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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).

Briefing Paper 1 reports on the HASAS survey 
undertaken to understand local authority policies, 
practices and support for pupil councils at all 
government-funded schools (primary, secondary and 
special) within their area of Scotland.  From recording 
the prevalence of pupil councils to the degree of 
education headquarters’ involvement with them, the 
point was to learn about each Scottish local authority’s 
perspective. 

The survey was designed as a self-completion postal 
questionnaire to be answered and returned by the 
relevant education officer in Scotland’s 32 local 
authorities. In most cases, named individuals had been 

identified by the authority prior to the administration 
of the questionnaire. Responses were received from 
every local authority and follow-up visits and telephone 
interviews were conducted with most of them. Other 
information and briefing papers are available at 
www.havingasayatschool.org.uk

Headline findings

1.   Most of Scotland’s 32 local authorities report 
having pupil councils in all of their secondary schools 
(28) and primary schools (21).
2.   The presence of pupil councils in special schools is 
more varied across education authorities. Of the 21 
authorities operating special schools, 11 report having 
pupil councils in all of these schools. Pupil councils 
exist to varying extents in special schools in the other 
local authority and follow-up telephone conversations 
were held with some of them. 
3.   The amount of authority-wide education officer 
time actually spent on pupil council work ranges from 
around 4% (one day per month) – which is the most 
common amount - to 50% in only one local authority. 
No education authority has a full-time staff member 
assigned to support, monitor or otherwise work at the 
authority-level with pupil councils.
4.   Only four education authorities report providing 
funding in support of individual pupil councils. One 
other provides funds, but is not committed to 

1 Scotland’s schools are overseen and operated by each of the nation’s 32 local authorities. The terms ‘local authority’ and 
‘education authority’ are synonymous. It should be noted that this was the first part of the HASAS research and was 
conducted in 2007 – prior to the creation of the Concordat between the then newly-elected Scottish Government and the 
Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (CoSLA). 
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continuing to do so. The great majority of authorities 
view providing money to pupil councillors as an 
individual school decision - with the funds having to 
come from devolved school budgets.
5.   Although there is a range of monitoring and 
support activities at local authority-level, less than half 
(12) of authorities have an official/formal policy 
relating to pupil councils. Separately, 16 report having 
guidelines and 14 indicate that an authority-level 
review or evaluation of their pupil councils had 
occurred or was underway.
6.   In 17 of 32 Scottish education authorities, pupil 
councils are included in their education services 
development plan, while 20 authorities report having 
undertaken consultations with pupil councils.
7.   Seven local authorities have an elected councillor 
with ‘responsibility’ for pupil councils.

8.   A dozen education authorities provide some 
training and/or support to school staff working with 
pupil councils, but only nine authorities provide 
training for pupil council members.
9.   Authority-wide pupil forums exist in 14 education 
authorities and seven more report having meetings for 
pupil council members from different schools on a 
local ‘cluster’ basis. These larger pupil groupings 
receive significantly more direct support from the great 
majority of local authorities than individual school-
level pupil councils.
10.   Nearly all (28) authorities report that their pupil 
councils have links with the Scottish Youth Parliament, 
although this was often a link with an authority-wide 
youth forum, rather than pupil councils at individual 
schools.

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.

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: 
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“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.”2

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.3

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 
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’). 

2 http://www.schoolcouncilswales.org.uk/en/fe/page_at.asp?
n1=30&n2=31&n3=69 (16.6.09)
! 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. 

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 
members, parents and key policymakers/opinion 
leaders. 

© 2010 Children in Scotland and University of Edinburgh                                                                     Page 3



How did HASAS learn about pupil councils 
nationwide?
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;
"# 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.

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.

What did HASAS learn about local authority 
policies on pupil councils?
28 (or nearly all) of Scotland’s 32 education authorities 
report having pupil councils in all of their secondary 
schools. 21 (about two-thirds) report having pupil 
councils in all of their primary schools. The other 
education authorities either didn’t have precise data or 
reported that the majority of their schools have pupil 
councils in place. 

The position of pupil councils in special schools is 
more varied. Out of the 20 authorities that operate 
special schools, 11 have pupil councils in all of these 
schools. One authority responded that there are pupil 
councils in their special schools, ‘as appropriate’. In 
another authority, where there are pupil councils in 
three of their special schools, they state (by way of 
explaining the absence of a pupil council) ‘one special 
school is for profoundly disabled’.  The remaining 
authorities either didn’t have the data or didn’t respond 
to this question.
 
