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Abstract

The following research conducted by Learning School 7 unpacks student participation in Graf Friedrich Schule, Diepholz, Germany. Learning School 7’s definition of student participation goes beyond merely attending classes; encompassing how actively students are involved in school life – across the range of activities from contributing to decisions about their learning to planning school-wide policies and development. 

Questionnaires were devised to obtain quantitative statistical data pertaining to the large-scale opinions and behaviour of both students and teachers. Qualitative methods – classroom observation, group discussions and teacher interviews – were used to investigate in more detail, the opinions and behaviour of individual students and teachers.

Student participation in Graf Friedrich Schule was divided into three specific areas: Schülervertretung (Student Council), Teacher – Student Relationships and Teaching and Learning. These areas provide the main themes for the following report.  

Regarding the Schülervertretung (SV), most students and teacher surveyed knew of its existence. However, there was a lack of communication between the SV and the remainder of the student body. Many students interviewed expressed they preferred to go to a teacher should an issue arise, as many students felt that the SV had inadequate power and influence. The teacher-student relationship differed from person to person in GFS. Both parties were satisfied with the current situation, which was formal but within a friendly atmosphere. A common view held by both teachers and students was that the younger teachers were more flexible, regarding teaching methods, allowing for a more comfortable classroom environment for both parties. During investigation in GFS, it became apparent that students had little influence over the content of study, which was largely due to the stipulated curriculum. However, with regard to methods for learning, there was an increased choice. A number of teachers attempted to encourage discussion and constructive criticism from the students. However, many felt frustrated as students seldom responded. 

A number of improvements are suggested, taking into consideration the research findings.
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Section 1: The Learning School and the Global Classroom Partnership

The Learning School, now in its seventh year, is a student based educational research project with a uniquely international dimension. The researchers are all current or recently graduated students from one of the eleven schools currently involved in the Global Classroom Partnership, or one of its projects.

The Global Classroom Partnership is an International Exchange program established in 1988 when the Anderson High School (AHS) from Shetland created a link with Gymnázium Zlín (GZ) in the Czech Republic. They established mutual co-operation based on both short and long-term student exchanges and throughout the successive years enabled many students from both schools to meet and learn about life in the other side of Europe. During the next few years, the AHS took the initiative and kept forming similar partnerships with other schools in Europe as well as in South Africa and Japan. In 1997, the first Global Classroom Conference was hosted by the AHS, where student representatives from each of the partner schools met over a two week period to discuss themes and issues relevant in today’s International society. Now eight years on, The Global Classroom Partnership has evolved, incorporating new schools from a wider range of countries, and creating a variety of new and unique projects including The Learning School and Learning Face to Face, a Future Learning and Teaching project, where cutting edge video conferencing technology enables the sharing of curricula, learning and teaching amongst the global classroom schools. 

The Learning School project conducts and promotes school self evaluation where students are the main participants and contributors. The aim of the Learning School is to become a ‘critical friend’ empowering schools and their students by undertaking an examination of the process of learning. The research focuses on various aspects of learning within schools and the students and teachers perceptions of these systems. The project hopes to contribute to school improvement and development through the positive and active involvement of students. Previous learning school projects have studied topics that include motivation, lifelong learning and assessment. Full details of past Learning School research, and downloads of previous reports are available at www.learningschool.org
The Learning School project differs from conventional research in that the researchers are all current students or school leavers. This gives the research a unique perspective. Previous years have discovered that students interviewed by the Learning School feel less inhibited giving answers to someone of a comparable age and background than they would to external, professional researchers, ultimately resulting in a more productive and accurate research outcome.

Owing to an increasing number of schools participating in the project, the Learning School 7 consists of two groups of researchers, each with two coordinators and six or seven researchers. Over a ten month period, one group will visit Sweden, Germany, UK, South Africa and Australia; the other visiting Sweden, UK, the Czech Republic, South Africa and Australia.

Section 2: Introduction to Graf Friedrich Schule

Our research ran from the 9th of February to the 17th of February in Graf Friedrich Schule (GFS) in Diepholz, Germany. Graf Friedrich Schule accommodates approximately 1120 students and 70 teachers. This years’ eleventh grade consists of 102 students. The age of the students in the school varies from ten to twenty years, and the Learning School’s research was focused on the eleventh grade – sixteen and seventeen year olds. 

GFS is a school for prospective high achieving university students. However, unlike other gymnasiums researched, there are no entrance exams and instead the entrance is based on the recommendation of a students’ primary teacher.  So any student may attend GFS, however not all are recommended to do so, due to the high demand placed on students who study there.   

Section 3: Introduction to Student Participation

“To enhance Children’s development in decisions about public issues…Positively affects pupil development and education”

Cavet and Sloper, 2004

The convention on the rights of the child given by the UN (Article 12) gives that: 

“States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”

(http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/k2crc.htm)

It is clear to see, not only from this principle, but also from the growing research and literature on the topic area that the role of children and young people in society is changing. Evidence suggests that education is one area where students are being given the opportunity to voice their opinions.

There is growing recognition that young people have a “right to be heard and have something worthwhile to say about their school experience” (Macbeth et al, 2003) and The Learning School 7 research topic of “Student Participation” embodies this changing phenomenon. “Student Participation” typifies the very ethos of The Learning School. 

