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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).

HASAS Research Briefings 4 and 5 discuss what was 
learned about the ‘effectiveness’ or ‘success’ of 
Scotland’s pupil councils. These are not simple terms 
and concepts. And, there is not universal agreement 
about what they mean or how they could and should 
be measured. The Having a Say at School research 
shows that there are two main components to pupil 
council effectiveness or success in the view of both 
school staff and students: 1) what they accomplish; 
and, 2) how they operate. Research Briefing 4 shared 
the findings and conclusions about how they operate, 
i.e. processes. This document (Research Briefing 5) 
focuses on what they accomplish, i.e. outcomes.

This distinction is not as clear-cut as might be 
expected. For many pupil councils in many Scottish 
schools, the outcomes being sought are symbolic 
and/or experiential, e.g. giving students a voice or 

offering students the chance to engage in democratic 
decision-making. Achieving tangible improvements in 
school life are welcome ‘side effects’ in these 
circumstances, not the fundamental point. 
Accordingly, this document does not leave behind what 
might otherwise be regarded as additional ‘process’ 
considerations. However, the Having a Say at School 
research revealed that most Scottish schools do judge 
the ‘effectiveness’ and ‘success’ of pupil councils (at 
least, in part) upon the positive changes in school life 
that result from their activities. 

These findings are drawn from both analysis of 1,063 
completed School Surveys (described more fully in 
Research Briefing 2) and the case studies conducted at 
six diverse schools across Scotland. Other HASAS 
information and briefing papers are available at: 
http://www.havingasayatschool.org.uk/ 

Headline findings

1.The most common reason to have a pupil council 
at all is to create an opportunity for collaborative 
decision-making between students and staff members 
within the school. Only a minority of Scottish schools 
create and operate pupil councils primarily as a way of 
accomplishing significant changes in school life.
2.Pupil council members generally seek to both 
represent their fellow pupils and make their schools 
better. Adult advisors focus more on processes than 
outcomes, but both groups assess effectiveness in terms 
of such criteria as ‘fairness’ and ‘communication’. 
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3.Pupil councils tend to discuss ideas/problems, 
make recommendations and influence change, and 
take action on: school materials/uniforms, break-times, 
special projects, fundraising, school environment (e.g. 
toilets) and lunches/snacks. Some pupil councils have 
been instrumental in changing aspects of life within 
their own schools and/or making a difference outwith 
school.
4.Pupil councillors identify costs/budget, other 
practical issues and ‘being let down by schools’ as the 
main reasons they do not achieve certain goals. 
5.Few pupil councils have budgets and those that 
have budgets typically have small ones (i.e., in the 
!150-300 range per year). The case study schools 

suggest complexities in gaining access to the funds they 
need. 
6.Both pupil council members and adult advisors 
have mixed views about the importance of pupil 
councils controlling their own budgets.
7.Five purposes for pupil councils are identified: (1) 
pupil councils as part of school governance, i.e. 
influencing or making decisions; (2) pupil councils as a 
response to a legal or policy imperative; (3) pupil 
councils as symbolic and part of school ethos; (4) pupil 
councils as a way to consult with service users; and (5) 
pupil councils as ‘laboratories of democracy’. The last 
purpose is the predominant one among the six HASAS 
case study 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. 

What is a pupil council? 
No official definition of a pupil (or school or student) 
council exists across the 
UK. The official Welsh website on school councils 
provides one common understanding of this term: 

“A school council is a representative group of 
pupils elected by their peers to discuss matters 
about their education and raise concerns with the 
senior managers and governors of their school.”1

!
!http://www.schoolcouncilswales.org.uk/en/fe/page_at.asp?
n1=30&n2=31&n3=69 (16.6.09)
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Why be interested in pupil councils?
Pupil councils have become the most popular formal 
mechanism in the UK for children and young people’s 
participation in school-wide decision-making. 
Participation by students in schools is now on policy 
and practice agendas and the value of children and 
young people’s voices is recognised in major education 
reforms. In part, this reflects a growing understanding 
and acceptance of Article 12 of the UN Convention of 
the Rights of the Child across the UK.2

All publicly funded primary, secondary and special 
schools in Wales should have pupil councils, as they are 
required by law (School Councils (Wales) Regulations 
2005). Research in England suggests that over 90% of 
schools now have councils (Whitty and Wisby 2007). 
In Scotland, the Standards in Scotland’s Schools Act 
2000 requires education authorities to have regard to a 
pupil’s views in decisions that significantly affect that 
pupil in relation to his or her school education.  

Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence, introduced in 
2009, gives this direction of travel even greater 
emphasis. The Curriculum for Excellence is intended 
to result in each child or young person becoming: “a 
successful learner, a confident individual, a responsible 
citizen and an effective contributor”. Pupil councils are 
seen as one key mechanism for promoting and 
achieving all four of these goals (especially ‘responsible 
citizenship’). 

In the UK, the widespread hope is that pupil councils 
can and will be vital ‘laboratories of democracy’. Yet, 
children and young people’s participation in schools, in 
general -- and pupil councils, in particular -- has been 
subject to considerable criticism. Most research shows 
pupils to be dissatisfied by their overall involvement in 
decision-making and particularly by pupil councils that 
" 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. 

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. 
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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;
2.School Survey, with separate questionnaires posted 
to adult advisors/headteachers and to pupil councils at 
each and every special, independent and secondary 
school, as well as hundreds of diverse primary schools 
throughout Scotland;
3.Case studies of six illustrative schools, involving: 
focus groups with pupil council members at the start 
and end of the academic year; a survey of pupil council 
members; staff interviews; and documentary analysis; 
and,
4.Further research in two of these six schools, 
involving: observation of pupil council meetings 
throughout the year; and, a survey of students who are 
not pupil council members. 

A National Advisory Group greatly assisted the Having 
a Say at School project. The group included pupil 
council members (from primary and secondary 
schools), teachers, national and local policy makers, 
researchers, and other experts. Although it did not 
meet often as a group, there were numerous helpful 
interactions with individual members during these 
years.

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.

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

! Questionnaires completed by 73 members of 
pupil councils in the case study schools 
(providing information beyond that received 
from thousands of students who returned the 
earlier School Survey);

! Focus groups conducted with these pupil 
councillors at the start of the school year and 
again at the end (two focus groups were 
conducted in one of the secondary schools 
having both a junior and a senior pupil 
council); and,

! Interviews with eight adult advisors working 
within these six schools.

Additional data from two of the case study schools are:

! Observational data from pupil council meetings 
(seven in the primary school and five in the 
secondary school)

! Questionnaire responses from 140 students in 
these two schools who are not members of the 
pupil council. These included students at the 
following levels: Primary 4 (8-9 year-olds), 
Primary 7 (11-12 year-olds), Secondary 2 (13-
14 year-olds and Secondary 4 (5-16 year-olds).
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What are pupil councils intended to be and do?
As described more fully in Research Briefing 2, the 
HASAS School Survey reveals that approximately one 
in five students and adult advisors indicate that the 
fundamental purpose of pupil councils is for students 
to have decision-making power about school life. 
Presented with a ladder of options that best describe 
the purpose of pupil councils, only this minority of 
respondents (20%) picked the ‘highest rung’, where 
children and young people have the most decision-
making power (‘for pupils to make decisions about 
what happens in the school’)3. It is worth noting that 
there was not a discrepancy between the proportion of 
students and of adult advisors who view councils in this 
manner.

Four in five students and staff (80%) chose a lower 
rung in the participation ladder as the one that best 
describes what pupil councils are intended to be and 
do. The most popular option for both groups of 
respondents describes a collaborative relationship, i.e., 
‘for pupils and staff to make decisions together’. 
Overall, pupil councils are more likely than school staff 
to see themselves in a consultative role, rather than 
direct decision-making one. 

Interviews with the adult advisors in the six case study 
schools suggest that the there are two main drivers for a 
schools to develop a pupil council. The first is external 
(responding to a local authority policy) and the second 
is internal – (school staff identifying the need for one). 
In no case study school did pupils instigate the council. In 
two of the case study schools, students were consulted 
to develop a pupil council – but only after staff had 
decided to create one. 

According to the HASAS School Survey results, pupil 
councils state that representing their fellow pupils, and 
making their school better, are the most important 
things that think they should do. In the case study 
3 Based upon as adaptation of that ‘ladder of participation’ 
developed by Roger Hart (1992).

schools, pupil council members are evenly spread on 
whether they aspire to ‘make one big change’, ‘make 
many small changes’ or ‘work well together’. Girls 
expressed more interest in outcomes (i.e., making 
changes, whether large or small) and the boys in 
processes (i.e., ‘to work well together’ and ‘to be 
respected’). 