The widespread existence of pupil councils throughout 
Scotland is evidence of a de facto policy favouring their 
creation and maintenance by education authorities. 
They would not exist in such numbers were they seen 
as either unimportant or in opposition to the education 
authority’s direction of travel. 

And yet, only a minority of Scotland’s 32 local 
authorities (12) have official/formal policies relating 
specifically to pupil councils. An additional two 
authorities report having related authority-level policies 
that make reference to pupil councils. Just as the 
majority of Scottish pupil councils have been created 
since 2000, so too, the policies about them are also of 
recent vintage. No education authority claimed to have 
such a policy more than seven years old.

Of the 12 authorities that do have such policies, the 
survey responses and follow-up interviews indicate that 
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authority-level pupil council policies exist within the 
context of larger polices about either pupil 
voice/consultation or citizenship. Of the 20 other local 
authorities, 16 report having guidelines that relate to 
pupil participation or consultation. For example, one 
notes that their guidelines are provided through ‘In-
service with Head Teachers and through direct work with 
cluster Principal Teachers of Enterprise and Citizenship’.

Overall, 14 authorities state that they have undertaken 
evaluations, reviews, audits or research on pupil 
councils. However, nationwide comparisons across 
education authorities are difficult. This is because such 
efforts were made in relation to different aspects of 
pupil councils, in different formats, from different 
perspectives and at different times over an eight-year 
period. Specific examples of the range of work 
undertaken by individual local authorities include: 

! ‘Formal reviews’ are undertaken as part 
of the ongoing School Review 
Programme’. 

!  ‘An Informal Survey - undertaken by 
pupil representatives from Cluster 
Councils - on how pupil councils worked 
in their own schools’.

! ‘Determined to Succeed Audit’4

! ‘Citizenship Audit’
! ‘Evaluations have been verbal’
! ‘Documentation was for internal use 
only, i.e. to inform next steps’

What did local authority reviews of pupil 
councils reveal?

Of the 14 authorities undertaking reviews, six state that 
the findings identified particular strengths. Six others 

$ Determined to Succeed was a programme to encourage an 
enterprising ethos in schools across Scotland. Some local 
authorities made money available to pupil councils through 
this fund. 

note that needed changes were identified and are being 
addressed. Two education authorities noted that they 
were finding both strengths and areas for change. The 
particular strengths identified by local authorities 
include the following observations:

! ‘Generally,  pupils valued pupil 
councils... Pupil councils have evidence of 
impact through school improvements in 
terms of the physical environment and 
resource provision; for example, grounds, 
dinners and toilets’

! ‘92% of young people surveyed felt they 
were listened to in school, with 88% 
confirming that their opinions were 
valued… Most schools have a structure in 
place to support young people's 
involvement in decision making’

! ‘Pupils feel that they have a say in what 
happens at schoo; particularly with issues 
regarding the playground, school grounds, 
school dinners and toilets... Most pupil 
councils in the primary sector were elected 
by democratic processes, mirroring the 
democratic electoral processes’.

! ‘DtS [Determined to Succeed] funding 
allowed pupil councils a key role in 
decision-making within school in terms of 
what the money should be spent on for the 
benefit of the whole school’

! ‘Some special schools have creatively 
developed models of practice and learning 
resources to build the capacity of students 
to participate in decision making’. 
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The following changes are reported:
! ‘We are hoping to change the system in 
secondary schools to make it more democratic 
and to link with the student forum and 
MSYP [Member of the Scottish Youth 
Parliament]’.

! ‘Providing training for early years, primary 
and special school pupil councils, in addition 
to those in secondary schools’.

! ‘A resource pack [for pupil councils] has been 
developed and launched… A formal structure 
to enable young people to have access to 
decision making at the highest level in the 
Council has been agreed and succesfully 
implemented’.

Most of the 32 local authorities (17) reply that pupil 
councils are included in their current education services 
development plan. Nearly two-thirds (20) state that 
they have undertaken consultations with different 
groups of pupils. This is mainly in secondary schools 
and primarily in relation to local policies and activities 
(e.g. Youth Strategy; ‘Tackling racism and 
sectarianism’) and national (e.g. ‘Getting it right for 
every child’; ‘Hungry for success’; ‘Parental 
involvement’; ‘Learning to achieve’).

