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Illustration 1: ‘A good inspector will listen to everyone’ — Child SI/15/6
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Abstract

The right of children to participate in all matters affecting them is enshrined in the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) and most specifically in 

article 12, which relates to the child’s right to express his or her views freely and to have 

such views given due weight. As school inspection is a matter affecting children, it is, 

therefore, a matter about which they are entitled to have their views sought, listened to 

and taken into account. This study, by a practising inspector, considers the 

implementation of the principle enshrined in article 12 in respect of whole-school 

evaluation (WSE), a model of school inspection, in Irish primary schools. It explores, 

from the perspectives of children and their teachers, how inspectors could better engage 

with children’s views during WSE.

The research was undertaken in one primary school in the west of Ireland and involved 

senior-grade students (aged 10-12 years) and their teachers. The data set, from focus- 

group interviews and draw-and-write activities, was analysed qualitatively. A children’s 

rights-based approach was employed: two distinctive elements of this approach include 

the deliberate steps taken to build the participants’ capacity in understanding WSE and 

children’s right to be heard; and the involvement of a children’s research advisory group 

(CRAG). The CRAG took part in various stages of the research including the choosing 

and preparing of data collection methods, analysing data, and disseminating findings.

The study shows that children have views about inspection and want to express them. 

This thesis makes a strong argument for the importance of facilitating children to express 

their views freely during inspection and to have their views given due weight not merely 

as a data source for accountability and performativity but as part of an empowering, 

emancipatory process benefitting students, schools and the Inspectorate.

The study proved to be successful on a number of levels, notably in the development of a 

methodology that allowed children to contribute fully as research participants and to 

present their perspectives on inspector-student consultation. Furthermore, it contributes to
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the existing knowledge base regarding children’s rights in education focusing in this 

instance on their right to be heard during school inspection.
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Chapter One

Introduction

In compliance with the Education Act 1998, all State prinary schools in Ireland must 

be inspected by the Department of Education and Skills (hereafter ‘DES’) on a regular 

basis. The Inspectorate, a division of the DES, is tasked vith responsibility for school 

inspection. The aim of this study was to explore, from the perspectives of children and 

their teachers, how inspectors could and should engage vith students’ views during 

whole-school evaluation (WSE): a form of school inspectbn.

The following sections provide a general introduction to the study and consider the 

current nature of students’ participation in WSE and my specific interest in the topic. 

The formulation of research questions is addressed as veil as the structure of the 

thesis and concluding comments in respect of the tim;liness of the research are 

provided.

1.1 General introduction to the study

The right of children and young people to participate :n decisions on all matters 

affecting them is enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989) (hereafter ‘UNCRC’) and most specifically h article 12, which relates to 

the child's right to express their views freely and to have their views given due 

weight. The Committee on the Rights of the Chill (hereafter ‘Committee’)

13



recommends a broad interpretation of ‘matters’ affecting children (CRC/C/GC/7, 

2005) and emphasises that children do not leave their human rights behind when they 

enter the school gate (General Comment No 1, 2001, para. 8). It avers that schools, as 

well as bodies providing services for children, establish permanent ways of consulting 

with children in all decisions concerning their functioning (CRC/C/87, 1999). The 

Inspectorate is one such body and as the inspection process in Irish primary schools, 

and specifically WSE, is a matter that affects children, it is, therefore, a matter about 

which they are entitled to have their views sought, listened to and taken into account. 

Amidst the growing ‘orthodoxy’ of child consultation (Todd, 2012:193) and the 

popularisation of child voice, I felt that further consideration was required as to the 

purpose and method of inspector-student consultation during WSE in order to ensure 

that the principle enshrined in article 12 is observed.

Numerous studies have highlighted the importance of seeking children’s views in 

respect of schools and education (for example Smyth and Calvert, 2011; Smyth et al., 

2009; Devine 2009, 2003b, 2002; Lynch and Lodge 2002). However, there have been 

very few studies in respect of WSE in Irish primary schools. Where these have 

occurred, they concern adult practitioners’ perceptions of the process (for example 

O’Connor, 2001). There have been a relatively small number of studies of WSE in 

Irish post-primary schools (Dillon, 2011, Matthews, 2010; Griffin, 2010, Mulkerrins, 

2008; McNamara and O’Hara, 2008), Of these, only one—a qualitative study by 

Dillon (2011)—garnered the perceptions of nineteen students, amongst other 

stakeholders, from a number of post-primary schools in the aftermath of WSE to 

explore whether they experienced it as a partnership process. The findings indicated 

that students did not discern sufficient focus on their perspective during the process. 

The other post-primary studies considered the purpose of WSE as an external 

evaluation of schools; the impact of WSE; the perceptions of principals, and the role 

of WSE in promoting school self-evaluation.

