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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

This research project seeks to explore the extent to which the learning 

environment within a school can be improved by capitalising on the 

intellectual and leadership potential of pupils themselves to innovate, 

identify and contribute to the direction of their own learning through the 

introduction of a Student Leader Scheme as a component of whole-

school behaviour for learning policy. It sets out a rudimentary framework 

that has served as the basis for a pilot scheme that has been used with 

a top set year 9 mathematics class for the academic year 2012/13. By 

analysing the results of pupils’ experiences as Student Leader 

throughout the year, the project establishes that not only is there broad 

support for the idea of increased Student Leadership but that there is an 

appetite to extend the mandate and responsibilities that the position 

entails. It suggests that by incorporating this feedback and extending the 

scheme to other mathematics classes and the sociology department for 

the academic year 2013/14 an effective Student Leadership Scheme 

can be developed that can be rolled out across the school. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The Armed Forces recognise the importance of strong leadership and throughout the 

training process, for both Officers and recruits, there is a considerable emphasis on 

developing the leadership and communications skills of students alongside their 

military skills such as marksmanship and field-craft. At the Royal Military Academy 

Sandhurst (RMAS) a ‘Daily Leader Scheme’ is employed whereby, in each platoon 

of approximately 30 cadets, one individual assumes responsibility for all aspects of 

planning, logistics and communication for a 24-hour period. This process continues 

on a rotational basis such that everyone will have several opportunities to complete 

the role over the course of the year and also watch and learn from others as they 

adopt the role.  

As a secondary mathematics teacher, I decided to try and incorporate a similar 

scheme targeted at developing the soft skills of leadership and communication 

amongst pupils which appeared to be an effective way of embracing the school’s 

values of individual commitment, self-discipline, integrity and respect for others in 

particular. Over the course of the academic year I have pioneered this scheme with a 

top set year 9 class (and, to a lesser extent, a bottom set year 8 and 10 class).  

This research project will explore the rationale for integrating such an emphasis on 

leadership and education by exploring themes in the literature. It will then provide a 

detailed methodology of how the scheme is employed before completing analysis 

from pupils. It will conclude that the Student Leader Scheme has been an effective 

tool not only for developing leadership and communication skills in pupils and 

enhancing contact with parents, but also in a broader sense, by integrating these 

values into everyday classroom practice it has helped to build pupils’ confidence, 

inspire them to be innovative and independent and in so doing help prepare them for 

the additional responsibilities they can expect at higher education or as they embark 

on their careers. 
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Increasingly schools are taking note of pupil voice which is now incorporated into 

Ofsted’s inspection framework, however, there remains scope for improving the 

extent to which pupil voice can simultaneously be used as an instrument to facilitate 

pupils’ personal development in areas such as leadership and communication 

(Moggach, 2006). Beyond the superficial rationale of embracing pupil voice to satisfy 

Ofsted, there are compelling reasons why pupil voice strategies make sense in their 

own right (Jackson, p6, 2006):    

1) Educational values – students are people who matter in schools.  

2) Community values – whose school is it? 

3) Rights – students are a significant voice in schools. 

4) Social responsibilities – young people have rights and responsibilities now 
enshrined in international law. 

5) Legitimacy – the authenticity of student perspectives about learning and 
school community. 

6) Pragmatics – if students are not allowed to change what they do, then we will 
never transform learning. 

For the purposes of this investigation pupil voice shall be defined as an aspirational 

and optimist commitment to valuing and engaging all of the multiple voices in school 

to improve learning and is predicated on the assumption that this can be maximised 

when the leadership of all those who share responsibility for learning within a school 

(both pupils and adults) is employed effectively (Jackson, P7, 2006). Within the 

literature, existing research has already suggested that student voice can serve as a 

catalyst for change in schools not just in terms of improvements in teaching, but also 

in staff-student relationships, teacher-education, assessment, the curriculum and the 

organisation of the school (McGregor, p86, 2007). 