One education authority discusses having a ‘small 
working group of representatives developing a strategy 
paper on pupil engagement in decision making’. Another 
authority writes: ‘Schools consult pupil councils on a wide 
range of issues… this information would inform 
discussions with the local authority, but dialogue would 
not normally take place directly between the local 
authority and pupil councils’. 

What practical support do local authorities 
offer to pupil councils?

An authority-level education officer
In approximately half of Scotland’s 32 local authorities, 
the person with nominated responsibility for pupil 
councils is at a senior level reporting directly to the 
Head of Service or to the Director. 

In more than one-third (13) of authorities, 
responsibility for pupil councils is shared between two, 
or occasionally more, education officers on the basis of:

! school sector (i.e. primary, secondary, special) 
in four cases

! individual versus authority level (i.e. one officer 
for individual pupil councils and one for the 
authority-wide forum) in two cases

! ‘other factors’ in seven cases, ranging from 
schools covered by individual Quality 
Improvement Officers to those within the 
remit of Children’s Rights Officers.

Whether the task is spilt or the responsibility of only 
one person, one day per month is the most frequent 
amount of time these authority-level officers spend on 
pupil council work. The minimum time reported is 
one day a year and the most is 50% of one officer’s 
time in one local authority.  

The officers holding the remit for pupil council 
indicate that they have responsibilities in three main 
areas:

! Developing and assisting pupil councils across   
schools. For example, ‘To support the 
development of meaningful participation in 
decision making, especially in secondary schools’. 

! Supporting cluster pupil councils or a broader   
pupil forum bringing together individual 
school councils. For example, ‘To promote 
authority-wide representative pupil councils and 
effective student engagement’.
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! Promoting the citizenship agenda  . For example, 
‘ To encourage pupil councils to see their work as 
developing citizenship skills and knowledge'. 

Other officers, particularly those who are more senior, 
such as heads of service, see themselves as having a 
liaison, co-ordination or overseer role. One writes, ‘No 
direct responsibility other than to offer encouragement, 
support and guidance to Head Teachers’, but another 
states; ‘Monitoring within evaluation visits, as per School 
Development Plans’. In three authorities, officers view 
their responsibilities in terms of providing; ‘advice on 
authority strategy and policy, to offer guidance and 
support to school staff on policy implementation and to act 
as authority lead officer in liaison with other agencies, 
such as Scottish Executive Education Department5, 
Learning and Teaching Scotland (LTS), etc’. 

Training for staff and pupils
A third of education authorities indicate they offer 
some training opportunities for school staff who work 
with pupil councils. Others state that training is 
provided within individual schools. There is a range of 
providers, including not only local school and 
community education staff, but also non-local 
specialist organisations. The latter were not always 
specified in the responses to the Having a Say at School 
(HASAS) questionnaire. However, Schools Council 
UK and the University of Glasgow are cited as 
examples of training providers.

Within the training provided by these authorities, the 
topic; ‘Supporting child/youth participation’ is agreed 
as being available by all respondents. ‘Supporting pupil 
councils’ is covered by almost all of these 12 education 
authorities; and ‘Children’s Rights’ and ‘Running 
meetings’ by the majority of them. One authority also 
includes; ‘representing others, active listening skills and 
support networks’. Another writes that their training is 
focussed on examining pupil participation in relation 

% Now the the Scottish Government's Directorate for Learning 

to ‘Education for Citizenship’ and a ‘Curriculum for 
Excellence’.  

20 of the 32 Scottish local authorities do not cite any 
specific training being provided to school staff working 
with individual pupil councils. This is viewed as part of 
each school’s own training and support activities, 
rather than as a priority area at the authority level. Still, 
some education authorities note they do provide other 
forms of support such as: ‘advice and guidance’; resource 
materials’; and a ‘Citizenship Co-ordinator who will meet 
with staff and pupils to enhance current level of practice.

Nine local authorities directly provide training 
opportunities for pupil councillors, while the 
remaining 23 local authorities do not indicate that they 
are doing so. A further six authorities comment that 
training is provided by, and within, schools; or the 
authority has made or still makes resources available. 

According to the responses received through the 
HASAS School Survey, the minority of local 
authorities that do directly offer training for pupil 
council members at all focus on secondary school pupil 
councils.  Little authority-level training appears to be 
provided for students in primary school and none was 
reported for those in special schools.  In one authority, 
training is only provided for ‘the whole council-wide 
Student Forum members’. 