In the case study schools, pupil council members were 
also asked at the start of the year what they hoped to 
achieve by the end of it. Most of their answers relate to 
matters they perceive as affecting the quality of their – 
and their fellow students’ -- daily school lives, ranging 
from the acquisition of new school materials (e.g. new 
playground equipment and better computers/Internet 
access) to the improvement of the quantity and quality 
of schools meals and snacks. Other aspirations feature 
changes to the school uniform and issues relating to 
time (e.g. changing the school hours to accommodate 
those who live far away, as well as longer break times). 
Some also sought to raise money as a pupil council, 
whether for external charities or to pay for some 
sought-after improvements within the school.

Pupil council members also hold aspirations that are 
more personal/individualistic in relation to their 
perceived roles, i.e., consulting and representing pupils, 
providing feedback to pupils, collaborating successfully 
with adult advisors and school decision-makers, as well 
as participating well during council meetings. One of 
the observations emerging from the case studies is that 
pupil councillors generally perceive this experience as a 
significant and useful one for them personally.  There 
does not appear to be a powerful correlation between 
how much or how little the pupil council actually 
accomplishes (in objective terms) and the value that 
pupil councillors assign to the experience (in subjective 
terms).  

The aspirations of adult advisors in the case study 
schools tend to focus on processes, not the same sort of 
tangible outcomes that students voice. These staff 
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aspirations include: pupils and parents working 
together and sharing responsibility in advancing a cause 
or project (e.g. health promotion; younger and less 
able/popular pupils becoming involved in the pupil 
council); pupil councillors having a positive experience 
and better understanding their roles and 
responsibilities; and members developing a sense of 
‘ownership’ of the council and running it without too 
much input from the adult advisor. 

The advisors’ aspirations are exemplified by the 
following quotations:

I think, most importantly, my priority at the 
moment is the pupils themselves. About it being 
effective for them, so that they understand what 
their role is, that it is a significant role, and that 
it has responsibility attached to it, and that they 
are spokespeople, if you like, for the school. I think 
the whole school is very much… aware that there 
is a pupil council and that they've had an impact 
on the school. 
(Adult advisor, secondary school)

I think effectiveness is the degree to which the 
pupils feel that it is their pupil council; something 
they believe is theirs -- and that everyone will get 
their voice heard, if they have an opinion. I think 
the process of that is important, not necessarily the 
outcomes. [Those outcomes] will sometimes 
happen as well, but I think the main thing is the 
fact that it’s theirs; they run it; and they have 
their questions answered. 
(Adult advisor, primary school)

What do Pupil Councils achieve?
The HASAS School Survey indicates a fairly close 
connection between the general aspirations and the 
areas of actual achievement by pupil councils across 
Scotland. That is, both pupil councillors and adult 
advisors throughout Scotland report that most of the 
things that pupil councils set out to accomplish are 
either attained or significantly progressed in the course 

of an academic year. Their endeavours heavily focus 
upon improvements to the daily realities of life at 
school (materials, uniforms, food/drink, and the 
physical environment (especially toilets and 
playgrounds). Some took on, and carried out, a 
fundraising role, too. Pupil councils very rarely devote 
their attention to academic or staffing issues, e.g. 
courses offered, assessment of learning or 
teachers/assistants hired (see also, ESTYN 2008; Cross 
et al. 2009). 

In the six case study schools, the reported and observed 
achievements of the case study pupil councils follow a 
similar pattern. Examples include the following: 

! Changes to the school uniform -- In one school, 
pupil council members redesigned the school 
scarf and new school sweaters for the girls. 
Another pupil council negotiated a new dress 
code with adult decision-makers. 

! School meals -- Pupil councils achieved changes 
in the menu, including healthier options. Free 
choice in seating arrangements on ‘free-sit 
Fridays’ also is cited as a council-led change.

! Improvements to school buildings -- Pupil 
councillors note a range of achievements in this 
area, from minor repairs – such as getting door 
handles fixed – to refurbishing toilets and 
painting the stairs. In one school, where a new 
building is underway, the pupil council 
consults on the design. 

! Timing within school day -- Pupil council 
members in one school report changed the 
‘warning bells’ system (which indicate the 
restart of lessons after lunch) whilst another 
gained more time for students to finish work in 
class.

! Other  -- Pupil councils indicate several other 
areas of activity in which they perceive 
themselves as having accomplished goals of 
theirs, including introducing new sports 
groups, organising social events, developing a 
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school garden, the installation of school lockers 
and obtaining a new mini-bus. 