“The Learning School project is one school self-evaluation model, which in line with current social developments that have seen young people become more active and participative in contributing to debate about matters which affect them, engages students as the evaluators of learning.”

(www.LearningSchool.org)

The Oxford dictionary definition of Participation gives:

“The action or state of taking part in something”

The Learning Schools definition of student participation goes further. We take (student) participation beyond the basic level of “taking part” in school, – attending class – to encompass active participation in overall school life – across the range of activities from contributing to decisions about learning to planning school-wide policies and development. 

Giving the student the opportunity to actively affect how they learn, giving them a sense of ownership of their education and shifting the balance of power and authority between the student and teacher is no easy task. While it is understood that this transaction can not happen overnight, it is hoped that this particular project will at the very least open up the eyes of anyone who has never considered that young people have the ability to directly influence their own learning in a positive way.

Learning School 7 believe that the potential to “Participate” in terms of student consultation is relatively unknown by students and officials alike and the lack of information on how student consultation may best be approached makes implementation difficult. It is hoped that this investigation will not only encourage students to think about participation more closely but also encourage them to be more active in school life, making their voice heard and as a result learning more effectively.

Section 4: Methodology
Various research methods were used to collect data on both the students and teachers in the Graf Friedrich Schule. The research project was guided by the following four research questions:

· What sorts of student participation occur?

· To what extent are student participation opportunities taken up?

· What is the perceived impact of these?

· How could student participation be improved?

The methods used for the collection of data were divided into two categories. A questionnaire was devised to obtain quantitative statistical data pertaining to the large-scale opinions and behaviour of both students and teachers. In addition, various qualitative methods were used to investigate in more detail, the opinions and behaviour of individual students and teachers.

4.1 Observation

A series of non-controlled observations were conducted in a variety of different lessons. Attention was paid to any activity that the researcher felt related to student participation. It is acknowledged that these observations were subjective. However, it was felt that observations were important in order to gain an insight into the ethos of the school.

It was decided that points arising from the observations would not be given weight in the final report due to the issue of subjectivity. 

Sample Size:
5 classes (mixed subjects)

4.2 The Questionnaire

The questionnaire design was guided by the four research questions above. Conducted anonymously, it was intended to identify any significant trends or differences in the opinions and behaviour of students and teachers. First analysis of the questionnaire responses was also used to highlight particular areas of interest for the follow-up discussions.

In addition, the questionnaire was used to find participants willing to take part in group discussions or teacher interviews. Interested students were invited to leave their name on an accompanying page of the questionnaire. These pages – containing instructions regarding the questionnaire – were not attached to the main body of the questionnaire and were instead collected and stored independently to ensure anonymity.
The questionnaire consisted of 23 closed items devised by the research team before the commencement of the project. Prior to its utilization, the questionnaire was piloted to a group of nine final year students in the Anderson High School and subsequently refined into a final version.

The format of the questionnaire was divided into three sections, so that three responses were obtained for each questionnaire item. Firstly, the respondent was asked to rate the importance of each questionnaire item on a four point response scale. Secondly, it was asked whether the practice referred to in the questionnaire item occurred at all within the school. Finally, the respondent was asked to rate how much they took part in the practise on a five point scale.

	
	How important is this concept to you?
	Does this happen in your school?
	Do you take part?

	
	Not at all

(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	Crucial

(4)
	Yes
	No
	Never
	Rarely
	Some-times
	Often
	Always

	Statement
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□
	□


The questionnaire was administered to both students and teachers. A modified version of the questionnaire was prepared for teachers with the final response column removed, as it was outside the scope of the study to investigate teacher participation levels.

The questionnaire was handed out to all students in the eleventh year of Graf Friedrich Schule during a number of lessons, with the prior consent of respective teachers. In this way, it was ensured that all students were sampled.

Copies of the questionnaire for teachers were given to the LS7 coordinator teacher of the GFS, who distributed them to colleagues. Completed questionnaires were then given back to the coordinator teacher, who delivered them to the researchers.

Analysis of the questionnaire results was performed using SPSS, a statistical software package. Numerical data corresponding to the questionnaire responses was entered into the package. The program produced large amounts of statistical data – such as frequencies, means and standard errors – which were then converted into graphical form using Microsoft Excel and Infommersion’s Xcelsius. Various techniques were used to analyse graphical information. Questionnaire statements were categorized – for example, those statements that implied teacher opposed to student action or those that implied formal opposed to informal communication – and any emerging trends were noted. Direct comparison of teacher versus student responses and male versus female responses was also conducted both for individual questionnaire statements and also within categories.

A sample of the student questionnaire is included as Appendix A and a sample of the teacher questionnaire as Appendix B. A complete listing of graphical data arising from the students’ questionnaire responses is included as Appendix C. A complete listing of graphical data arising from the teachers’ questionnaire responses is included as Appendix D.

Sample Size:
96 students
(37 Male – Female 59)

 

23 teachers
(16 Male – Female 7)

4.3 Group Discussion

A series of group discussions were conducted with students from the eleventh year of Graf Friedrich Schule. The discussions were semi-structured around list of topics that were devised by the researchers before commencing the project. Additional focus, into specific areas of interest, was also provided by first analysis of the questionnaire results.

In the Graf Friedrich Schule, teachers were approached and asked to release the students, who at the time of the questionnaire distribution, had previously indicated their willingness to take part in group discussions. Discussions took place with groups of around four to five students. An additional discussion also took place with five members of the Schülervertretung, Student Council. 