There is momentum growing behind the idea of teachers employing evidenced 

based research to inform their practice. In spite of ethical concerns about employing 

evidenced based research, in particular the use of Randomised Control Trials 

(RCTs), the medical profession has wholeheartedly embraced this approach which 

has subsequently transformed patient outcomes. Reflecting on the lessons that have 

been learned by the medical community, and the parallels that can be drawn with 
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resistance to the use of RCT’s in the education sector, Dr Goldacre (2013) 

advocates that: 

 research on what works best should be a routine part of life in education 

 teachers should be empowered to participate in research 

 myths about randomised trials (RCTs)in education should be addressed, 

removing barriers to research 

 the results of research should be disseminated more efficiently 

 resources on research should be available to teachers, enabling them to be 

critical and thoughtful consumers of evidence 

 barriers between teachers and researchers should be removed 

 teachers should be driving the research agenda, by identifying questions that 

need to be answered. 

Using this as a framework, therefore, this paper will continue by assimilating existing 

studies and augment this with the results of student feedback to reflect critically on 

the role of student leadership, in particular, within the arena of student voice. 

Per Dalin is an educationalist from Norway who has dedicated his working life to 

leading systemic change programmes in under-privileged environments around the 

world and who echoes Goldacre’s approach in calling for schools to become 

laboratories for learning (Jackson, p7, 2006). His focus, however, is on utililsing the 

capacity of everyone within schools (including pupils) to experiment and enquire into 

how things can be done differently and improved; he estimates that 90% of the 

intellectual capital and leadership potential of a school is under-utilised and 95% of 

that under-utilisation resides in the intellectual capital of students. Part of the 

problem appears to be inertia in shifting adult perceptions of students away from 

students as self-controlled children who do not and cannot know what is good for 

them towards one in which they are perceived as change-agents in their own right 

(McGregor, p93, 2007). Reconceptualising pupils as young people who can be 

trained in the skills to work collaboratively with adults and co-lead learning empowers 

them to imagine constructive improvements and use their active involvement in 

decision making to advocate change in schools (McGregor, p93, 2007). It is 

therefore, a key tenet of the Student Leader Scheme that pupils are empowered to 

co-lead learning by, for instance, teaching part of or even an entire lesson on a topic 
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of their choice. By facilitating pupil involvement in school and community 

development in the capacity of Student Leader, and providing them with a platform to 

innovate, the Student Leader Scheme seeks to release a greater proportion of the 

intellectual capital of students, as part of a holistic pupil voice programme, in order to 

realise benefits that facilitate increased learning across the school.    

Whilst the majority of pupils have, at some stage, had an opportunity to exercise 

leadership in some capacity (typically leading small group work in lessons) such 

activities are rarely recognised formally with appropriate developmental feedback 

(Jones, 2004). Meta-analysis of the factors which affect academic achievement 

reveals that feedback is the single most powerful moderator that enhances 

achievement (Hattie, p8, 2003), a finding which appears to be lauded universally 

within Continuing Professional Development (CPD), but is not applied so consistently 

with respect to pupils’ personal development. Although most schools do have formal 

position-based leadership positions such as prefects, school councils and pupil 

librarians these are limited to a select few which can constitute as little as 6% of the 

student body, and moreover, teaching and learning is ring-fenced and not open to 

influence from pupils (Jones, et al, 2003). The Student Leader Scheme therefore 

seeks to challenge the elitist approach of the status quo, not only enabling all pupils 

to complete the role of Student Leader at some point across the academic year but, 

in addition, empowering the Student Leader to have an impact on Teaching and 

Learning, albeit in a limited capacity through, for instance, leading a plenary or a 

group activity. In so doing, the scheme hopes to access a greater proportion of the 

leadership potential which is currently underutilised in order to develop the whole 

school learning environment.  
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3.0 STRUCTURE 

STUDENT LEADER  Teacher  
     (Experiment)   Feedback 
 
 
DEPUTY LEADER 
(Investigate & plan) 
 
 

PUPIL 
        (Observe) 

Figure 3.1: Student centred leadership 

 Week 1: Teacher models Student Leader with the following broad remit  
(see Annex 1 – roles and responsibilities which could be subject to class 
discussion) 

a) Act as a role model 

b) Complete a presentation on ‘maths in the real world’ or equivalent 

c) Nominate pupils for good news cards home 

d) Assist with handing out/ collecting in resources and books 

e) Teach a starter/ plenary/ introduce an activity  

 Week 1: A pupil is chosen to be Deputy Leader and will develop a more 
detailed understanding of the position.  