The fundraising activities engaged in by pupil councils 
are often substantial and tend to be of two different 
kinds. On the one hand, some pupil councillors report 
undertaking fundraising activities on behalf of the school 
and/or students, e.g. in order to pay for school-wide or 
playground equipment, including benches and cycle 
racks. On the other hand, pupil councils – sometimes 
at their own instigation and sometimes at the request 
of school staff -- raise funds on behalf of a local, 
national or international charity. In at least one case 
study school, several thousand pounds were raised in 
support of a charity during one year.

Of course, some pupil council aspirations are not 
achieved fully; and sometimes, not at all. According to 
pupil councillors, the reasons why these goals are not 
accomplished primarily is attributable to cost and other 
practical reasons. For example, one pupil council asked 
for new seating because the current benches are 
uncomfortable; but school decision-makers rejected 
this request on the grounds that the current benches 
are more convenient for the school, as they can be 
stored under desks. Yet, lack of available funds is the 
most common reason cited by pupil councillors. Ideas 
such as a lift to improve access for students in 
wheelchairs; Astroturf playing fields; and extensive new 
computer/technology purchases were not brought to 
fruition largely because of financial constraints.

In three case study schools, pupil council members 
report being “let down” by adults. In one, they had the 
idea of running a fruit snack bar with parents, but 
parents were not interested in the idea. In another 
school, pupil council members report repeatedly 
seeking to arrange meetings to discuss menus with the 
catering manager, but the person this meeting never 
took place. In a third school, pupil council members 
feel that there is a lack of support from the school staff 

and they only work with the pupil council when it is 
convenient for them. 

Finally, it should be noted that some aspirations of 
pupil councils are not achieved because they are 
outwith the control of the school (let alone the pupil 
councillors themselves). These include, for instance, 
changes to the buses that transported the pupils to and 
from the school. Another example involves student 
attempts to alter the portion sizes and cost of school 
meals. In both cases, control was vested in the local 
authority, not the school, and pupil councils did not 
have success in pursuing these specific objectives. 

How effective are pupil councils in terms of 
‘outcomes’? 
The School Survey administered to hundreds of pupil 
councils and adult advisors nationwide as part of the 
Having a Say at School research project indicates 
strong agreement by both parties on the positive role 
that pupil councils play in schools. More than four in 
five pupil councillors and adult advisors (84%) agree or 
strongly agree with the statement: ‘the pupil council 
has given pupils a say in how our school is run’. 
However, a higher proportion of pupil councils (93%) 
than advisors (84%) agrees or strongly agrees that: ‘the 
pupil council has improved things in our school’.

The survey undertaken with 140 students (who are not 
pupil councillors) in two case study schools reveals a 
more sceptical perspective. With regard to whether the 
pupil council makes the school a better place for pupils, 
the clear majority (59%) of these students agree or 
strongly agree that the pupil council tries to achieve 
this, but only about one-third (34%) of them agree or 
strongly agree that the council does achieve this 
aspiration. Primary school students are more likely to 
say that the pupil council does make the school a better 
place, while those in secondary schools tend to express 
more doubts and dissatisfaction.

© 2010 Children in Scotland and University of Edinburgh                                                                     Page 7



Nearly half (45%) of students who are not pupil 
councillors say that they do not know what their council 
has achieved in the current academic year, while an 
additional 18% report that their pupil council has 
made no significant achievements. This is similar to the 
survey of secondary pupils in Scottish schools (Tisdall 
et al. 2007). Only about one-third of pupils (31%) 
agreed or strongly agreed that ‘I can think of at least 
one important thing that has changed in our school 
because pupils asked for it to happen’, with another 
one-third (32%) disagreeing or strongly disagreeing 
with this statement. 

Such negative attitudes impact on pupil council 
members themselves. In one HASAS case study school, 
pupil councillors report that many students do not 
bother putting ideas or complaints forward because 
these students think that the pupil council makes no 
difference. Given that pupil councillors and adult 
advisors in the same schools during the same years can 
point to specific, tangible  accomplishments (as noted 
earlier), there is a discrepancy between reality and 
perception in terms of pupil council effectiveness.

Making concrete improvements in school life is only 
one possible purpose of a pupil council. Adult advisors 
point to three other purposes where pupil councils are 
effective: i.e. representing fellow pupils, improving 
school ethos, and developing individual skills. 

The case study schools demonstrate a great deal of 
effort, from both pupil council members and adult 
advisors, to ensure representation. The School Survey 
shows that the great majority of pupil councils (76%) 
and adult advisors (67%) state that their councils are 
successful – i.e. ‘good or ‘very good’ – at listening to 
the views of all pupils. In fact, less than 3% of pupil 
councils and 5% of adult advisors rated their councils 
at a level lower than ‘okay’ on this measure.