All group discussions were audio recorded in full and subsequently transcribed by the researchers. Transcriptions were studied and notes were made of any interesting points or quotations found. The information selected was categorised thematically and compiled into a document that was used to help guide the creation of the final report.

A sample of the Group Discussion Topics with some example questions is included as Appendix E.

Sample Size:
21 students

Sample Size:
5 Schülervertretung members

4.4 Teacher Interviews

Several two-on-one interviews were conducted with teachers in Graf Friedrich Schule. Teachers were approached informally and invited to take part in interviews. The sample included teachers from school management and subject teachers. Similar to the group discussions, the interviews were semi-structured around a list of topics that were devised by the researchers prior to beginning the project. Additional focus was also provided by first analysis of the questionnaires.

There were difficulties in finding enough teachers willing to take part in English interviews. Therefore, two interviews were conducted in German and translated into English. All interviews were audio recorded in full and transcribed. Analysis was conducted similar to group discussions.

A sample of the Teacher Interview Topics with some example questions is included as Appendix F.

Sample Size:
8 teachers

4.5 Ethics

All collection of data was undertaken with the informed consent of participants. All questionnaires were conducted with the participants consent and remained anonymous. Incorporated into the design of the questionnaire was a statement making clear that this was the case. 

Before group discussions and teacher interviews began, the researcher introduced the topic for discussion – student participation – and explained that the interview was to be recorded to allow accurate testimony. It was clearly stated how collected data would be used – in reports and presentations – and participants were assured that all references to individuals would be erased from transcriptions.

To protect data stored electronically, all researchers used a private password on their laptop computers.

Section 5: Participation in Graf Friedrich Schule

“This project sets out to investigate student participation in the life of their school. Our definition of student participation goes beyond simply just attending lessons. For the purposes of this research we are interested in looking at how actively students are involved in school life – across the range of activities from contributing to decisions about their learning to planning school-wide policies and development”

~ From Learning School 7 Research proposal

The following sections will provide an outline of what sorts of student participation occur. It was decided to divide this into two subsections. The first section to be discussed is: ‘Student Participation On The School Level’. This section will investigate the Schülervertretung (Student Council). The second section to be investigated, ‘Student Participation Within The Classroom’ looks into activities such as, reviewing lessons and student influence over homework.

5.1 Student Participation On The School Level

There was just one way in which students can actively participate at a school level in Graf Friedrich Schule; namely, the Schülervertretung.

In every class until the 11th grade, the students elected a class representative and two substitutes. Similar elections took place in the 12th and 13th grade for a grade representative and two substitutes, who represented the whole year group. All representatives together form the Schülerrat. Due to a swelled membership and the discrepancy between the ages of the students, the Schülerrat was separated into two groups, Schülerrat I (grade 5-8) and Schülerrat II (grade 9-13). At the meetings of the Schülerrat I (SR I) and Schülerrat II (SR II), one representative of each grade was elected for the Schülervertretung (Student Council). The Schülervertretung (SV) was therefore at the top of the student representation. 
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The Schülervertretung (SV) consisted of 14 members, including a chairperson and two substitutes (one of SR I and one of SR II) with meetings once a week. The members of the SV also represented the students at the schools main conferences, along with teachers and parents. These meetings occurred twice a term. At these conferences, the SV informed the participants about their work and they were allocated 14 votes out of about approximately 100 to contribute to decision making. The SV represented the student body and students could therefore bring complaints and suggestions to it. The SV are involved in several of social projects within and out with school. For example, organisation of the School Prom, reading nights and Rose Day at Valentine’s. In addition, the SV also coordinated other projects such as Patenschaften, where students of the 11th grade cared for younger ones. For these events, the SV invited interested students to carry out the organised tasks. The SV also organised seminars in which the members discussed new ideas with interested students. 

5.2 Student Participation Within The Classroom

This section will discuss the students opportunities to participate within the classroom. It was discovered that one way students could participate was by taking part in lesson reviews. There is no allocated time in the school curriculum for lesson reviews. Hence, this practise was conducted informally and was primarily left up to the discretion of the individual teacher and student.

Teacher-student relationships were found to affect student participation within the classroom. By maintaining a good relationship with students, it was possible for a teacher to encourage participation on the part of the students. The converse was also true. Teachers could foster good relations with students by allowing them the opportunity to participate. 

In the context of teaching and learning, it was also found that there were several ways for students to participate within the classroom. The most routine way in which students could participate in the classroom was by asking questions and contributing to discussion. Examples were found of students influencing decisions within the classroom such as, making choices regarding which topics they would like to learn and what methods they would prefer to use. Students could also have a limited influence over their homework.
Section 6: Schülervertretung (Student Council)

The Schülervertretung (SV) was an organisation designed to deal with student opinions and suggestions. It provided the students with the opportunity to participate actively in their school life. This section investigates the views of students and teachers regarding the SV’s purpose and effectiveness. The main subjects discussed will include; communication between the SV, students and teachers, lack of interest from the student body and the effectiveness of the work of the SV. 

