makes it easier for a greater number of students to ‘take hesitant to stand for election due to their ‘shyness’,
a turn’ as a pupil councillor, but makes it more difficult while boys are more willing due to their
for the council to act as a united, coherent group. At
‘competitiveness’. And yet, in another case study
the other end of the spectrum, some very small schools school, boys are said to be less likely to stand for
have a system whereby all students automatically are
election due to peer pressure from other boys, i.e.
members of the pupil council for the entire duration of because they view serving as a pupil councillor as
their time as students in that school.
somehow ‘girlish’, while participating in sports is seen
as more appropriate and desirable by their male peers.
The importance of a ‘fair’ election/selection process
The HASAS School Survey suggests that the perceived Two adult advisors in case study schools state that their
fairness of each school’s election/selection processes is
opinions are not the relevant ones; fairness needs to be
an important predictor of pupil councils’ perceived
seen through the pupils’ eyes, as election to pupil
effectiveness. It shows a positive reaction by both
councils is intended to be a democratic process.
students and staff to pupil councils that (objectively)
did not accomplish a great deal, as long as the way
In all but one of the case study schools, pupil council
pupil councillors came to occupy their posts is believed members expressed some dissatisfaction with the
to be reasonable, democratic and transparent. Stated
fairness of their selection. These can be grouped into
the other way around, pupil councils that helped to
three types.
make significant changes in school life still tend to
elicit somewhat negative reactions if the pupil
First, some pupil council members express concern
councillors were selected in a manner that is perceived
about their own lack of effort; they feel they were voted
as unreasonable, undemocratic or otherwise unfair.
into office both because of their general popularity and
because their friends nominated and campaigned for
In five out of the six HASAS case study schools, the
them. Even some pupil councillors who report
adult advisors consider the selection process to be fair
nominating themselves, also say that they are not really
because every pupil who expresses a desire or who is
aware of how the process works and regard their
nominated to be on the council has the chance to be
election as a bit mysterious. The common denominator
elected. Advisors also cite the fact of diversity in their
is a lack of belief that they actually did much of
pupil council’s make-up (in terms of age, gender,
anything to win their election or to earn their seat on
ethnicity/race, academic standing, socio-economic
the pupil council.
background and/or disability) as additional evidence
© 2010 Children in Scotland and University of Edinburgh
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Second, some discomfort is expressed by pupil
councillors who originally had been asked by a teacher
to become a candidate. While understanding the
implicit compliment, they feel the idea would have
been better if they thought of it themselves. Similarly,
one pupil council member in a case study school
explains the pressure she felt on being approached by
the adult advisor, who suggested that she could be a
candidate. Although this pupil had some interest in
being on the council, she feels that the advisor’s
approach had not been the right way to do things.
Pupil council members do not think that the lack of
competition for places is inherently unfair, if everyone
has an equal chance to nominate himself or herself.
Third, the mechanics of the actual election are not
always seen as fair by students. For example, pupil
councillors noted the following specific problems:
• the choice of candidates being limited because
the election took place on a day when half the
class was missing;
• a lack of secret ballots, which results in pupils
copying others during voting;
• a lack of consistency in the voting system when
not all classes have been given, or have
returned, voting slips; and,
• re-election of previous members; when
incumbency itself is seen by students as keeping
the playing field from being level for all
candidates.
Only in one case study school do all of the pupil
council members view the selection process as fair
because, as they see it, anyone who wants to be on the
pupil council has a chance to be nominated (included
through self-nominations) and elected. Whether the
difference is one of perceptions or realities is not clear.
In the two-school survey of 140 students not on their
pupil council – one primary and one secondary – the
fairness issue was central to their perception of the
pupil council. Two-fifths (40%) of these students say

that their school’s election process is unfair. A further
15% indicate that they ‘don’t know’. This adds up to a
majority of students in these two schools expressing a
lack of confidence in the fairness of the process by
which the pupil council representing them is created.
Perhaps not surprisingly, the wider student body voices
more reservations and more disquiet about the election
process than pupil councillors or school staff.