Pupil councils also provide feedback to those whom 
they represent. Both pupil councillors (67%) and adult 

advisors (64%) report that their pupil council is ‘good’ 
or ‘very good’ at telling students in the rest of the 
school what the pupil council is doing. This means a 
strong majority view pupil councils as being a bit better 
at ‘listening’ than ‘telling’, but more than ‘okay’ at both 
sides of the communications equation. These, of 
course, are not impartial views. 

Note that this latter point is not endorsed in the survey 
of Scottish students who are not councillors nor by the 
MORI survey of secondary school pupils (Tisdall et al. 
2007). For example, in the MORI survey, only 20% 
agree or strongly agree that: “I know what the school 
council talks about” and only 21% agree or strongly 
agree that: “The council has given me a say on how my 
school is run”. 

In terms of school ethos, a large majority of both staff 
and pupil councils agree with the statement: ‘having a 
pupil council makes a difference to how pupils feel 
about the school’. Further exploration makes it clear 
that the difference perceived is both a positive one and 
spread fairly evenly across the school (e.g. not restricted 
only to the oldest cohort or by gender).

Similarly, interviews with adult advisors are filled with 
references to the importance of schools being seen to 
listen to its students. They state that the large and small 
changes made by the pupil council make a significant 
impact in the school; while noting also the importance 
of pupil councillors realising that they are responsible 
for these changes.

Within the case study schools, the adult advisors 
emphasise the individual learning opportunities for 
pupil councillors, particularly in relation to the 
councils’ responsibility through:

! Representing other pupils, including 
attendance at meetings, bringing issues from 
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classmates and being prepared to speak at 
meetings;  

! Individual effectiveness, in terms of decision-
making and communication;

! Carrying out leadership roles; 
! Having realistic expectations; and 
! Carrying through with their plans and 
organising activities.

Do pupil councils need a budget to be effective? 
Few pupil councils report having their own budget, i.e. 
one that they control directly. Staff members report in 
the HASAS School Survey, for example, that 72% of 
pupil councils do not have a dedicated budget. Among 
the pupil councils that do have budgets, most are in 
secondary schools and large schools (600 and more 
pupils).

For the minority of pupil councils with budgets, the 
amounts are relatively small.  The most common range 
is less than !25-!150 (38% of councils with any 
budget). Only 12% of pupil councils counted here 
have a budget over !800. The minimum recorded 
pupil council budget is !25 per year, while the 
maximum is !1,100 for the year. The average annual 
pupil council budget according to the HASAS data on 
councils having any budget whatsoever is !417 per 
year, while the median is !200 annually.

Of the 28% of Scottish pupil councils with budgets, 
the majority (58%) receive an allocation from school 
fund. 36% of these councils raise funds to have a 
budget.  Perhaps unexpectedly, far more primary 
schools (31%) engage in fundraising for this purpose 
than secondary schools (11%). Most of the pupil 
councils use their budget money to purchase 
equipment (50%) and for special projects (26%). 

The experience of the six HASAS case study schools, 
though, suggests further complexities. For example, in 
some schools, adult advisors and pupil council 
members disagree on whether the pupil council 

actually has a budget – and, if so, in what amount and 
from what sources. One adult advisor reports why he 
considers that the pupil council does have a budget. 

They sell advertising space... and they get paid so 
much for each advert and it comes in every 
month… the school made a provision that they 
would sign up for this and the money would go to 
the pupil council... Actually, we also get money for 
photocopying and for the odd thing. But [before] 
we didn’t actually have a budget that we could 
decide what we would spend it on. 
(Secondary school, adult advisor)

The pupil council members in the same school report 
that they do not have a budget; stating instead that they 
can ask for money when it is needed. In another 
school, although the pupil council has a treasurer, the 
adult advisor is unclear as to whether there is a budget 
for the current year.

Although a dedicated budget is not available to, and 
controlled by, the great majority of pupil councils, this 
does not mean that they have no access to money and 
other resources they deem necessary. Pupil councils are 
usually able to pursue the resources to accomplish their 
aspirations in two other ways. 

First, pupil councils can ask the headteacher to 
fund a request. This method is used directly when the 
headteacher attends pupil council meetings or, most 
often, the councils’ request is made via the adult 
advisor. In one school, pupil council members express a 
‘philosophical’ attitude to the headteachers’ possible 
response: ‘He either says yes, no or maybe’.