6.1 Effectiveness Of The Schülervertretung

Figure 1: Item 9 – There is a student council/committee in this school: Does this happen in your school?
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From figure 1 it can be seen that 97.7% of the students from the GFS knew that there was a student council. Only 2.3% of the students were not aware of it. All teachers who participated in the questionnaires were aware about the existence of the student council. Whilst conducting the qualitative and quantitative research relating directly to SV it was found that students and teachers alike were vague in their answers regarding the structure of the SV.

Figure 2: Item 9 – There is a student council/committee in this school: How important is this concept for you?
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Students and teachers were asked to rate the importance of the concept of a student council. Students responded with a mean of 3.14, which was over the schools average. The teachers also indicated that it was very important for them with a mean value of 3.85. In comparison, the responses showed that the concept of a student council was more important for the teachers than for the students. 
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Figure 3: Item 9 – There is a student council/committee in this school: Do you take part?

Although the importance was high from the students, the questionnaire responses indicated that the participation was very low. One reason for this could be a misunderstanding of the question. By the statement “do you take part?”, the students could have understood that they had to be a member of the SV to answer “yes”. Originally, the question was intended to see if the student body approached the student council with concerns of any kind.

There were other possible reasons to explain the low participation. One opinion that many students expressed was that they felt that they did not know what the SV was doing. One student explained his lack of knowledge regarding the SV as follows;

“I don’t know very much about the student council. I don’t think we get very much information about the student council.” 

- Student-

A member of the SV also recognised that this problem existed. According to the SV, there was good communication between the SV and the Schülerrat. However, there was still a lack of communication with the rest of the student body.

“We should try to inform the students better”

- Member of SV-

Another possible reason to explain the low participation was the fact that some students were not interested in the SV. The following quote showed that it might not be of significance for some students:

“I think not everybody in this school is interested in it [SV] so just a few pupils are in it, so it’s not important to everybody. But maybe it should be.”

- Student-
One reason suggested, to explain this lack of interest and lack of participation, was that some students did not feel the need to go to the student council. They had no relevant issues to discuss with the members and as a result, they did not use it.
“I actually don’t care so much about the student council because I get along well so I don’t need the student council.” 

- Student-

The lack of interest in the council was underlined by a teacher’s reply that the SV tried to inform the students, but they simply did not take notice. As a consequence of that lack of communication between the SV and the student body, a lack of awareness arose.

“They try to inform everybody but I don’t think it is registered.”

 - Teacher-

The teachers were provided with information sheets about the work of the SV every few months and they were also informed of the work during the main meetings. This showed that the SV tried to maintain good communication links with the teachers. This was also seen as important by the SV for doing successful work. Most of the teachers could therefore give examples of the work of the SV even if they could not go into detail. A few teachers mentioned that the current SV worked effectively, especially regarding events and social engagements. 

“Wir haben eine tüchtige, fleißige, engagierte SV”

(We have a strenuous, hard-working, engaged student council)

- Teacher-

A few students highlighted the engagement of the SV members who were very active in their job.

“I think students in the student council are very active…”

- Student-
Almost every teacher and also a few students were aware that the SV won a price for their ambitious work by the ministry of culture.
One teacher also felt that students would feel free to go to the SV with their problems, because of the high engagement of the members. However, it was found in the group discussions that most students preferred to turn to a teacher if they had school related issues. Another reason given by a student was that, ultimately, the power of the SV was not enough and teachers, headmaster or even the officials of the town made any final decisions. They thought that the SV was not able to tackle these issues.

“I cannot imagine they [student council members] have enough power or the influence is so great at the teachers.” 

-Student-

Students were aware of a lack of power in the student council. One student even suggested that the student council was slightly tokenistic.

“I think it [student council] is just like an alibi just so you got someone you talk to but it is just that you get the feeling to have somebody …”

- Student-

A general feeling from students through all the group discussions was the need to see some results. If the student body see changes being made by the SV, they would be more motivated to use it. 
“I think students in the class need to see that the student council change something in the school.”

- Student-

6.2 Feedback

During the research, it was discovered that there were different opinions on the student council ranging from its effectiveness to what it should be focusing its attention on. This section is primarily focused toward feedback; providing the ideas and opinions received from the group discussions and teacher interviews regarding the SV.

In the midst of a group discussion, a student remarked that the SV should keep the students and the staff within the school more informed about what it was they were doing. The student was under the impression that the SV were making decisions without consulting the students of the school. The SV should, according to the student, talk to the other students in the school and consult them before making bigger decisions. Leading to the SV making informed decisions, from the student body. The SV did acknowledge that there was a communication problem between the SV and the student body and that steps should be taken in order to nullify the problem.  

“I don’t think that so many students of this school know what they actually are doing and they don’t have any influence. I think the group who is in the student council does things without asking the other students what they want to have.” 

- Student-
Several teachers were interviewed and during such an interview a teacher remarked – when asked how the SV could be improved – that it is difficult to improve the council because there is a lack of initiative taken from the majority of student body. However, when they matured they became more active and more interested.

“It seems like a lot of students are…they are happy when they don’t have to bother.”
- Teacher-

One teacher commented that it would be good if the SV could focus their attention, not so much in extra curricular activities, but within educational improvements. The teacher thought it would be a good idea if they, for example, proposed different ideas such as having evaluations for classes. However, due to power limitations this might not be possible for the SV to accomplish.

“Maybe they can ask for evaluation, for example…that they can get more involved in actually education…not so much the fun side.” 