 Week 2: The pupil from week 1 who was Deputy Leader now takes on 
the role of Student Leader and a new Deputy is chosen (who will 
succeed as Leader in week 3 

 Week 3: The Student Leader from week 2 receives developmental 
feedback on their performance (see Annex 2 – Feedback). The Deputy 
Leader from week 2 becomes the new Student leader and a new Deputy 
is chosen. 

 The process continues throughout the year until roughly Easter when all 
pupils should have had a chance to hold the position of Student Leader. 

 Once all pupils have completed a week as Student Leader elections are 
held for a full-time Student Leader. 

 The pupil who becomes the full-time Student Leader will be given 
greater autonomy and expected to take on a more active role and build 
up to leading an entire lesson (4.2.6). This will be planned thoroughly in 
association with the teacher, but the pupil will be expected to heavily 
influence the topic and ideas for activities etc.  

 At the end of the year, the Student Leader receives an official and 
comprehensive reference for their performance over the course of the 
term which can then be used for job applications or a record of 
achievement file.  

(R
e

fl
e

c
t)
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4.0 ANALYSIS 

4.1 METHODOLOGY 

Pupils in the Year 9 top set mathematics class in which the Student Leadership 

Scheme was pioneered were e-mailed a questionnaire designed using online 

provider www.surveymonkey.com. The results were anonymous and there was a 

response rate of 79% (n=28).  

Enquiries into the effectiveness of the Student Leader Scheme were also undertaken 

with the form tutors represented within the class (who received a copy of pupil 

reports) as well as the Head of Year (to whom exceptionally good and bad feedback 

forms were sent). Given the constraints on teacher’s time this was sought through 

the form of open ended comments and reflections.    

  4.2 DATA ANALYSIS 

4.2.1 LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNICATION 

 

Figure 4.21: Being Student Leader helped develop my leadership and communications skills 

Half of pupils either ‘agreed’ or ‘agreed strongly’ that their experience as Student 

Leader had developed their leadership and communications skills. Whilst a strong 

endorsement for the scheme, more than a quarter of pupils ‘disagreed strongly’ with 

this statement suggesting that perhaps these pupils are already confident and could 

have benefited from assuming even more responsibility – a point which came up in 

Series1, 
Agree 

strongly, 
4, 18% 

Series1, Agree , 
7, 32% 

Series1, 
Neither 

agree nor 
disagree, 4, 

18% 

Series1, 
Disagree, 1, 

5% 

Series1, 
Disagree 

strongly, 6, 27% 

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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the open ended feedback (4.2.5). It may also encompass a couple of pupils who 

moved up to set 1 later in the year and did not complete a week as Student Leader. 

4.2.2 CONFIDENCE 

 

Figure 4.22: Acting as Student Leader has developed my confidence 

The findings in response to the statement: ‘Acting as Student Leader has developed 

my confidence’ appear to mirror those in 4.2.1. In both sets of responses 

approximately a fifth of pupils stated they ‘neither agreed nor disagreed’ with the 

statement; further research would be required to elicit whether these are more 

positive than negative. Such an ambiguous response is not especially helpful and 

would be removed from any follow up surveys. 
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4% 

Series1, Agree , 
31.82, 32% 

Series1, 
Neither 

agree nor 
disagree, 

22.73, 23% 
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Disagree, 

13.64, 14% 

Series1, 
Disagree 

strongly, 27.27, 
27% 

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly



10 | P a g e  
 

4.2.3 BEHAVIOUR 

 
Figure 4.23: Having a Student Leader has helped improve behaviour 

The majority of pupils do not disagree with the assertion that the Student Leader 

Scheme has improved behaviour however, there does appear to be room for 

improvement with respect to this particular objective of the scheme. In particular, 

extending the Student Leader’s responsibilities to negative as opposed to purely 

positive aspects of behaviour, is a recurring theme that was raised by pupils (4.2.5). 

