FACT FILE 02/11
PROMOTING AND SUPPORTING EFFECTIVE PUPIL
PARTICIPATION - THE ROLE OF GOVERNORS
1.

Aim of this Fact File

The aim of this fact file is to provide information and guidance for governing bodies in
Wales about how to promote and support effective pupil participation in your school, linked
to the School Effectiveness Framework, school self-evaluation and Estyn’s Common
Inspection Framework. The Fact File supplements the information already provided in
“Pupil participation, Associate Pupil Governors and Schools Councils (02/06), available on:
http://www.governorswales.org.uk/publications/fact-files
A Good Practice Guide on pupil participation containing more detailed guidance and
accompanying case studies can be found on the Pupil Voice Wales website.
(www.pupilvoicewales.org.uk)
2.

Pupil Participation in Context

The basis for pupil participation is found in Article 12 of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)1, which sets out the right of children and young
people to express an opinion and to have that opinion taken into account when decisions
are being made on any matter that affects their lives. The Welsh Government wants all
children and young people to have opportunities to actively participate in decision-making
at local, regional and national levels in Wales. Opportunities are presently provided
through mechanisms such as school councils, youth forums and the Children and Young
People’s Assembly for Wales (‘Funky Dragon’).
Wales is the first country in the United Kingdom to embed the principles of the UNCRC
into legislation. The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure2, which
became law in May 2011, strengthens and builds on the rights-based approach of the
Welsh Government by placing a duty on Welsh Ministers to have due regard to the rights
and obligations within the UNCRC. In a school context, it is a statutory requirement for all
maintained primary, secondary and special schools in Wales to have a school council.
3.

The School Effectiveness Framework (SEF)

It is the Welsh Government’s overarching educational policy to which all other policies and
programmes are aligned. It aims to transform educational standards and provision in
Wales, with a particular view to achieving better learning outcomes and wellbeing for all
children and young people. Pupils have a vital role to play in working with professionals to
1
2

See article 12 at: http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publications/rightsleaflet2011.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/mwa/2011/2/pdfs/mwa_20110002_en.pdf
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improve the quality of their learning experiences and environment in all six areas of the
SEF. Where learners are actively involved in each section of the School Effectiveness
Model, they are more likely to be engaged in school life, leading to improved learning and
well-being. Further details can be found in “The Effective Schools” section of the Grownups Section of the Pupil Voice Wales website (http://www.pupilvoicewales.org.uk/grownups/get-involved/an-effective-school/).
Learner voice is also inspected through questions 1.2.2 - participation and enjoyment in
learning and 1.2.3 - community involvement and decision making of Estyn’s 2010
Common Inspection Framework.
Further information can be found on: http://www.estyn.gov.uk/english/inspection/inspectionguidance
4.

What is Participation? – Definitions

The literal definition of participation is ‘taking part.’ In the context of children and young
people’s rights, however, participation is about children and young people having their
voice heard when decisions are being made that affect their lives, and being actively
involved in decision-making processes.
In 2004, the then Welsh Assembly Government ran a competition to produce a national
definition of participation that would be easy to understand for adults and young people.
The winning ‘sound-bite’ was:
“Participation means that it is my right to be involved in making decisions, planning
and reviewing any action that might affect me. Having a voice, having a choice.”

Sometimes consultation is equated with participation, but they are not the same thing.
Through being consulted, people are able to voice an opinion or give feedback about a
service or policy which has already been determined by the service-provider. Input by
those consulted may result in changes to provision, but often consultees are not informed
of this, and do not know whether they have made a difference. Participation tends to be a
more active approach, calling for the direct involvement of stakeholders in planning,
decision-making and implementation of policy and processes. It implies degrees of
ownership and empowerment, and offers opportunities for those participating to develop
responsible attitudes and skills. Both of these approaches have a place – and indeed are
to be encouraged - in educational settings.
5.

Statutory Requirements – What has to be in place, and the governing body’s
role?

The School Council:
All maintained schools in Wales are required to have a school council (School Council
(Wales) Regulations 2005)3, which must be elected by secret ballot and meet at least six
times a year. It is not good practice for school council meetings to take place during
lunch-hours, as this potentially excludes some pupils and can lead to rushed decisionmaking. Funding has been included in local authorities’ Revenue Support Grant to enable
3

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2005/3200/contents/made
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every school to release one member of staff for half a day six times per year to support
school council meetings. Governors have a role to play in ensuring that this funding is
accessed for its intended purpose and spent wisely.
Every attempt should be made to ensure that elections to the school council are fair and
transparent. Consideration should be given to how the school council can be as
inclusive as possible, and how the voice of all learners will be heard. This may include
co-options onto the council, or regular use of mechanisms such as focus groups,
suggestion boxes and questionnaires.
6.