- Teacher- 

Finally, when asked if the student council could be improved, one teacher explicitly said that it could not because it was already an effective council.

Section 7: Teacher – Student Relationships

In this section, teacher-student relationships and how these affect student participation in both positive and negative ways, will be discussed in detail. The themes that shall be discussed in this section include formal-informal relationships and respect and discipline. The feedback of students and teachers regarding relationships will also be discussed.

It was found that the teacher-student relationship in GFS had a major influence on how actively students participated in their school life. It was found from classroom observations that the relationships within the classroom were productive. However, it is acknowledged that these observations were subjective on the part of the researchers. It was felt that the teacher-student relationship depended largely on the personality of the particular teacher and students involved. This was a common view expressed by both teachers and students during interviews.

7.1 Formal – Informal

Whilst investigating formal and informal relationships in GFS it was found that students had a formal relationship with their teachers but within a friendly atmosphere. This had an influence on the classroom participation. Evidence of this was found from the qualitative data.

In the questionnaire, students and teachers were asked if they thought there was an atmosphere of cooperation in the classroom. The majority of the students (81.1%, Figure 1) and the teachers (93.5%) responded that there was an atmosphere of cooperation. As can be seen from the graphs, both teachers and students expressed that it was very important to have a good relationship. On a scale from 1 to 4, the mean value was 3.6 (Figure 2), which is very high. 

Figures 4 & 5: Item 20 – There is an atmosphere of cooperation between students and teachers in classrooms.
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Figure 4




Figure 5
Teachers expressed that in the school, there was a formal but friendly relationship in place and this allowed individuals to feel comfortable in their own role. Some teachers voiced that it was not possible for teachers and students to be equal within the classroom, as a teacher was there to perform a specific duty and was in a position of authority. 

“The person who grades can be friendly, can be nice, can be a good relationship, but this is still the role of that person which means that they can’t be equality.”

-Teacher-

Teachers and students expressed that each teacher had a different type of relationship with the students. Both teachers and students felt the teacher’s age was a contributing factor to the relationship. It was felt the younger teachers were more open to new ideas and allowed for more discussion in the lesson. Students and teachers both had a similar response and expressed that the teacher-student relationship in the school was formal but this did differ from teacher to teacher. They also mentioned the fact that younger teachers were more a friend figure in the school whereas for the older teachers it was more about respect. However, a common view held by students was that a teacher was not there to be too friendly, but to teach.

“If a teacher is too nice, he will loose his authority. Students need to trust him”

-Student-

Some students were of the opinion that if there was a more informal relationship in place they could learn better as the lessons would be more interesting and they could work in a more relaxed environment. One student said about younger teachers,

“You can make some jokes between the lessons and there is no problem and I think it is a better way to learn.”

-Student-
7.2 Respect – Discipline

It was found that respect and discipline played an important role, when it came to teacher-student relationships. A few teachers felt that one needed to have mutual respect, as this was useful in maintaining a functioning classroom. It could be taken that when teachers gained the respect from students the relationship improved and thus made the learning process easier. 

Figure 6 & 7: Item 13 – Teachers sometimes ask for comments on their teaching.
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Figure 6




Figure 7

Questionnaire item 13 shall now be discussed and this illustrates students and teacher opinions regarding discipline and respect in the classroom. Both teachers and students thought it was important with mean value of 3.25 for the teachers and a mean value of 3.5 for the students. Asking for comments was one way in which teachers could show respect for student opinion and help create a good relationship.

„Schüler müssen angenommen werden, als vollgültige Menschen, nicht als Menschen zweiter Klasse. Nur dann kann ein Schüler zu sich selbst finden und erwachsen werden.“

Students have to be treated as proper human beings, not as second class human beings. Only then, can a pupil find himself and become an adult.

-Teacher-

The above quote suggests that treating students with respect is important in fostering active citizenship on the part of the students. It also suggests not only that students should be treated with respect , but that this is one of their fundamental rights.

A student felt that to learn best they would need a friendly person in front of the class with authority and leadership. If the teacher was too friendly and gave the students too much influence, they may not act responsibly. This would obviously have a negative influence on their learning.

“I don’t think that the students should have too much input to the lessons because then they won’t learn a lot because they are lazy.”

-Student-
7.3 Feedback

During the research, students and teachers highlighted different aspects that could improve the student-teacher relationship in GFS. When the students were asked if they felt free to raise concerns with their teachers, one student felt inhibited as it was felt it may have an adverse effect on the grades.

“It depends because sometimes you go there and say something and that affects your grade.”

-Student-

In the course of a teacher interview, it was made clear that the teachers were aware that students often refrained from giving feedback as it was feared by the students that it could lower their grades. One teacher stated; 

“Ja ich bitte die Schüler eigentlich immer Kritik zu äußern, aber es kommt meistens nichts. Es ist ja leider so wegen des Abhängigkeitsverhältnisses. Da haben Schüler Angst, dass sie vielleicht eine schlechte Note bekommen” 

I always ask the students for comments but most of the time they don’t do it. It’s a pity, but it is because of the perceived dependence on the teacher. They are afraid that they may get a bad grade.

 -Teacher-

Several teachers reinforced the statement above, mentioning that they would like to obtain added feedback and receive constructive criticism from the students.