Budgets for pupil councils
Four authorities report having a budget to allocate to 
individual pupil councils, while the other 28 do not 
offer any indication that they support individual 
school-level pupil councils in this manner. In two of 
the four authorities, this money is available to all pupil 
councils; in one other, the money is only available to 
secondary school pupil councils; and the fourth does 
provide any details. 

A fifth education authority ticked ‘No’ when asked in 
the HASAS questionnaire whether they give a budget 
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to individual pupil councils. And yet, whilst not 
committed to an on-going formal allocation process, 
they state that: ‘for the last two years, pupil councils have 
been allocated money (primary !250, secondary !500) to 
spend on improving any aspect of school life. Each council 
submits details of how and why they spent the money’. 

Other authorities ticking ‘no’ say that individual 
schools are expected to meet all pupil council costs, 
including training, from their devolved school-level 
budgets. No prohibition against schools providing funds 
for their own pupil councils to budget and allocate is 
reported by any of the 32 local authorities.

Support for cluster or authority-wide pupil 
councils (and beyond)
In 21 (approximately two-thirds of) Scottish local 
authorities, there are opportunities for pupil council 
members from individual schools to come together to 
discuss issues on a cluster basis, or at an authority-wide 
level. Some of these education authorities cover the 
operating costs of these larger student groups, plus 
providing budgets reported in the !2,000 to !5,000 
range. The following comments are illustrative:

! ‘There are no pupil councils in the 
authority’s secondary or special schools; 
but all secondary schools are involved in 
the Senior Pupil Forum’. 

! ‘The Council has devoted its energies to 
the support of pupil councils on an 
authority-wide basis.  All schools are 
encouraged to have a local pupil council'.

! ‘Secondary school pupils contribute to the 
Citywide Pupil Council which meets on a 
monthly basis’.

! ’Pupil forum meetings are held 4 times a 
year in primary and 3 times per year in 
secondary. Pupil forum meetings involve 
schools within a learning neighbourhood 
and consider issues relating to the wider 
community. The pupil forum tends to be 

approached for the purposes of 
consultaion... The whole philosophy of the 
forum is that it is for the young people 
and the agenda should be set by them in 
conjunction with their school'. 

! ‘The pupil forum consists of two 
representatives from each secondary
pupil council. There should be one S5 
and one S66 for continuity, but the
majority tend to be S6. [There is a budget 
of] !5000 for travel expenses, visiting 
speakers, administration, refreshments 
and lunches [and also]… for other 
projects'. 

Six authorities have held, or are planning to hold 
conferences for pupil council members across their 
schools. In addition, most local authorities have some 
form of youth participation beyond the level of 
individual schools, with 19 having a Youth Council 
(Parliament or similar). 

Seven authorities have an elected Councillor who holds 
a specific responsibility for pupil councils. Another 
authority reports ‘most of our councillors consider it their 
responsibility to engage with youth and listen to them’. A 
different authority states that there is pupil 
representation on a number of authority-level steering 
groups including the Council’s Children’s Commission 
and that pupils are also involved in senior staff 
appointments in secondary schools (headteacher and 
deputy headteacher).

The great majority of local authorities (28) have links 
with the Scottish Youth Parliament. Other 
organisations with which they and their combined 
pupil groups have connections include: Learning and 
Teaching Scotland (National Youth Citizenship 
Advisory Group); Young Scot and Dialogue Youth.

& S5 and S6 are secondary school year groups, with 5 usually 
including 16-17 year-olds and 6 usually including 17-18 
year-olds 
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Conclusions and recommendations
The findings from this survey of the education 
departments in all 32 Scottish local authorities (plus 
follow-up interviews with some) suggest that at this 
level, there are diverse and authority-specific 
infrastructures relating to pupil councils. There is not a 
consensus or uniform pattern across Scotland in terms 
of the specific ways in which education authorities view 
and treat pupil councils.  

This can be seen as reflecting not only differing levels 
of interest in pupil councils, as one form of pupil 
participation, but also of differing perceived purposes. 
Whilst children and young people’s participation has 
risen on practice and policy agendas in the UK, the role 
of Scottish local authorities in making such 
participation a reality remains unsettled territory.