Second, pupil councils can fundraise, either to 
provide money, generally, for the pupil council or 
to allocate for a specific idea/project. Some school 
decision-makers view this as an advantage, through 
which pupil councillors can learn to appreciate the 
value of money. For example, one headteacher states:
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I think it works well at the moment because… 
if there is something we want to do, it’s not just 
handed to them. They've got to go through the 
whole process of learning about money and the 
value of it. 
(Secondary school, adult advisor)

Pupil council members in this school hold similar 
views. As one member says: 

We [all pupil council members] did play a part… 
but, at the same time, we have to also thank the 
fundraisers [on the council]. They are the reason 
these things happen; usually the money doesn’t 
appear out of nowhere -- we have to go and 
fundraise it. It just shows you the value of money 
coz usually you just spend it. But, with money the 
Pupil Council raises, you plan how to spend it.
(Secondary school, pupil councillor)

Views of adult advisors are mixed, within the case 
study schools, on the value of having a budget. Four of 
the adult advisors think that having a specific pupil 
council budget would be useful to enhance the pupil 
councils’ effectiveness and as a learning tool. However, 
others are uncertain; with some believing that a budget 
could restrict ideas and flexibility – especially if it 
means only having access to a set amount of money. 
According to adult advisors, if a pupil council has 
adequate access to school resources through the 
headteacher, then not having a budget has no 
significant impact on effectiveness. For example:  

I think it was suggested by the local authority that we 
might want to do that [give the pupil council a budget 
allocation]. But, in many ways, that kind of sets a 
limitation on pupils to say: “Here’s  !100 you can 
spend, but that’s all you've got”, so your ideas should 
be limited by !100 basically, or !200 or whatever. I 
would much rather they [pupil council members] just 
came up with the ideas and we looked at how we 
might get the money to do things. 
(Secondary school, headteacher)

According to both pupil council members and adult 
advisors, this approach could be appropriate, as many 
of the changes pursued by pupil councils -- such as 
fixing or refurbishing toilets, broken locks etc. -- are 
covered by the existing school budget. Further, the 
headteacher can be good at finding money when 
needed. One advisor says not having a budget is viewed 
as positive because it means money isn’t ‘just handed to 
them (the pupil council members)’. 

The members of the pupil councils in the case study 
schools hold mixed views on the merits of having their 
own budget. One pupil council among them views 
financial matters as being outside their remit. Although 
the advisor and headteacher in another school report 
that funds are available from school budgets, pupil 
council members in the same school do not believe that 
they are consulted:  

We don’t really get to say what we are buying and 
stuff in the school. It’s just the headteacher will 
just say, ‘that’s too expensive’ or ‘I’ll look into it’.
(Secondary school, pupil councillor)

Another pupil council member sees a budget as a 
benefit because:

Any amount of money will help… give us more 
independence!
(Secondary school, pupil councillor)

In other schools, pupil council members agree they can 
access monies through the school. For example, two 
pupil council members discuss it, as follows:

Girl 4: We were not given money when we asked 
for the new taps in the girls’ bathroom; we were 
not given an actual budget. Coz we asked for 
that, we paid for it…They are doing it for us 
and, therefore, it is as if they are spending the 
budget for us. But, we don’t get cash specifically. I 
find that quite often, if you need money for 
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something from the school, you can ask them. You 
can take them receipts and they will pay for it, as 
long as we’ve agreed it with them beforehand -- 
and I think they would be quite willing to do 
that, if we had a sensible course for it.
Girl 5: There are other things, other separate 

things, to do. As a council, we don’t need money. 
It’s just not something we need, but if we needed 
to do something, then .  . .
Girl 4: There are lots of thing we’d like to change 
which require money
(Secondary School, Pupil council members)

Conclusions and recommendations 
At the outset, the Having a Say at School research team 
decided to ask whether pupil councils had budgets. 
The hypothesis was that having money is power and 
could assist pupil councils in ensuring their decisions 
are implemented. The School Survey finds only a 
minority have their own budget and that most of these 
are modest. The case study schools, however, show that 
having or not having a budget is more complex and 
nuanced. 

Thus, while it is apparent from the HASAS research 
that pupil councils must have access to adequate 
funds/resources to be effective, it is not clear that there 
is a specific amount that constitutes ‘adequate’ or that 
the council must directly control its own budget to be 
successful in meeting its goals. Respondents expressed 
different views on whether a budget is necessary or 
valuable. ESTYN’s (the education inspectorate in 
Wales) conclusions are pertinent to the situation in 
Scotland, too, i.e. budgets give “increased status to the 
school council, and pupils feel more highly valued” 
(2008: 8) but councils can still be effective if they can 
otherwise gain access to needed resources. 