A view held by one student, when asked if the students could discuss issues or problems with their teachers, was that this was once more dependent on the individual teacher. The student felt that some teachers appeared less interested in the students, whilst other teachers were more friendly and open. The student’s preference was inclined toward the teacher who was open, when volunteering to discuss issues.

“Some teachers you can tell everything, there is no problem, then there is some teachers you are a little bit afraid to tell everything.” 

-Student-

Whilst conducting the group discussions, one student said that when giving suggestions to the teachers it is dependant on the teacher whether or not the suggestion is acted upon. The student explicated that some teachers were very open to new suggestions from students while others would appear to ignore the student’s ideas. When asked how they felt about this the student replied that it was frustrating. 

“You can tell some teachers ‘it is better when you do it like that’ but the other teachers are not interested and don’t want your view.”

-Student-

A number of teachers said that they would like to discuss whatever issues the students have, however, they felt hindered due to time limitations. It was suggested by one teacher that it would be good if there were a special time on the timetable to discuss issues with the students.

“I think if we had some kind of lesson in which the teachers are in the staff room and the pupils know and they could join us and ask and they would have 45 minutes.”

-Student-

An argument given as to why after-school activities were beneficial was that they could improve teacher-student relations. A teacher explained that the students could during this time get to know the teachers outside of the classroom and in that way get to know each other on a more informal basis. 

“They could get to know us from another point of view, just the human side kind of”

-Teacher-

Finally, one teacher suggested that students and teachers should work together instead of being in the traditional school roles. This could improve the participation in the school and also the relationship between student and teacher.

Section 8: Teaching and Learning

This section covers the curriculum taught, the methods and tools used to do so, the influence students had over these and how active the students were in utilising any influence. Though all students were expected to attend lessons it was up to the individual student to decide how active they were. Participation in this forum is about the student and his/her personal education but also how students affect each other, (peer pressure) and how these factors impacted their study.
Teaching methods used in the classroom can impact how active students are during a lesson, but students can also be engaged in finding the best method for themselves.

8.1 Class and Subject Choices

8.1.1 Classes

Students were required to make a decision regarding the class they wish to attend during there 11th year at GFS. These classes were not individual subjects, rather general focuses and longer term projects that were covered across the basic subjects. There were 3 options open to them; a normal class, Laptop class and Comenius class (a language and exchange program). 

The normal class followed the regular timetable, without any special equipment or projects.

As the name implies Laptop classes are classes in which every student was equipped with a laptop computer, which added new tools such as power point for presentations. Graph drawing tools were also used though it was stressed that students did gain experience in drawing graphs by hand first.  The Laptop classes had begun 5 years previously with funding for the purchase of the laptops being handled by parents and the school. It was ensured that all students had a chance to join, regardless of their financial situation. Although all students used computers at the school, only for the laptop class did this become daily routine

The Comenius class is an exchange project that works on special topics sometimes in conjunction with other schools within Europe. Later visits to these partner schools further discussion on these topics.

One student explained his choice to join the laptop class: 

“I am interested in technology for private”

-Student-

The opportunity to choose classes allowed students to incorporate personal interests into there work. One student mentioned how the use of laptops within the classroom environment effected their participation in learning. When asked if the laptops effected participation a student said
“Yes, we are doing a lot more presentations”

-Student-

This quote shows that the laptops (equipped with PowerPoint a presentation program) influenced what methods that could be used in the lesson and changed the manner of student participation.

8.1.2 Subjects

It became apparent that subject choices such as biology and maths were limited for the 11th year. The students did not specialise until the 12th year and even then were forced to keep many general subjects. Before their 11th year, every pupil had to take the same subjects and had very limited choice over subjects except languages, such as French or Latin.
8.2 Choosing What to Learn in Lessons

In addition to the broader selection of classes and subjects, students were asked about how much they could take part in decisions within the classroom. Figure 8 presents the results of item 14 of the student questionnaire.

[image: image9.png]


Figure 8: Item 14 – Students can take part in decisions about what they learn: How important is this concept for you?

From these results, it is shown that students believed that it was important to have the opportunity to choose what to learn. However, according to this student there was not a great chance to do so.

“In the lesson, I don’t think they are able to discuss about the topic to choose”

-Student-
One teacher maintained that even though students had little choice over the topics in the lessons – teachers also had to do their work following curriculum – they were, “regardful to students voice.”

Within individual subjects, several teachers felt comfortable to let students in their class have a vote on which units of work they wanted to study within the curriculum. Although the students had a degree of control it was still only within strictly predefined limits. One teacher described how an opportunity was presented to students, allowing them to have a degree of influence over what they learnt

“I told them they should give me some suggestions what … kind of novel they want to read and now I gave them I think 5 examples and they can vote maybe there are a few pupils who say I do not want to read that novel but yeah the majority”

-Teacher-
A student agreed that there was some choice, but was aware that control was limited to a few areas 

“Sometimes they give us some subjects and then we can decide what we want to do. But we can’t decide by ourselves we want to do this and this”

-Student-
There existed a student influence over topic, though it appeared as variations to a set theme, students could take teacher presented options and even at times alter these options, but were rarely or never given complete freedom over a lesson.

8.3 Student Control over How They Learn

It was also important to look at the methods which teachers could use in the lesson and whether students could ask to learn in a way that suited them better. There are a number of ways to vary the teaching method, such as chalk and talk, group discussions, project work, individual study, group reading or computer work. If a student realised how he or she worked most effectively, this could aid them in there education.
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Figure 9: Item 15  - Students can take part in decisions about how they learn: How important is this concept for you? 