Benefits of Participation

Children and young people who participate in decision-making enjoy enhanced selfesteem and motivation, gain important personal, social and organisational skills, and
become familiar with group and democratic processes. At the organisational level, pupil
involvement in decision-making leads to better relationships, more relevant and effective
policies, and better learning.
7.

Developing more effective pupil participation can lead to:

•
•
•
•

improved pupil engagement, well-being, behaviour and learning;
better pupil-staff and pupil-pupil relationships;
better whole-school policies and procedures, based on the needs of pupils;
more inclusive communities, where all pupils are encouraged and supported to
participate, not just those who are most confident and articulate;
increased opportunities for pupils to develop personal and social skills, and to have
those skills recognised and accredited should they so wish;
Improved school effectiveness and pupil outcomes.

•
•

Good communication between pupils, school council representatives, the senior
management team and governors is vital. The governing body should ensure that enough
time is given for school council representatives to gather pupils’ views and feedback
information to all parties. Presentations by pupils to the governing body should be
encouraged, as well as attendance by governors at school council meetings, if requested
by pupils.
The governing body must consider any matter raised by the school council and provide a
response. If the matter raised by the school council is in writing, the governing body is
also expected to reply in writing.
8.

Associate Pupil Governors (APGs)

School councils in secondary schools in Wales must be given the opportunity to nominate
one or two of their members from years 11 – 13 (inclusive) to be Associate Pupil
Governors (APGs), so that the voice of pupils can be represented at governing body
meetings, and to communicate matters from the governing body back to the school
council. It is important that school councils are made aware of this opportunity so that they
can take advantage of it. The governing body is required to accept the pupils nominated
by the school council. Governors should note that it is the school council who
nominate pupils as APGs. Pupils nominated may be the Head Boy and/or Girl, but this
is not necessarily the case.
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More details about the scope and limitations of the APG’s role can be found in Welsh
Government Circular Guidance “Guidance for Governing Bodies on the Establishment and
Operation of School Councils”.
http://www.governorswales.org.uk/publications/2006/10/23/guidance-governing-bodiesestablishment-and-operation-school-councils/
It is important that governors are aware of the role of APGs - and their potential benefits
for the governing body and the wider school community. Supporting and developing the
role of APGs should ensure that policies meet the needs of pupils, whilst incorporating
new insights and fresh approaches.
The effectiveness of APGs will depend on the skills of those appointed, but also on the
quality of the relationship and trust built up between the governing body and pupil
representatives. Governors can ensure that the role is effective by:
• encouraging joint training to take place for APGs and governors4;
• appointing a designated governor to liaise with the school council and other pupil
bodies, and to support APGs;
• consulting the school council in good time about items they may wish to raise with
the governing body or contribute to;
• ensuring that input from APGs is a standing item on the governing body agenda;
• considering how business can be organised so that items which APGs can
contribute are grouped together on the agenda;
• considering how stipulations in National Assembly for Wales Circular No: 42/2006
around APGs’ membership of committees and voting rights can be taken into
account, without prejudicing the effectiveness of their role. APGs may be members
of non-statutory committee meetings, and may vote at those committees, if the
governing body grants them voting;
• ensuring continuity of representation by arranging for a hand-over period for the
APG role at the beginning of the summer term, when Year 11 and 13 pupils in
particular, may be prevented from attending meetings because of academic
commitments, and considering whether younger pupils (e.g. Years 9 & 10) may be
allowed communication with / representation on the governing body; and
• paying careful consideration to how and when governors use their discretionary
power to exclude APGs with good reason from certain governing body business.
Whilst it is never appropriate for APGs to be present during discussions about
individual pupils and staff, for instance, it can be beneficial for young people to be
present and to participate in discussions concerning the school budget. This
discretionary power is not intended to provide the governing body with a pretext to
exclude associate pupil governors from discussions without good reason. There
should be a presumption that associate pupil governors are party to a significant
proportion of governing body business5.

4

Training Modules for Governors, Staff and Pupils at: www.pupilvoicewales.org.uk/grownups/resources/training-modules-for-senior-leaders-governors-and-staff/
5
Guidance for Governing Bodies on the Establishment and Operation of School Councils
http://www.governorswales.org.uk/publications/welsh-government-publications
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9.