This study, by a practising inspector, provides one of the first detailed accounts of 

children’s perspectives about participation in primary-school inspection. It seeks to 

contribute to the existing knowledge base regarding children’s rights in education
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focusing in this instance on ways of implementing effective, rights-informed 

consultation during WSE. It draws upon data gathered from on-site research with 

children and their teachers in one primary school in the west of Ireland in October 

2013. Rather than link the study to a specific WSE experience—which would be 

affected by particular inspection experiences—the selected school had not had a WSE 

for a number of years; in fact the participating classes of children had never 

experienced one.

The study is rooted in childhood studies and three central assumptions underpin the 

research approach undertaken. First, that childhood is a social rather than a biological 

construction (Powell and Smith, 2009; Woodhead and Faulkner, 2000). Second, that 

children are social actors and worthy of study in their own right and from their own 

perspectives (Christensen and Prout, 2005; Greene and Hill, 2005). Third, the focus 

on rights and participation necessitates the employment of consultative child-centred 

methods more compatible with a qualitative approach than with positivistic research 

frameworks (Coppock, 2011; Bagnoli, 2009; Guillemin and Gillam, 2004).

The methods employed emphasised children’s agency and positioned them as subjects 

rather than objects of research (Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher. 2009; Leitch et al., 

2007; Greene and Hogan, 2005). For example, draw-and-write was employed with 

children preceding traditional semi-structured focus group interviews. (With teachers, 

focus-group interviews were employed.) In addition, as the right to be heard was a 

primary focus of the study, a children’s rights-based approach, as developed by Lundy 

and McEvoy (2011), was used. There were two distinctive elements to this approach. 

Firstly, as part of the research process, deliberate strategies were undertaken to assist 

children in the formation of their views on issues where this was necessary 

(elaborated in Chapter Three). Secondly, a children’s research advisory group 

(hereafter ‘CRAG’) assisted. The CRAG—based in a different primary school in the 

same hinterland—took part in various stages of the research including the choosing 

and preparing of data collection methods, analysing data, and the dissemination of 

findings.
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1.2 Introduction to WSE

Inspection of schools by external agents is a near world-wide educational practice 

(Allen and Burgess, 2012; Wilcox, 2000); the majority of European nations now have 

education Inspectorates as do over three-quarters of the countries reviewed by the 

OECD (Gray, 2014). As the statutory roles of Inspectorates vary from country to 

country, the approach of the different Inspectorates vary from an objective-based 

approach, involving summative, external and formal elements, to a more process- 

based approach which is more formative, internal and informal (Allen and Burgess, 

2012; van Bruggen, 2005). While an analysis of what constitutes the best approach to 

the inspection of schools generally is outside the scope of this study, research 

literature reminds us that inspection values about what constitutes a good school, good 

teaching and teachers, important knowledge and about how to learn are present in 

both what is inspected and in how the inspections are carried out (Baxter and Hult, 

2013, Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Segerholm, 2011).

In Ireland, in compliance with section 7(2)(b) of the Education Act 1998, the DES 

operates a programme of inspection to ‘monitor and assess the quality, economy, 

efficiency and effectiveness of the education system’. The Inspectorate, a division of 

the DES, is tasked, under section 13 of the Act, with responsibility for evaluation of 

the education system and with the provision of advice to the education system and 

policy makers. (Appendix 2 provides greater detail of the functions of the 

Inspectorate.) Whole-school evaluation (WSE)—introduced into the Irish education 

system in 2004—is a form of school inspection. It is designed to evaluate key aspects 

of the work of schools and to promote improvement (DES, 2010).

Children may enrol in Irish primary schools from the age of four and primary 

education consists of an eight-year cycle: junior infants, senior infants, and first to 

sixth classes (DES, 2013b). Typically, a WSE is conducted in a primary school every 

eight years: once in the students’ eight-year cycle. One, two or three inspectors 

(depending on school size) spend up to three days in a school and conduct specific 

pre-evaluation and post-evaluation protocols involving meetings with a number of
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parties, including parents’ representatives and the board of management. They 

evaluate and report on the operation of schools under four headings: management; 

planning and school self-evaluation; teaching, learning and student achievement; and 

support for students. An evaluation report about the school—including strengths and 

areas for development—is published on the DES website (http://www.education.ie). 

In 2013, an iteration of WSE called Whole-school evaluation—Management, 

Leadership and Learning (WSE-MLL) was introduced. It jettisons pre-evaluation 

meetings and has joint post-evaluation meetings for staff, parent and management 

representatives.

Internationally, inspector-student consultation is a common feature of inspection. All 

Inspectorates in the UK, for example, undertake discussions with groups of students 

during inspection about their learning and school experiences. The Welsh 

Inspectorate, Estyn, undertakes discussions with students ‘to explore pupils’ 

knowledge and understanding of their work, and how well they feel the school 

supports them and contributes to their wellbeing’ (Estyn, 2014:9); however, adequate 

detail as to the rationale for and operationalisation of its consultation with students is 

not provided in its publicly available inspection documentation. There is similar 

scarcity of detail in the documentation of the ETI (Northern Ireland), HMIE 

(Scotland) and Ofsted (England) Inspectorates.