One student said:

“I think it [the chance to choose how you work] is a good thing because we can learn how we think is the best way.”

-Student-

On the other hand, some students felt uncomfortable with this practise because they did not have confidence that they would find an effective learning style, when they could take an easy option and become lazy.
“I don’t know the difference between the best way or what he [another student] likes…”

-Student-
One teacher agreed that he did not see students take the initiative to have influence over either how or what they learned during class.

“Ja ich bitte die Schüler eigentlich immer Kritik zu äußern, aber es kommt meistens nichts. Es ist ja leider so wegen des Abhängigkeitsverhältnisses... ich fände es sehr gut, wenn Kritik geäußert würde und weiß auch von vielen Kollegen, dass sie das möchten.“

I always ask the students for comments but most of the time they don’t do it. It’s a pity, but it is because of the perceived dependence on the teacher… I would like to be criticized and I also know that some of my colleagues would like to be.

-Teacher-

Figure 10 shows the results from student questionnaire item 19 – Students in this school can give new ideas about teaching and learning to their teachers. This questionnaire item was designed to investigate what was felt to be an advanced form of participation, which required students to be aware of teaching and learning methods and to take the initiative advocating these.

Figure 10: Item 19 – Students in this school can give new ideas about teaching and learning to their teachers: How important is this concept for you?
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Although giving new ideas about teaching and learning is an advanced concept, these results further revealed that students were under confident to make suggestions during their lessons, preferring to stick to familiar ground.

“… I think those people who don’t say anything… some are only in school to waste time and some really want to learn but are shy but I think this is a problem of the pupils, not teachers…”

-Student-
Many students expressed that they were afraid of being given bad grades if they commented on their teachers. In a group interview, one student said,

“…sometimes you go there and say something and that affects your grades and mark or something…”

-Student-
During one teacher interview, the concept of learning to learn was discussed.

“Actually, that’s very rarely done. To learn to learn … I think it is mentioned once or twice when they start here …” 

-Teacher-
This quote shows that this concept is recognised but perhaps only addressed in a cursory manner when the students are still at a young age.

8.4 Feedback

The final section in the learning and teaching item will discuss different suggestions and opinions voiced by students and teachers. The feedback is primarily focused towards differing areas and themes within the classroom.

Whilst conducting one of the group discussions, it was uncovered that students in GFS can indeed review lessons. However, it was also revealed that there is no compulsory reviewing policy and whether or not the students can review the lessons depends upon the individual teacher. During another group discussion, one student expressed that it would be beneficial for the students continued learning if reviewing was carried out. Although it was disclosed by the interviewed students that they do get to review lessons, the students still desired that reviewing occurred more frequently.

“The teachers are doing what they want and not involve us so much. I think that would be good, but they don’t do it”

-Student-
The student continued by saying that some teachers just go on doing the same thing repeatedly. This was reiterated by a second student who expressed that teachers have to consult the class and alter their teaching methods accordingly because otherwise the class grows weary of doing the same thing repetitively. However, it was mentioned that not all teachers wanted to consult the classes about their teaching.

“Some teachers do the same stuff for 20 years and so they don’t want to hear new things from us”

-Student-
Furthermore, a number of teachers mentioned that teachers had to request reviewing and comments from students and would like to see more initiative taken on the part of the students in the future.

“At the end of a term that’s me who is asking for comments”

-Teacher-
Another teacher said that it would be a good idea to have the students review the lessons and thinks it should be compulsory for all the teachers. However, a teacher explained that it was particularly difficult to give the students the opportunity to review due to the prescribed curriculum, limiting the amount of freedom available to the student’s choice. If the students were to be handed more influence the curriculum must be changed, allowing for more suggestions from students and teachers. One teacher suggested having a special time on the timetable intended merely for reviewing.

Moreover, an interviewed student felt that the students should have some input in decisions about their learning. However, the student felt that it should be limited influence since if they get too much responsibility over their learning they will not learn. A possible conclusion drawn from this was that a number of students lacked adequate maturity and favoured a passive part in the classroom over an active role.

“I don’t think that the students should have too much input in the lessons because then they won’t learn a lot because they are lazy.”

-Student-
It was mentioned by a number of students that whilst working in the classroom, they were sometimes unable to receive the necessary help from teachers. This hindered the students to learn the subject to its full potential. The student explained that one is put at a disadvantage, due to the fact that in some cases time limitation does not allow a teacher to explain a solution the required amount of times.

“So it’s the same thing as usual and so the good students understand everything but the others don’t”

-Student-
One teacher said that this is often due to large classes and there is simply not enough time to assist everyone in the class. Therefore, it was suggested by a teacher that it would be beneficial to have smaller classes so that every student can get the necessary support from the teachers. 

“You need classes of 10-15 people and not 30-35…that’s the problem we have…my biggest class has 33 people, its mad! You have a hard time helping.”

-Teacher-
A final suggestion given from a student was that they wanted the opportunity to decide on whatever school subject they desired and not be forced to read certain subjects. The student said that it was futile to be forced to read a subject disliked by the student.

“I’m not interested in which is wasting time and I think we should have the opportunity to select the lessons as you want.”

