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There won’t be many schools that don’t have a School Council in one form or another. One test of its effectiveness might be the way it is perceived by other students. Do they see it as a consultative body, a forum for decision-making, or mere window-dressing? A useful test might be to look at its agendas and minutes. If it never gets beyond discussions of uniform, toilets and charity events, then it may represent a wasted opportunity. For – if we are serious about the transforming schools agenda – students need to be at the heart of the process, giving us feedback on the quality of learning and teaching in our schools.

Julia Flutter and Jean Ruddock are spot-on in their understanding of this. First, they are realistic. They acknowledge that placing too great an emphasis on students’ contributions is condescending- students’ views are no more truthful than other people’s. It’s just that they have too often been ignored. The authors therefore argue that “practitioners and schools can benefit from tuning into pupils’ perspectives”. 

What is best about this book is that they quickly get into issues of learning, showing how students’ feedback can help us to improve our practice as teachers and, more intangibly, increase students’ sense of belonging to a learning community. The authors are able to quote evidence for the increased self-esteem that results from genuine consultation. They report how teachers have effectively reconsidered and changed practice as a result of listening to students.

This is timely. The assessment for learning agenda is gathering pace in schools, mostly as part of the Key Stage 3 Strategy. This demands that we engage students’ views which – now we think about it – is commonsensical.

The book provides a range of examples of student feedback on such issues as lesson lengths, teaching styles that work, and classroom cultures. There is also a helpful checklist of the dos and don’ts of questionnaires and interviewing students. In an era when school self-evaluation will be central to the Ofsted process, schools ignore advice like this at their peril.

I have previously given Continuum’s “Classmates” series a continual thumbs-up. Classroom practioners need books which are quick to read, practical and relevant. These latest titles show the strengths and weaknesses of this growing series. Victoria Kidwell’s “Assemblies Made Easy” is a disappointment. It’s written in a jaunty style which quickly grates. It’s Sue Cowley without the wit. And the title promises far more than it delivers. At its heart is a rather mundane collection of assembly ideas (hint: overcome your nerves by humming a trite song. Something from the Nolan Sisters is recommended). 

The suggested assemblies are fine, but don’t really challenge the author’s premise that assemblies borrowed from other people “never really work as well as those that are homemade”. Many of us may have reservations about daily acts of worship and the challenge of moral and spiritual provision, but I think we would welcome something more  substantial than what is on offer here. The final “Ten Commandments of Assemblies (eg Thou shalt be a rushing stream of inspiration, full of spiritually and enriching ideas”) is just silly.

Far more reflective is Mike Ollerton’s Creating Positive Classrooms. The first part of the book is about how as teachers we can creative a positive ethos to enhance students’ learning. The author considers such issues as body language, how we greet students, classroom appearance; more profoundly he looks at the extent to which we involve students in their own learning.

All of this is interesting and relevant, if unexceptional. Then in the second half of the book Ollerton examines some “Key Issues”. This is where the book becomes provocative and entertaining. He questions lots of current practice – such as detentions, reward systems and sanctions for smoking. He challenges many of the prevailing assumptions that such things work or should ever be part of the fabric of school life. Underpinning his approach is the ideas that we need to get students taking more responsibility for their own actions.

I found this part of the book an interesting read. Conscious of John West-Burnham’s observation that too often “schools are places where the pupils come to watch the teachers working” I welcome Mike Ollerton’s divergent thinking. Of course, it’s easier to be divergent about school systems when you are a senior lecturer at a higher education college. But – putting reservations like that aside – the book pulls off the clever trick of developing our thinking in an engaging, accessible style. That’s not bad for less than a fiver.
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