What is the structure and process of pupil
council meetings?
The HASAS School Survey reveals that the most
common pattern across Scotland is for pupil councils
to meet once each month. This was true for slightly
over one-third (34%) of schools. Just under one-fifth
(19%) of pupil councils regularly meet fortnightly.
Approximately one in seven pupil councils (14%) meet
only once each school term. The remaining one-third
(33%) of pupil councils nationwide report no set
schedule and meet on an irregular basis.
In general, pupil councils in primary schools tend to
meet more frequently compared to pupil councils in
secondary and special schools. The great majority of
pupil councils (61%) meet during lesson times, while
one in five (20%) meet during breaks or lunchtimes.
Scottish secondary schools are more likely to hold pupil
council meetings during breaks or lunchtimes
compared to Scottish primary schools (30% of
secondary schools verses 19% of primary schools).
Two of the six Having a Say at School case study
schools make particular efforts to be inclusive in their
timetabling. In one small school with many visiting
specialists, the headteacher varies the day of pupil
council meetings so that no councillor misses out on
one subject more than other members. The adult
advisor in another school consults the pupil council
members on suitable dates and compares their
individual timetables in setting meeting times.
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In all six of the case study schools, the pupil council
meetings operate with a similar format. They start with
reading the previous meeting’s minutes (usually by the
chairperson) followed by discussion of agenda issues or
points raised by pupil councillors. In the four schools
with a written agenda, the issues include: concerns
raised in class meetings; ideas from the pupil council
members; points from the headteacher and/or the adult
advisor; and, occasionally, discussions on specific
projects with public agencies or charitable organisations
outwith the school.
The agenda is either formulated by the adult advisor in
consultation with the pupil council members or, in one
case, by the pupil councillor serving as chairperson. In
one of the two schools without a written agenda, pupil
council members bring lists of items their classmates
want them to raise in the meetings. In another school,
the adult advisor comments that he thinks that a more
structured agenda would be useful, instead of the
pupils bringing up all their issues under ‘any other
business’ at the end of the meetings.
All the case study schools have structures regarding
how the pupil council is run. However, not all are
formalised or written down. Only two schools have a
written constitution or official ground rules. In one of
these, the headteacher notes that everyone in the school
could access the constitution and knows the roles and
responsibilities of the pupil council. However, in the
other school, the adult advisor comments that the
official ground rules for the pupil council are kept on
her computer, and therefore, are not accessible to pupil
councillors or other staff. Some schools do not
formalise the running of their pupil council because
they want to allow the pupil council members
flexibility. In one school, the pupil council members
express frustration that a lack of structure and the
absence of a clear process hinders communication, and
therefore, the council’s effectiveness.

Five schools do have pupil chairpersons and/or pupil
secretaries. In one secondary school, the 6th form
members select these officer bearers. Similarly, in one
primary school, all members of the council select the
officer bearers – but only councillors who represent the
primary 6 or 7 classes can be elected.
All the adult advisors believe, in principle, that having a
pupil chairperson assists the group to ‘own’ the pupil
council. One advisor states that this system works well
in that school. Conversely, the advisors in three other
schools paint a more negative picture about particular
circumstances in their situations that are problematic.
In one, the adult advisor describes the chairperson as
insufficiently active; in another, the adult advisor
believes this group of pupil councillors is too young to
handle the responsibility; and, in the third, the adult
advisor voices significant reservations about the
leadership style of the pupil serving as the chairperson.
In four of the six case study schools, pupil council
members act as secretaries, taking the minutes of the
pupil council meeting on either a permanent or a
rotating basis. Adult advisors work with the secretaries
to check and finalise the minutes. In the two schools
where the advisors take the minutes, they do so because
they view the pupil council members as “too young” (a
primary school) to take on the role or too “frightened
of writing” (a secondary school). In the latter case, the
advisor reports that when members do take the
minutes, they are not done properly.
Findings from the School Survey suggest that most
pupil councils see themselves as working collaboratively
with staff to make decisions and, to a slightly lesser
extent, to carry through to implementation. When
answering ‘Overall, whose job is it to make sure that
things decided by the pupil council actually happen?’
the most common response is: ‘The pupil council and
the headteacher’ (45% of pupil councils and 47% of
school staff). The next most common responses are
either for ‘The staff member who comes to the pupil
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council meetings’ (18% and 22%, respectively) or ‘The
pupil council themselves’ (13% and 17%,
respectively). Primary and/or smaller schools are more
likely to indicate that the process is a collaborative one,
whereas secondary and/or large schools are more likely
to state the adult advisor has the main role in making
sure pupil council decisions are taken forward.
Several adult advisors comment that, during pupil
council meetings, older pupils tend to dominate. One
advisor in a primary school attributes this to older
pupils’ better understanding of the issues being
discussed. However, the younger pupils (including 5
year-olds) on this pupil council were observed as being
confident at raising points, although (in the adult
advisor’s view) not necessarily at the most appropriate
point in the meeting. At the secondary school level, an
age hierarchy also exists, but tends to be less obvious
and dominant during discussions within the pupil
council.

