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Aims 

The study aimed to explore how schools, architects and planners have involved children and young people in improving physical aspects of the school environment through student consultation and participation initiatives. A review of current practice in the UK and internationally was undertaken to provide a clearer picture of how these approaches have been developed and of the outcomes for those involved. Data were collected to enable us to identify:

· the different ways in which students were consulted and involved in school environment projects;

· what aspects of the physical environment in school were regarded by students as significant;

· how student input was used to inform planning and design of school buildings and facilities;

· the benefits and difficulties encountered with these initiatives.

Our review included an extensive literature search on theoretical and practical aspects of this aspect of student voice (a bibliography is available on request).

Findings 

The study found a wide range of different initiatives concerned with student consultation and participation in the school environment. In the UK, a major government initiative, Building Schools for the Future (DfeS), had been initiated and this brought the school environment issue to the foreground of public attention. This national initiative's stated objective was to improve or re-build every secondary school in England over a ten to fifteen year period. Building Schools for the Future served as a catalyst to a number of new projects established by various organisations including The Sorrell Foundation's 'Joinedupdesignforschools' Project and School-Works (cored funded by the DfES and CABE). Projects differed in terms of their emphases, reflecting the objectives and philosophies of the particular organisations concerned. Some programmes centred on ways of engaging students' interest in design and the built environment; others focused on the pragmatic benefits of user consultation for professional designers; while for others, providing opportunities for citizenship education and democratic decision-making in schools had been a guiding principle. Details about the various UK initiatives identified in the study can be found in the full report (see Publications below).

There were also a number of interesting, international examples of student participation in improving and planning the school environment. In Norway, for example, student councils acted as consultants to architects commissioned to design new school buildings. Dr Rob Walker (University of East Anglia) reported on a primary school in an urban setting in Australia that was designed with students acting as consultants throughout the design process. There are a number of student participation and school environment projects in the United States. The University of Washington College of Architecture's Center for Education, Environment and Design Studies is carrying out a project called Build-a-School-Community Case Study which is developing a model for university faculty and school students to work in partnership to design new school buildings. 

Comment

Although many projects promoted student consultation and participation, the extent of students' involvement often appeared to be quite limited and short-term. In some cases only a small number of students were taking part and their ideas were not necessarily adopted or there was insufficient funding for their designs to be implemented. Nearly all projects were adult-led - and often by adults from outside the schools - and few, if any, of the initiatives identified in this study could be categorised as reaching the top rung of Hart's Ladder of Participation (Hart, 1992) in which an initiative is described as:

Young people-initiated, shared decisions with adults - This happens when projects or programmes are initiated by young people and decision-making is shared between young people and adults. These projects empower young people while at the same time enabling them to access and learn from the life experience and expertise of adults. 

It may be the case that some short-term initiatives will have little influence on the culture and ethos of a school over time. However, although only a few completed projects have been fully evaluated, and evidence is therefore largely anecdotal, feedback from students, teachers and designers suggests that there have been some important, positive outcomes for schools, for groups of students and for the design professionals involved. For example, students commented on how taking part had given them an understanding of how buildings are designed and had developed their awareness of the built environment and design issues. Teachers reported positive responses to new facilities in their schools and, in some cases, head teachers felt that changes to the school environment had led to improved student performance and behaviour. In projects where designers had consulted students, the design professionals often commented on the usefulness of the student input and how the consultation process had helped them to gain a clearer understanding of learners' needs. 

Our review suggests that student voice may have a key role to play in creating better learning environments. However, it also suggests that further research is needed to explore how student voice can be used to improve the quality of the school environment through a more sustained structure for participation and to examine the impact of these approaches on the quality of teaching and learning in schools.
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A full version of the report and bibliography can be obtained from Julia Flutter (jaed100@cam.ac.uk).
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