 -Student-
When asked if students had influence over their homework. Several students felt that they had little or no influence over their homework. One student suggested as a reason to why this may be by explaining that the teachers did not think the students were mature enough to make any decisions about their homework. However, the student felt that this was good because the teachers knew how much homework the students needed and what benefited them. This then would suggest that some students preferred a passive decision making role rather then having to play an active part in deciding about homework.

“I think it is okay that the teacher decide what we have to do”

-Student-
Section 9: Conclusion

This section will summarize the following sections: ‘Schülervertretung (Student Council), ‘Teacher-Student Relationships’ and ‘Teaching and Learning’. It will briefly inform of the findings in GFS.

From the questionnaire, it was made clear that almost everyone surveyed in the 11th year, knew that there was a student council functioning within the school. Only 2.3% of the students surveyed were unaware of the councils existence. All of the teachers who responded to the questionnaire were aware of the council. In several group discussions, it was found that there existed a lack of communication between the student council and the student body. Members of the student council were aware of this problem and wanted to improve the situation. When students had school related issues, many preferred to go to a teacher because they thought that the student council did not have enough power or influence. Students voiced that if their suggestions were acted upon, they might be more willing to use the student council. The teachers felt that they had good communication with the student council and therefore almost every teacher was aware of its work. They also expressed that the student council was successful and very engaged. A suggestion made by the students was that the student council should work closer with the student body and consult the students before making any decisions that affected the school. One teacher suggested that the student council should deal with educational issues rather than with extra curricular activities.  

In the section, ‘Teacher-Student Relationships’, it was found that the relations depended entirely on the  individuals involved. A formal but friendly atmosphere in the school was the preferred method according to students and teachers. Several students voiced that they wanted to have a teacher with authority, as this would keep students controlled. A common opinion by both teachers and students was that the younger teachers were more flexible in their teaching style and this made the classroom situation more comfortable for both parties. A number of teachers showed students respect by asking them for comments regarding their teaching. Both students and teachers felt that they needed to have mutual respect for each other, as this was crucial for active participation.

With regard to teaching and learning, there were restrictions for both teachers and students due to the pre-defined curriculum, which limited the freedom to choose what students learned within the classroom. There did exist some freedom to take part in decisions about what to learn. For example, class votes had been used to make such decisions, allowing the students to actively participate. The stipulated curriculum created time issues, limiting how often students’ suggestions could be acted upon. This effected many areas of participation, for example, the available for reviewing. Some teachers tried to encourage discussion and constructive criticism amongst the students and felt frustrated when they seldom got a response from the students. Interestingly, some students were of the opinion that teachers did not take their suggestions into consideration. A few students interviewed were satisfied with the current situation and therefore did not feel the need for a change. 

Section 10: Improvements

The research findings have helped shape the following suggestions, which, if implemented, could improve student participation in the Graf Friedrich Schule. These are the suggestions of Learning School 7 and therefore need to be considered within that context.

· To encourage the utilization of the student council by the student body, teachers could re-direct students toward the council when approached with a suitable issue. Therefore issues that should be dealt with by student council are.

· The clarification of the student councils remit would be equally beneficial for student council members and that of the student body. Initiating an increased awareness regarding the structure and responsibility of the council within the school.

· It could be beneficial to create a specific time period in the school week, should the curriculum allow, for reviewing of lessons.

Learning to Learn: 

· Teacher assessing teacher, learning from one another’s teaching methods, being the observer. In other schools visiting an effort was being made to allow teachers to assess colleague’s teaching method to aid self development.  

· Further development of different learning styles and helping the student develop their preferred method to encourage the responsible learner, in turn benefiting the school as a whole.

· Students often refrained from commenting to teachers due to a preconception that it may have a negative impact on the grade given. To encourage extra curricular work between teacher and students as this may help alleviate the problem. 
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Contact Information

The Learning School 7 group would like to encourage continued contact with the schools that it has visited. To this end, below are web addresses and email details connected with the project.

The Learning School website has reports of past and present schools and presentation slides available for download. Discussion forums are also free for visitors to take advantage of by offering comment on Learning School 7’s continuing work.

We look forward to hearing from you online!

Learning School Website:
www.learningschool.org
Global Classroom Website: 
www.globalclassroom.cz
Email Details:


Project Organiser, Stewart Hay 






stewarthay@shetland.biblio.net





stewarthay@gmail.com





LS7 Coordinators






saunders_1@hotmail.co.uk





paul.leask@gmail.com
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Appendix E: Topic Guide – Student Group Discussions

Is there someone “official” you can speak to if you have a school issue to discuss?

Is there a council or committee or group of students in the school which speaks for all students?

Can students review or discuss lessons with teachers?

Do you think students are actively involved in your school? (e.g. in decisions about courses, running the school, planning new things, putting forward ideas)

Do you prefer being formally or informally involved in class, year or school matters/management/decisions?

Does the idea of cooperation or partnership between teachers and students seem unfamiliar to you?  Or familiar?

Appendix F: Topic Guide – Teacher Interviews

What does student participation mean to you?

Do you think students are actively involved in your school? (eg. in decisions about courses, running the school, part of new developments, putting ideas forward)

Is there a council or committee or group of students in the school who speak for all students?

Are student suggestions about the school acted upon?

Can students review or discuss lessons with teachers?

Are after school activities organized?
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