4.2.4 PUPIL ENDORSEMENT 

 

Figure 4.24: I think next year’s class should use the Student Leader Scheme 

Of all the statements, ‘I think next year’s class should use the Student Leader 

Scheme’ attracted the highest number of ‘agree strongly’ responses. Whilst, as has 

Series1, Agree 
strongly, 9.09, 

9% 

Series1, Agree , 
22.73, 23% 

Series1, Neither 
agree nor 

disagree, 27.27, 
27% 

Series1, 
Disagree, 

13.64, 14% 

Series1, 
Disagree 

strongly, 27.27, 
27% 

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

Series1, Agree 
strongly, 6, 27% 

Series1, Agree , 
5, 23% 

Series1, Neither 
agree nor 

disagree, 7, 
32% 

Series1, 
Disagree, 

2, 9% 

Series1, 
Disagree 

strongly, 2, 9% 
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already been noted and can be seen in detail in 4.2.5, there appear to be areas for 

improvement with regard to increasing the responsibility associated with the post, 

this response suggests that there appears to broad support for the scheme (it also 

elicited the smallest proportion of ‘disagree strongly’ responses).   

4.2.5 IMPROVEMENTS 

Included by some pupils in response to the question: ‘What could be done to 

improve the scheme for next year?’ the following cross-section of comments were 

received (emphasis added) and coded as being predicated upon increasing the level 

of responsibility [responsibility], ensuring all pupils complete a week as leader 

[access], continuing in its current format [status quo] other: 

“Make the leader have all responsibilities.”     [Responsibility] 

“Interact more with the students make the student leader more involved.” 
[Responsibility] 

“Do nothing, as it is perfect in itself.”      [Status quo] 

“Make sure everyone has a go”      [Access] 

“Make one student leader for the whole year. And on the first lesson we could 
vote, and pick the person that we think will be the best example for student leader 
make improvements in the student leader rights.”   

[Responsibility] 
“Make the leader have more responsibility such as look for who is being disruptive 
in lesson and who is working hard. This would help Mr Davies as he would have 
more time to help those who don't understand the work get more help done from the 
leaders and the teacher should also make sure that the students in the class are 
respecting the leader and they are obeying him/her as well.”    

[Responsibility] 
“Give a prize to the leader based on how well he/she have done only make people 
who want to be student leader be student leader.”    

“Let the student pick a entirely different subject.”   [Other] 

“Dissolve it.”        [Other] 

“Stop it.”         [Other] 

“Give everyone a turn.”       [Access] 

“Remind certain students that taking on the role of Student Leader is a major 
responsibility. Misbehaviour is absolutely not acceptable and if this rule is not 
followed, a punishment such as detention or phone call home will be served.”  

“Create more jobs for the leader to do only people who want to do it have to do it.”  

[Responsibility] 
“Give more power to the leader and make other student understand that the student 
leader is like a teacher because people don’t take it seriously.” [Responsibility] 

“Carry on doing what he is doing I think Mr Davies should let the students leader 
choose what he wants to do with the class.”    [Status quo] 
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4.2.6 LEADING LEARNING: PUPIL-LED LESSONS 

One of the criticisms levelled at existing positions of Student Leadership within the 

literature was that Teaching and Learning has always been ‘ring-fenced’. This is 

indicative of the top-down approach which, ostensibly, is restricting improvements in 

school performance. It was, therefore, an explicit objective of this Student 

Leadership Scheme to empower the Leader with a (limited) opportunity to impact 

directly on teaching and learning. All pupils had to choose any topic they wished 

related to the title of ‘maths in the real world’ for their presentation and had the 

opportunity to help out with a starter/plenary or with introducing an activity if they 

wanted to. However, once the permanent Student Leader was elected, the 

responsibility increased and I asked him to choose any topic as the focus for the 

lesson. I explained that I would like him to come up with the topic independently and 

think of how best to introduce it to the class. I suggested that I would then be happy 

to teaching the content but, if he wanted he could have a go at teaching the whole 

lesson. I discussed preliminary ideas with the Student Leader around a week before 

the planned lesson and was thrilled to receive the following e-mail:  