Despite the evident diversity among education 
authorities in relation to pupil councils, at least two 
areas of common ground emerge from the Having a 
Say at School (HASAS) research. One is the fact of at 
least tacit encouragement by education authorities of 
pupil councils within individual schools. It is not a 
coincidence that the vast majority of Scottish 
government-funded schools do operate a pupil council 
– and it could not have happened were local authority 
leaders opposed or indifferent to them. 

The other is that education authority officers pay more 
attention to larger groupings of students – such as 
authority-wide pupil councils and youth fora – than to 
individual, school-level pupil councils. In part, this is a 
pragmatic judgement. When the average authority-
level education officer with a remit including pupil 
councils only devotes an average of one day per month, 
having a meaningful connection to each school is next 
to impossible. In part, however, this seems also to 
reflect a shared philosophy about what work belongs to 
individual schools and what is best accomplished at the 
local authority level.

The HASAS survey of local authorities throughout 
Scotland reveals a preference for a hands-off approach 
to intervening with pupil councils at school level, and 
for the authorities direct efforts to be focussed on 
authority-wide pupil fora. Such fora provide positive 
and welcome opportunities for children and young 
people’s involvement in governance beyond their own 
schools, as well as the possibility of contributing to 
strategic planning (ESTYN 2008). Additionally, 
authority-wide meetings and conferences afford pupils 
opportunities to compare their activities with those of 
others (Cross 2009) and to develop common 
approaches (Whitty and Wisby 2007). These appear to 
be valued by all involved parties.

Beyond philosophical considerations, the common 
hands-off approach might also be a reflection of local 
authority reluctance to increase pressure on school-level 
timetables and staff (Davies et al 2006). Yet, the 
findings from this survey and comparisons with other 
studies suggests that local authorities might find it 
worthwhile to reconsider their role in developing pupil 
councils within individual schools in relation to the 
following specific issues:

! Enhanced training/support for pupil 
councillors and their adult advisors

! Increased budgets for pupil councils to spend 
themselves

! Direct evaluations of pupil council processes 
and outcomes

Teachers view local authority support at the policy level 
as an asset to the development of pupil participation. 
Having a supportive local authority officer is viewed by 
some as a ‘helpful factor’ (Cross et al 2009). In 
addition to highlighting the importance of training for 
staff and for pupil council members, previous studies 
(e.g. Whitty and Wisby 2007) echo the findings of the 
HASAS study that such training is patchy.  
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Schools may overlook the relevant training for pupil 
councillors and adult advisors provided by national 
organisations or consider it too expensive (Whitty and 
Wisby 2007). If so, there is a role for local authorities 
to develop or host cluster or regional training events for 
pupil council members and adult advisors alike. 
Although some (e.g. Davies et al 2006) suggest that 
there is a need for training to be provided for all 
teachers to ensure that the work of pupil councils is 
valued across the whole school, ‘rather than confined to 
particular teachers with enthusiasm’ (Davies et al 2006: 
33), better preparing and supporting those most 
directly involved would be a positive first step in the 
right direction. 

As ESTYN (the education inspectorate in Wales) notes, 
budgets give ‘increased status to the school council, and 
pupils feel more highly valued’ (2008: 8). Having a 
pupil-controlled budget does not appear to be a ‘make 
or break’ factor in the effectiveness of pupil councils, 
but access to adequate resources is crucial. Either as a 
matter of policy or as a direct allocation, the point of 
local authorities ensuring adequate resources to all 
pupil councils is to guarantee basic fairness. Every pupil 

council should have the basic support it requires to 
have a fair chance of succeeding - and only local 
authorities are in the position to mandate and ensure 
that something resembling a level playing field exists 
within its borders.

Given that the majority of schools in Scotland do have 
a pupil council, local authorities can play another 
valuable role in undertaking systematic evaluations of 
pupil councils in their area (Davies et al 2006) or 
providing frameworks for schools to undertake their 
own (Whitty and Wisby 2007).  Such evaluations need 
to examine both outcomes and processes in the context 
of the drivers for the existence of the pupil council 
(children’s rights; education for citizenship; school 
improvement; and personalisation (Whitty and Wisby 
2007). Local authorities are in a unique position to 
encourage, support and monitor different dimensions 
of pupil participation across their schools (Cross et al 
2009). Pupil councils may well be best left to 
individual schools to operate, but there is also value in 
a helping hand from local authorities, if offered at the 
right times and in the right ways.
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