The HASAS research also raised issues about the 
relative merits of pupil councils being granted a set 
amount of funds by their schools versus requesting 
money on an ‘as needed’ basis from the headteacher 
versus pupil councillors raising and spending their own 
funds. This is not a question for which a definitive 
answer exists for all times, schools and circumstances. 
Instead, it raises the issue of purposes and trade-offs in 

relation to pupil councils. On the one hand, there is an 
intrinsic value to raising one’s own funds. On the other 
hand, especially given limited time, fundraising can be 
a distraction and obstacle to achieving more 
fundamental parts of the pupil council’s remit and 
intentions.  

It is simplest to judge pupil councils’ effectiveness in 
terms of the extent to which the pupil council actually 
does what it sets out to do. One immediate complication 
is that different pupil councils – and, sometimes, 
different parties involved with them – have different 
views about what pupil councils could and should ‘set 
out to do’ in the first place. The fieldwork in the case 
study schools offers insights into the general point 
emerging from the HASAS School Survey – namely, 
that there are a wide range of reasons why pupil 
councils exist and what they are meant to accomplish. 
There are five dominant purposes served by pupil 
councils in Scotland today, which are not always 
mutually exclusive:

1.Pupil councils as part of school governance. The 
purpose of a pupil council is to have an impact on, 
or actually make, decisions that have a significant 
impact upon school life. 

2.Pupil councils as a response to a legal or policy 
imperative, such as responding to: a local authority 
policy on the participation of children and young 
people; and/or the Standards in (Scotland) Schools 
Act 2000; and/or the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (and the Scottish 
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Government’s commitments to implement the 
UNCRC). 

3.Pupil councils as symbolic of adult interest in 
the views and ‘voice’ of pupils. The interviews 
are replete with the importance of senior staff 
‘being seen’ to be listening, that pupils ‘know’ that 
staff are listening (see Baginsky and Hannam, 
1999, for the ‘signalling’ effect of pupil councils). 

4.Pupil councils as a way to consult with ‘service 
users’, in order to improve the school service. A 
variation of this is to use the pupil council as a 
“safety valve”, as described by one adult advisor, for 
pupils to “let off steam”. 

5.Pupil councils as ‘laboratories of democracy’. 
This is backed by pedagogic reasons why pupils 
(and especially, pupil council members) should 
learn about having (or being) representatives and the 
processes of formal representative democracies, e.g. 
from voting to having formal agendas and minutes. 
As one headteacher states: 

And, if you start off young doing that, then you 
can only build on that foundation. Then, you’re 
getting them to be responsible citizens, so that 
they’ll actually go and vote for the people who 
they want to see [in office].

(Primary school, headteacher)

Pupil councils in the UK have been criticised for 
focusing on ‘inconsequential’ issues, such as toilets, 
lockers and play areas and failing to address 
fundamental academic issues (Wyse 2001; Maithes and 
Deuchar 2006; ESTYN 2008; Yamashita and Davies 
2009). This criticism is echoed by a pupil council 
member, who comments:

I don’t know whether they thought we would be 
dealing with making sure there was more toilet 
roll or trying to work out prices for lunch. … I 
keep saying we are running out of small things to 
fix. It’s the big things that are the problems. 
(Secondary school, pupil councillor)

But, are the matters dealt with by most pupil councils 
really as inconsequential as some critics assert? It is easy 
to understand why these concerns are viewed as fairly 
trivial by adults who are not part of that school 
community and who have other goals and priorities in 
mind. Few would contend that the decision about the 
school uniform is as meaningful as the decision about 
who will teach a core subject. 

An alternative perspective emerges from the HASAS 
case study schools. It considers the amount of time 
children and young people spend at school and the 
importance of the everyday environment within 
schools to their own perceived well-being and 
satisfaction. For example, school toilets can be 
important spaces for children and young people’s 
health, safety and relationships. Yet, they have been 
found all too frequently to be unhygienic places that 
children and young people want to avoid (thus causing 
potential health problems), spaces for bullying, and 
sometimes even the locus of contentious power 
struggles with staff (Children’s Commissioner for 
Wales 2004). 

To cite another ‘school environment’ example, pupil 
council members in one school are extremely positive 
about developing a garden that they see as widely 
enjoyed by school members. This achievement is not 
something the pupils themselves regarded as 
‘inconsequential’. Pupil councils and their members 
differ on whether they seek to make big or small 
changes. Nonetheless, the change agenda of Scottish 
pupil councils today very rarely engages with central 
areas of academic decision-making nor whole school 
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governance and policy-making (Cross et al. 2009). 
Whether this role definition will be different, or should 
be different, in the future remains unknown. 