There is a considerably smaller, but not insignificant,
problem indicated in terms of the ‘commitment’ of a
minority of pupil councillors and adult advisors to the
pupil council. This is a finding of both the School
Survey and some of the case studies. On the pupil side,
this revolves about councillors who are routinely late
for, or irregularly attend, pupil council meetings. On
the adult side, the concern revolves around advisors
who are too busy with other duties and thus, do not
devote enough time to supporting their pupil council.
Communication within and outwith the pupil
council
Like ‘time’, the issue of ‘communication’ is an ongoing concern for the great majority of pupil councils.
The findings on this topic from the HASAS School
Survey are presented in Research Briefing 2, especially
in relation to the means of communication with fellow
students and with adult decision-makers.

Inadequate time to properly operate the pupil council
is a strong and recurrent theme across Scotland. This
issue is raised and deemed significant by pupil councils
in all types of schools (although somewhat less so in
small primary schools). ‘Not enough time’ applies
across all the pupil councils’ operations, including: how
often the council meets; how long each session lasts;
planning/preparation time; implementation of
decisions made; and communication with both adult
decision-makers and fellow students.

Within the case study schools, concerns revolve around
the consultation and feedback sessions – that is, the
formal verbal communication opportunities -undertaken between the pupil council members and
their classmates/constituents. There are equal concerns
about both the sessions that take place before each
meeting (in order to solicit the ideas, problems and
priorities of the student body) and the ones that occur
after each pupil council meeting (in order to share what
was discussed, decided and done).

This problem was obvious within the six case study
schools, but they simply illustrate a widespread
phenomenon. In the HASAS School Survey, revealing
the views of thousands of students and hundreds of
adult advisors nationwide, ‘Not enough time to talk at
meetings about all the issues’ is identified as an obstacle
by 55% of both pupil councils and school staff.
Similarly, ‘Lack of time to collect other pupils’ views’ is
seen as a problem by 38% of pupil councils and 46%
of adult advisors.

There are marked differences in the quantity and
quality of these sessions, not only between schools, but
also within the same school. The process varies greatly
from class to class depending on the preferences and
priorities of individual teachers. In one school, these
consultation and feedback sessions take place in the
personal and social education (PSE) classes, which are
all lead by the same teacher. In other schools, pupil
council members report that they are not given enough
time to speak to their classes. For example, in one
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school, they report having to ask their class teacher for
an appointment in order to discuss any pupil council
business with their classmates.
Members of different councils point out that feedback
through informal friendship groups is preferable, as
some pupils listen better outside the classroom
environment. But, this strategy is not inclusive of all
students/constituents.
Whilst all the case study pupil councils seek to
communicate with their fellow pupils, seven out of ten
(70%) of the students not on a pupil council report
that they want more information from their
councillors. Specifically, the expressed preference is for
pupil councilors ‘telling us’ or ‘telling us more often’.
This suggests that the face-to-face formal sessions
within classes have more importance than is accorded
to them by some class teachers.
Pupil councils and school staff relatively high opinion
of the pupil council communications is not mirrored in
the opinions stated by pupils who are not on the
council. In the School Survey, for instance, pupil
councils and school staff are positive in evaluating how
well the pupil council has been at ‘listening to the
views of ALL pupils’? Most respondents think the pupil
council is ‘good’ or ‘very good’ at this (75% of pupil
councils and 67% of adult advisors), although staff
members in secondary schools are considerably less
positive than those in primary schools. Similarly, nearly
two-thirds of both pupil councils and adult advisors
(67% and 64%, respectively) say that they are ‘good’
or ‘very good’ at ‘telling pupils in the rest of the school
what the pupil council is doing’.

How effective are pupil councils in terms of
‘process’?

From the HASAS School Survey, around three-quarters
of adult advisors and pupil councils see their council as
being good at ‘trying to sort out the problems that
pupils tell the pupil council about’. However, slightly
less than one-third (32%) of pupil councils state that
they are very good at this task; while just over one-fifth
(22%) of adult advisors say that their pupil councils is
good at actually sorting out the problems raised by
fellow students.
There was a parallel gap between ‘trying’ and
‘succeeding’ by pupil councils in the case study schools.
Of the 140 students not on the pupil council who
completed the HASAS questionnaire, a clear majority
(59%) agree that their pupil council tries to make the
school a better place. But, in these two schools,
significantly fewer student constituents – in fact, just
over one-third (34%) - agree that their pupil council
succeeds in its efforts on their behalf.
Within the case study schools, the adult advisors were
asked what helps or hinders their council’s
effectiveness. Their responses can be divided into three
groups; each of which illustrates an important ‘process’
issue:

However, students not on the pupil council – i.e. those
at the other end of these communications – offer a less
positive assessment. A majority of such students in the
two schools where they were questioned indicate low
levels of knowledge about and communication with
their schools’ pupil councils.
© 2010 Children in Scotland and University of Edinburgh

•

•

•

Representation: The extent to which pupil
councillors solicit and reflect the views of the
fellow students (constituents), rather than just
assert their own personal opinions, improves
the council’s credibility and effectiveness.
Participation: Meetings that encourage selfconfidence and allow all council members to
participate fully and fairly -- including younger
pupils and those needing adult support – are
seen as more likely to succeed.
Responsibility: An effective pupil council
depends upon who: do more than attend
meetings; engage in on-going, two-way

Page 11

communications; and give attention to
planning, organizing and following through
after decisions.

•
•

Within the focus groups conducted in the case study
schools, pupil council members were asked the same
basic question: what helps or hinders their council’s
effectiveness? From their perspective, the key issues
include:
•

•

Good communication within meetings and
working well with others within the council,
e.g. listening to others, not arguing; allowing
for a variety of opinions; willingness to
compromise; and help from friends to identify
or deal with issues.
Good two-way communication between
meetings: with class members, the adult advisor

•

and other school decision-makers.
Taking responsibility: organising their work
and getting things done.
Representing pupils: bringing forward ideas;
using mechanisms to consult with other
students both before and after council
meetings.
Having a dedicated adult advisor.

Pupil council members were also asked for examples of
things they see as having a negative impact on their
council’s effectiveness. The key factors they identify
include the inverse of the points made above, e.g. poor
communication within and outwith council meetings;
pupils not showing responsibility; pupils not taking
their representational role seriously; and advisors who
don’t make the time to really be helpful. In addition, a
lack of funds is often mentioned as a problem.

Conclusions and recommendations
The adage that ‘by their fruits you shall know them’
does not apply to pupil councils in Scotland today.
One key finding of Having a Say at School is that for
both students and staff, the effectiveness/success of
pupil councils is judged at least as much by how well
they operate (i.e. their processes) as by how much they
accomplish (i.e. their outcomes). Perhaps the adage
applies in the sense that very young fruit trees are not
judged by the fruit they bear, but rather by their overall
health and amount of growth. The great majority of
Scottish pupil councils are relatively young, too –
having been created sometime during the past decade.
And, pupil councillors are almost always young in
terms of their experience in councils and other formal
decision-making bodies.
With the process side of the pupil council effectiveness
equation, time – or, rather, the lack of time – is a
problem with which pupil councils, and the adults

working with them, routinely struggle (Wyness 2005).
Adult advisors can have trouble finding the time for
pupil council business (especially on planning and
follow-up tasks) within their daily schedules. Pupil
council members can struggle to find time during their
own schedules to attend meetings. There frequently is a
struggle over allocating sufficient time within classes, so
pupil council members can consult properly with their
classmates before and after pupil council meetings.
Within meetings themselves, pupils state they can run
out of time to discuss plans, decisions and next steps
adequately.
The case study schools have tried some methods of
allocating more time, but these have not solved the
problem. Part of the problem here is structural, in that
so much of each school day and of each person’s time is
already committed to other required activities and
responsibilities that there is rarely much ‘free time’ for
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doing everything required to make pupil councils truly
effective.
Another part of the problem can be found in the actual
priority that schools, headteachers, adult advisors and
pupil councillors each assign to the pupil council. The
reality is that relatively low priorities command
relatively little time. And yet, the experience of other
forms of representative democracy – from local
councils to parliaments – is that they require a good
deal of time to operate.
In the case of most pupil councils, a self-fulfilling
negative cycle may exist. When not given high enough
priority, pupil councils are not allocated adequate time
to be effective. Without adequate time, they become
ineffective. If ineffective, then there is no motivation to
give them priority. And so, this negative cycle
continues. The challenge – and thus, the opportunity,
too – is for schools to decide how best to break this
cycle. Since they already exist and seem likely to persist,
perhaps more schools can be persuaded to accord
higher priority and more time to all parties concerned
with their pupil councils.
A common criticism of pupil councils is that they are
“the articulate elite” and thus, not representative of the
student body as a whole. This project sought to
investigate this in numerous ways: learning about the
ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds of pupil
council members, and whether they had additional
support needs; how pupil councils members described
themselves; and explicitly asking adult advisors to
respond to this criticism during interviews. The
stereotype did not hold up under scrutiny.
The results show some a possible mild bias towards
students from ‘White’ family backgrounds and less
deprived communities (at the secondary school level).
But, neither the pupil council members, nor the adult
advisors at the schools studied agree with this
characterisation. Instead, they identify