“hi sir here is the final presentation if you can print off some maps 

with lines of latitude and longitude going through them and battleship 

layout enough for the class please and i think i am able to take the 

class alone a” 

The Student Leader came up with the topic completely independently and had 

designed a series of detailed slides which constituted a lecture. Consequently, I 

asked him to think of how we could transform it into a lesson by making it more 

interactive. I helped him to find some resources on including locating continents via 

longitude and latitude and battleships and he incorporated these changes into the 

presentation (see below) 

It was incredibly impressive to see a pupil leading learning in this way and to such a 

high standard both in terms of the content and teaching style but also, in the way in 

which he managed the behaviour of his peers. The feedback from pupils and staff 

was tremendous. The results from an end of year survey revealed that having the 

Student Leader teach them was one of best parts of the year I got a sense that it 

really helped give them a sense of empowerment. Other feedback included:  
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This is fantastic, what great slides and activities!  

...We will definitely be stealing your leadership model to incorporate 

into our SOW next year...  (Head of Year) 

 

This is off the maths teacher planet! 

What amazing opportunities for leading learning.  (Principle) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2.6: Student Leader’s Lesson 
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4.3 EVALUATION 

To enhance the reliability of the findings, the investigation should be repeated over 

the following academic year with an entire year group. By fully briefing all staff with a 

presentation such as the one delivered to the school’s Senior Leadership Team 

(SLT) by the Student Leader at the centre of this investigation (Annex 4), and 

refining the scheme to incorporate pupils feedback such as additional responsibility, 

an input for negative behaviour and additional emphasis on the ability of the Student 

Leader to influence (albeit to a limited extent) the direction of Teaching and Learning, 

the objective of the scheme as a component of behaviour for learning should achieve 

an even greater degree of success. As has been noted in the data analysis, 

subsequent surveys should exclude the ambiguous survey response of ‘neither 

agree nor disagree’ with a particular response to polarise pupils’ opinions more 

effectively. 

The evaluations received from other members of staff who have been part of the 

trial, as tutors who have received feedback reports on their tutees, have been 

positive and included comments such as  

“I think the report was very useful, full and well-thought out.” 

“I think this student leadership activity was great - well-targeted and encourages 

pupils to develop some otherwise weak skills.” 

“Another great record of fantastic leadership. Thanks for informing us all. This is 

great!” 

 

Of more value, however was some of the ideas for how the scheme could be 

developed further. One tutor in particular suggested that it would have been helpful 

to have some advance notice that one of their tutees was about to be Student 

Leader so she could talk it through with her. Whilst an able pupil, she lacked 

confidence and the tutor thought she would have benefited even more if she was 

able to talk to her about how role as Student Leader was progressing through the 

week. 
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5.0 CONCLUSION 

This research project has highlighted the importance of using everyone within a 

school environment, including pupils themselves, to identify areas for improvement 

and drive through innovation. It has established that there is a manifest under-

utilisation of the intellectual capital and leadership potential of a school and that the 

bulk of this under-utilisation can be attributed to a top-down approach which sees 

pupils as self-controlled recipients of senior leadership decisions as opposed to 

agents of change who are able to successful contribute towards and catalyse 

successful innovation to improve the learning environment. 