Legal and policy requirements in Scotland on the 
precise form and workings of pupil councils are 
presently non-specific – unlike in Wales. Thus, simply 
having a pupil council meets the broad legislative and 
policy goals for some means of pupil participation in 
school life. The symbolic purpose is also met, at least to 
some extent, by the simple existence of pupil councils. 
This is not a robust standard. Still, both pupil councils 
and adult advisors express the opinion that having a 
pupil council does make a difference in terms of how 
pupils feel about the school. 

The more consumerist purpose of consulting service 
users is evident, from both the School Survey and the 
case study schools. Consumerism can allow ‘private’ 
concerns to be recognised as public issues and facilitate 
collective solutions. It can be seen as empowering of 
pupils, or making them, at least partially, ‘players’ in 
the school’s quality control processes.

However, there can be limits to the value and 
credibility of this form of consultation by service 
providers (i.e. school staff) with service users (the pupil 
councillors or, more broadly, the student body). In 
particular, there can be a disconnect between adult 
‘listening’ and adults really ‘hearing and heeding’ what 
students are saying. Some students regard some of 
these adult consultations as tokenistic or even 
manipulative. 

Individualised consumerism can lead to consultation 
by service providers on a narrow agenda but rarely leads 
to a radical change in the balance of power between 
providers and consumers. A consumer’s ultimate power 
is that of exit, which hardly applies for many children 
and young people in compulsory education – although 
they could resign from the pupil council. 

The fifth purpose, the ‘laboratory of democracy’ is the 
predominant one in the case study schools, where a 
great deal of energy is dedicated to representativeness 
and formal practices of democracy. This matches the 
Welsh definition of a pupil council (noted earlier) and 
is underlined by the HASAS data. Such a purpose is 
recommended, for example, in the Welsh regulations 
and the Northern Irish Commissioner’s guidance. In 
practice, the HASAS data reveal that delivering on this 
‘laboratory of democracy’ model proves time-
consuming and often problematic. This project finds 
little consideration and debate (by pupils or their adult 
advisors) about the strengths and weaknesses of pupil 
councils replicating a formal representative democracy 
model (see Cairns 2006). 

Certain of these benefits are achieved primarily (if not 
exclusively) for those who are directly and actively 
engaged in pupil councils – specifically, the adult 
advisors and pupil council members. While their grasp 
of what it means to operate within a representative 
democracy usually is significantly enhanced by this 
experience, there is little evidence that such 
understanding and skill-building translates to students 
who are not pupil councillors themselves. 

The broader group of students indicate that they see 
the value of pupil councils in terms of at least some of 
their peers ‘having a say’. It also is worth remembering 
that while, in most schools, each year’s pupil council 
includes only a small fraction of the student body, 
there is a significant cumulative exposure to the 
experience of being a pupil councillor. The Scottish 
survey of a sample of all secondary school students 
showed that one-third of secondary school pupils 
(Tisdall et al. 2007) had served as pupil council 
members themselves at some point during their school 
careers. Thus, a good proportion of pupils can gain the 
individual benefits of the pupil council experience.
One final point about the effectiveness of pupil 
councils should be made. Whether the primary 
purpose of the pupil council focuses on processes or 
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outcomes, the thread woven through both is the 
importance of good, on-going, two-way 
communications. Effective pupil councils are 
distinguishable from those still in need of major 
improvement by the quality, frequency and integrity of 
the communications between: adult advisors and pupil 
councillors; pupil councillors with each other; the 
council and other school decision-makers; and, last but 
far from least, the pupil council and the student body it 
is meant to both represent and serve.

Bridging the potential – and, too often, real – gap 
between pupil councillors and other students seems 
essential if pupil councils are to remain as the most 

popular form of formal participation within Scottish 
schools. While pupil councils are typically only one 
form of participation within most Scottish schools, 
they are the dominant form in terms of ‘whole school’ 
pupil involvement in decision-making. Thus, it is in 
everyone’s interests for pupil councils to be – and to be 
widely seen as -- effective in meeting their goals and 
fulfilling their purposes. Pupil councils should never be 
allowed to degenerate into breeding grounds for 
student and staff cynicism about all forms of pupil 
participation. They have extraordinary potential, but 
fully tapping that potential can only occur when all 
concerned do their part to help pupil councils thrive, 
not merely survive.
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