Under the Education Act 1998, there is no statutory duty on the Irish Inspectorate to 

consult primary-school students (Kilkelly, 2008a). However, Inspectorate publications 

emphasise that WSE/WSE-MLL is to be undertaken in a spirit of collaboration 

engaging all partners, including parents and students (DES, 2010). Interactions 

between stakeholders and inspectors ‘provide the evaluation team with an insight into 

the structure and dynamics of the school’ (page 1). However, consultation with 

students in the WSE process is still in its infancy. In its practice, there is evidence that 

the Inspectorate has a growing appreciation for the importance of children’s views. 

For example, in its newly revised Code of Professional Practice for the Inspectorate 

(DES, 2015) (hereafter “'Code ’) explicit reference to article 12—with a commitment to 

‘seek and give due weight to the views and opinions of learners, according to their age
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and maturity’—is included (page 2). (As a member of the quality assurance 

committee which developed the Code, I collaborated successfully for this reference to 

article 12.) Table 1 illustrates the participants/interactions in the typical WSE process.

Table 1: Participants with whom the inspector typically interacts during WSE
Inspection protocols Participants

School
management

Parents Teachers Students

Pre-evaluation meetings ■ ■ ■
Interviews ■ ■ ■
Questionnaires ■ ■ ■
Observation/interaction in classrooms ■ ■
Feedback meetings ■ ■ ■
Provision of written report ■ ■ ■

During WSE, inspectors consult both formally and informally with students. Formal 

consultation occurs in three main ways. Firstly, since September 2010, students from 

third to sixth class (9-12 year olds approximately) are surveyed on a group basis by 

means of a closed-choice questionnaire in the presence of a teacher; in larger schools 

the questionnaires are administered only in fourth and sixth classes. The questionnaire 

is conducted for descriptive purposes; to provide information about students’ opinions 

in respect of various statements such as I like this school, I get on well with the other 
children in my school, All the students in my class are treated fairly and respectfully, We work 
in groups most days and my teacher explains things clearly. Data is collected by means of 

twenty-one Likert-like statements under three main headings—-About my school, 

About my learning and Other information—based on three predetermined options: 

Yes, No and Don’t Know. (Due to an agreement with Inspectorate management to 

safeguard the integrity of the questionnaire for ongoing evaluative purposes, a copy of 

the full questionnaire is not included in this thesis.) The inspector provides feedback 

on the aggregated perspectives of students as part of the post-evaluation process to 

school management, teachers and parents’ representatives at a post-evaluation 

meeting; there is no obligation in schools to share that information with students. 

Chapter Two discusses the questionnaire in further detail and Chapter Four details the 

participants’ perspectives about its use.
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Secondly, formal consultation with students may occur during WSE should an 

inspector consult with a student council (DES, 2010), although there are no 

documented guidelines for such consultation at primary-school level. In practice, 

consultation with a student council happens infrequently as there is no statutory duty 

on primary schools to establish a council—section 27 of the Education Act provides 

only that students in post-primary schools may establish a council—and their 

existence is not widespread. Thirdly, in recent years, consultations with small groups 

of students to elicit their views on aspects of their primary-school experiences have 

formed part of the evaluation methodology of a number of inspections with a 

particular thematic focus (ESRU, 2013). An example of this was an evaluation of 

social, personal and health education undertaken in forty primary schools (DES, 

2007).

Informal consultation occurs between the inspector and students in the classroom in 

respect of lesson content and students’ understanding of concepts or their work in 

particular curriculum areas. Informal consultation has its strengths. For example, 

inspectors can focus attention on whatever concerns them at a particular time easily 

guiding the conversation so as to find out what they want to know. However, informal 

consultation also has limitations. For example, being neither carefully planned nor 

pursued at any length, such consultation may not get to the heart of the issues under 

discussion and children may not have the opportunity to reflect in any depth on the 

issues thereby presenting only rather superficial views (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007). 

Also, the informality of such consultation may mean that students do not recognise 

that they are being consulted, and so the benefits that can follow from such 

recognition may be lost (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007).