The Student Leadership Scheme proposed in this project, and piloted over the 

academic year 2012/13, is one mechanism through which pupils can be empowered 

to make decisions that directly affect them and through which the school can identify 

areas of its practise to develop. The key tenets of the scheme are that all pupils 

complete a week as Leader and that all pupils received individualised, 

developmental feedback. The findings from the pilot class are that there is broad 

support for the scheme and, moreover, that when open-ended responses from the 

surveys are coded it can be seen there appears to be an appetite to increase the 

mandate of the Student Leader’s responsibilities yet further. For the academic year 

2013/14 the Student Leader Scheme will be extended within the mathematics but 

also to the sociology department within the school. By extending the scheme to 

different subjects and other classes (including middle sets) it should be possible to 

identify a broad set of principles that can form an effective Student Leader Scheme 

to roll out throughout the school. 

An electronic copy of this report together with all the associated resources 

and the lesson taught by the Student Leader can be found at: 
http://bit.ly/studentleadershipscheme 

 

 

http://bit.ly/studentleadershipscheme
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7.0 APPENDIX  

ANNEX A:Student Leader Responsibilities 

 

1)  Complete a 3 minute presentation on “Maths in the 
real world”. 

2) Act as a role-model for the rest of the form by 
setting high standards (arrive on time, smart 
uniform etc) 

3) Behave in a professional manner and do not let 
your friendships impair your judgement 

4) Work effectively with the Deputy Student Leader to 
complete all the duties on your checklist and any 
extra duties the teacher requires 

5) Nominate pupils that have worked hard for post-
cards home 

6) If you have any new ideas or suggestions, present 
these to the teacher 

7) Keep the badge with you and ensure you hand it 
over to the next Student Leader. You are 
responsible for its safekeeping 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.southfields.wandsworth.sch.uk/
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ANNEX B 

Thursday, 20 June 2013 

NAME: 
Student Y 

CLASS: 

9S Ma-1 

Leadership:    Excellent   Poor 

Cooperation: 

Communication: 

Innovation: 

New/ creative ideas: Student Y was the first person to complete a presentation involving 
algebra and the first to come prepared with posters of the questions and key information!  

Overview: 

Grade 

 

 

 

 

Effective role model: 
On time: 
Uniform: 
Supporting peers: 
Homework: 

1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5 

Comments: Student Y was an effective leader; she set a fantastic example to other pupils 
with her presentation and should aim to try and make her presence felt throughout the 
week rather than only taking centre stage at the front of the class. 

Works effectively with Deputy Leader: 
Works effectively with Teacher: 
Works effectively with other adults: 

1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5 

Comments:  Student Y completed the tasks well but she could have made better use of her 
deputy by delegating some of the tasks. As leader I would also expect her to arrive early and 
help set up the class but this was not always the case 

Communicates ideas effectively: 
Delivered presentation effectively: 

1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5 

Presentation Title: At the races- puzzle 

Comments:  Student Y delivered the most effective presentation of any leader so far. 
Extremely challenging question which captured everyone’s attention. Thoroughly prepared 
with notes and worked solution. We have not covered the maths required in class so it also 
shows independent research at home – FANTASTIC!!! 

WWW EBI 
1)  Good organisational skills 1) Try to project your authority 

throughout your time as leader. 
2)  Excellent presentation 2)  Speak louder and more slowly 

for presentation than normal 

Comments:   Student Y came alive in front of the class delivering her 
presentation; I was very impressed. Next time, try and maintain this 
confidence and presence throughout your time as leader. 

1 
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ANNEX C 

Thursday, 20 June 2013 

NAME: 
 

CLASS: 
9S Ma-1 

 

Leadership:              Excellent   Poor 

 

Effective role model: 
On time: 
Uniform: 
Supporting peers: 
Homework: 

1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5 

Comments: 
 

Communication: 
 

Communicates ideas effectively: 
Delivered presentation effectively: 

1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   

Presentation Title: 
 

Comments: 
 

Cooperation: 
 

Works effectively with Deputy Leader:                                   
Works effectively with Teacher:                                 
Works effectively with other adults: 

1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   
1        2        3         4        5   

Comments: 
 

Innovation: 
 

New/ creative ideas: 

 
Overview: 

 Grade 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WWW EBI 
1) 

 
1) 

2) 

 
2) 

Comments: 

 