possible differences between pupil councillors and their
fellow students as being mostly a matter of personality
(e.g. greater confidence) and popularity.
This makes pupil councillors rather like other bodies
based upon a model of representative democracy. In a
certain sense, those students receiving the most votes
are the most popular (for this post, even if not in
general). There may be underlying issues around why
certain students are not nominated by others or why
they choose not to self-nominate or seek election, but
this research did not reveal a distinct pattern or
explanation. Thus, within the HASAS research, the
issue of non-representativeness of pupil councillors is
limited largely to the small minority of schools in
which the election process doesn’t exist at all or is seen
as deeply flawed (i.e. unfair) by the students
themselves.
HASAS Research Briefing 5 discusses how the
predominant purpose of pupil councils, as expressed
within the case study schools, is to serve as
‘laboratories of democracy’. This understanding of
their purpose explains the considerable energy
dedicated to pupil councils following formal rules of
representative democracy, from election procedures to
the conduct of formal meetings. For instance, efforts
are made to follow formal adult meeting practices and
operations; from having agendas and taking minutes to
creating officers within pupil councils (normally, a
chairperson, secretary and treasurer).
The case study schools show that these requirements
can be problematic. Pupil council members struggle to
consult with, and provide feedback to, those they
represent. The reasons include: members lacking time
or opportunity within classes; being reluctant to speak
at full school assemblies; or notice boards being out of
date. Class teacher support usually is central to these
communication and consultation processes (Yamashita
and Davies 2009) and, when such support is not
present, the necessary feedback loops can break down.
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Given the focus on being representative, it is logical that
perceptions that pupil council members are fairly
elected/selected strongly correlate with perceptions of
pupil council effectiveness (HASAS School Survey). The
case study schools show, however, that a process may
seem fair on the surface (i.e. a form of open nomination
followed by suitable voting) but be more problematic
underneath (e.g. if pupils do not want to stand for
election or voting becomes nothing more than a general
popularity contest). Similarly, non-pupil council
members expressed some exclusion from selection
processes, in a survey of Scottish secondary school pupils
(Tisdall et al. 2007). When asked why they are not a
pupil council member, the replies included:
• pupils felt no one has asked them to be a
member;
• they were put off by having to be elected;
• the teacher had not picked them as a candidate;
or,
• they did not know how to become a member.

about what their school’s pupil council had achieved
during the previous year, this year’s pupil council
members had great deal of trouble identifying any
specific achievements.
Observed pupil councils grew into a routine as they
progressed through the year. Adult advisors are the
continuity between years; frequently comparing how
successful this year’s council is with previous years’
councils due to particular individuals. A more
institutionalised process could be tried, i.e. one that is
less dependent on whatever individual strengths or
weaknesses the newly-elected members bring to the
table. Better preparation and transition processes would
help, as would ensuring some continuity between
academic years and pupil council members (for instance,
through staggered terms).

Pupil councils across Scotland today appear to be highly
tied to a representative democracy model. The same is
true across the UK, as can be seen from the Welsh
policy requirements to the Northern Ireland Children’s
Combined, these findings suggest that if a representative Commissioner’s training guide for pupil councils. Yet,
schools seem to struggle with the demands made by the
democracy model is to be followed, then considerable
ground rules for any representative democracy -- and
attention must be given to the process of
electing/selecting pupil council nominees and members. they exert considerable energy to deliver on it
Robust methods are needed to ensure that: all pupils feel (Yamashita and Davies 2009). The UK research,
including Having a Say at School, reveals little
they can really nominate themselves; pupils know what
consideration by the members of pupil councils or their
and who they are voting for; and voting is done by
adult advisors about the comparative strengths and
secret ballot. To not do this part of the overall process
weaknesses of pupil councils replicating a formal
well risks pupils both on and not on the council feeling
representative democracy model (see Cairns 2006 for an
the process is unfair.
alternative view). Considering other, more fluid options
of participative democracy – such as the ‘circle time’
All case study schools have fresh elections at the start of
model used in many primary school classes -- could
the academic year. While this increases the number of
lighten the procedural demands on councils and
students who have the chance to serve as a pupil
councillors, They might also be at least as good as the
councilor, it has lead to a lack of continuity from the
current pupil council model in the goals of ensuring
previous year’s council. None of these schools have an
that students influence school decision-making and are
explicit, robust hand-over, transition process from one
year’s council to its successor. For example, when asked being respected as citizens and as people with rights.
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