Effective Pupil Participation – What does it look like?

Pupil participation is about developing a culture in schools where all children and young
people have a voice and have the opportunity to play an active role in decisions that affect
their learning and well-being, as set out in Article 12 of the UNCRC. Although having an
active school council is an essential part of this approach, it is only one aspect.
A Whole-School Approach:
Research commissioned by the Welsh Assembly Government in 2008 suggests that
developing children and young people’s participation in decision-making has benefits for
individuals, organisations and communities6. This happens above all, however, where
holistic approaches to participation are adopted and developed. It is recognised good
practice for pupils to be engaged and involved in shaping, improving and evaluating their
own learning, and for there to be a variety of opportunities for active citizenship at all levels
of school life (Refer to Section 3 on page 2 - Sections 1.2.2 and 1.2.3 of Estyn’s Common
Inspection Framework). Examples of how a whole-school approach to pupil participation
can benefit pupils, staff and the school community can be seen in the DVD “All Together
Now” on the ‘Effective School’ page of the Pupil Voice Wales website.
(www.pupilvoicewales.org.uk/grown-ups/get-involved/an-effective-school/)
Pupil participation should happen in a variety of ways and at different levels of schoollife. Some of these are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

as part of teaching and learning;
by involving pupils in school self-evaluation and assessment;
using the National Children and Young People’s Participation Standards for Wales7;
consultation mechanisms such as questionnaires, surveys, circle-time, focus groups,
and suggestion boxes;
participatory and representative groups such as the school council, eco-committee,
healthy schools and peer mentors;
learner involvement with the governing body, and in staff appointments;
learner involvement in planning, reviewing and implementing policies and
procedures, including the school development/improvement plan;
learner involvement in budgeting and how money is allocated/ spent;
having structures in place so that all pupils can be involved in decision-making,
including those with additional learning needs.

Inclusion:
All pupils, regardless of their background or ability should have the opportunity to have a
say and to participate in decisions that affect them. As part of a whole-school approach to
participation, governors should consider how opportunities to participate in decisionmaking processes can be made accessible to all pupils, so that they feel included and
involved in the school community, and know that their views count. This may be
particularly important for pupils who feel marginalized - e.g. looked-after children and
young people, those from gypsy and traveller communities, and pupils from minority ethnic
groups (Refer to Section 5 on page 3).

6
7

York Consulting for the Welsh Assembly Government: ‘Children and Young People’s Participation in Wales’,
December 2008.

See: www.pupilvoicewales.org.uk/grown-ups/about-us/what-is-participation/
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Some ways in which opportunities to take part in decision-making can be opened out to all
pupils are:
•
questionnaires;
•
focus groups;
•
pupil or school-council committees – e.g. eco-groups, healthy schools;
•
pupil groups with a particular focus – e.g. peer supporters, fundraising;
•
suggestion boxes;
•
the school website.
10. Governors’ Role in Effective Practice
Governors can encourage holistic and inclusive pupil participation by:
•
appointing a designated governor for pupil participation;
•
ensuring that your school has an active Pupil Participation policy, including all
aspects of pupil participation, not just the school council;
•
ensuring that school council business is a standing item on governing body meetings;
•
ensuring that effective mechanisms for communication between pupil representatives
and the governing body are in place;
•
considering how pupil groups can play a meaningful role in planning, implementing
and reviewing policies which affect them – including the School
Development/Improvement Plan.
Evaluating Practice:
Governors should ensure that mechanisms are in place for gathering evidence about the
benefits of pupil participation, and evaluating outcomes for pupils, staff and the school
community.
National Children and Young People’s Participation Standards for Wales have been
developed as a way of measuring good participative practice. A self-evaluation tool
which enables schools to gather evidence and to measure progress against the Standards
and in the context of the SEF has also been developed and will soon be piloted in schools
across Wales. This tool has been designed to fit in with schools’ annual self-evaluation
processes, and can be used by governors, senior management and pupils. For further
information, contact: childrenandyoungpeoplesrights@wales.gsi.gov.uk or
contact@governorswales.org.uk

This Fact File offers a summary of some of the main points that governors should
be aware of in promoting and supporting effective pupil participation. It should be
used in conjunction with detailed advice and support produced by your LA and
diocesan authority where appropriate, as well as the reference material already
noted.

Governors Wales is grateful for the advice and contribution of the Welsh Government in
producing this Fact File.
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