While acknowledging the various formal and informal consultation approaches 

employed, it will be argued in this thesis that a rights-based approach is required to 

ensure compliance with article 12 and to forfend accusations of tokenism 

(Woodhouse, 2006; Flutter and Rudduck, 2004).
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1.3 My particular interest in the research topic

In 2000, I was appointed as a primary-school inspector having formerly worked as a 

school principal and teacher. In my interactions with students over the last fourteen 

years, one interaction in particular kindled my interest in the area of children’s rights 

and inspection. Unbidden, a student made a comment to me during a WSE: "Sir is 

brilliant, isn’t he? A bit random but brilliant’. The comment was both perspicacious 

and perceptive; the teacher in question did not plan a progressive work programme 

but could teach stand-alone lessons very well. Subsequently, during the Ed.D 

programme, engagement with the ‘big’ ideas of childhood, participation and 

children’s rights provided me with the chance to think more deeply about students’ 

involvement during inspection and to reflect upon whether the existing ‘master 

narrative' (Barone and Eisner, 2012:124)—that all is working fine without significant 

input from children—warranted exploration. Furthermore, the forage through the 

literature associated with the taught modules undertaken assisted in my consideration 

of the ethics of research with children, participatory research approaches, children’s 

rights and reflective practice and strengthened my resolve to involve children as the 

main stakeholders in my research.

1.4 Formulation of research questions

The potential of students’ enhanced involvement in WSE drove the research 

questions. In short, I wondered what was being missed by not fully incorporating 

their perspectives during WSE and how might inspector-student consultation be 

facilitated for the benefit of students, schools and the Inspectorate. To avoid the 

pitfalls of excessively open-ended research, I heeded the advice of experts—such as 

Bryman (2008) and Creswell (2009)—and provided in advance three research 

questions to guide the inquiry:

• What do children and teachers consider to be the benefits of and barriers to 

consulting students as part of WSE?

• What do children and teachers consider to be appropriate ways for inspectors 

to consult with students during WSE in primary schools?

20



• What are the key implications for practice should these ways be integrated into 

the WSE process?

As the research process was iterative; there was the expectation that the questions 

might change or shift in light of what was discovered in a manner consistent with the 

notion of an emerging design (Creswell, 2009).

1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis is laid out in five chapters. This is Chapter One and, as such, strives to 

provide a rationale for the research, while also establishing the context of the study. 

Chapter Two presents a review of the academic literature pertinent to childhood and 

participation including the child’s right to participate in education and WSE with 

specific emphasis on article 12. Chapter Three explains the methods used in the 

collection and analysis of data as well as the ethical considerations. Chapter Four 

provides integrated analysis and discussion across the four themes emerging from this 

data: effective engagement with children; child-suitable communication; inclusivity; 

and safety and fairness. Chapter Five discusses the findings in relation to the research 

questions and the broader issues for inspector-student consultation such as the 

rationale for adopting a rights-based approach, the obligations of the Inspectorate as 

duty-bearer and the need to respect the rights of younger students. The limitations of 

the research are also outlined.

1.6 Concluding comments

This study is opportune in that 2012-2014 have been pivotal years in the recognition 

of children’s participation rights in Ireland and in Irish schools. Three specific events, 

mooted here, will be discussed further in Chapter Two: the passing of an amendment 

to article 42(5) of the Constitution of Ireland on 10 November 2012, which led to the 

incorporation of specific children’s rights; the publication of the National Policy 

Framework 2014-2020 (NPF) to coordinate policy across government for children and 

young people (aged 0-24 years), and the official introduction of Inspectorate-endorsed 

school self-evaluation into schools that, for the first time, places dialogue and
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consultation with children within a directive policy and guideline framework for Irish 

schools (Fleming, 2013). With the UNCRC, the NPF and school self-evaluation 

recognising the right of children to be heard, the Inspectorate is faced with a challenge 

to forge true partnerships with students to ensure that their entitlement to have their 

views sought, listened to and taken into account in respect of WSE is respected. It is 

hoped that this thesis will contribute to such a process.
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Chapter Two
Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This is a rights-based study, focusing on children’s right to be heard during WSE in 

Irish primary schools. Consequently, a key aim of this chapter is to identify what the 

research literature contributes to an overall understanding of the link between the right 

to be heard and WSE; concentrating on both societal expectation and legislative 

requirement. The literature relating to the evolution of childhood and children’s rights 

is reviewed in addition to children’s participation in society and schools. Thereafter, 

children’s participation and school evaluation is considered. The concluding section 

links the various threads reviewed relative to the role of the Inspectorate.

2.2 Evolving images of childhood

Article 1 of the UNCRC defines a child as any human being below the age of 18 years 

‘unless’, it adds, ‘under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier’ 

(United Nations, 1989). Therefore, put simply, a child is a young person who has not 

reached the age that the law determines as his or her majority (Archard, 2003). The
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age of majority is customarily associated with the achievement of distinctive rights 

and obligations (Boyden, 1997). However, the definition of childhood and the ways 

we think about the child are harder to pin down.

Archetypically, societies assign the two broad age states of childhood and adulthood 

to mark out the life cycle of human beings (Franklin, 2002). A view of childhood as a 

separate, vulnerable and developmental stage of life which can be traced back to the 

fifteenth century predominated much of the twentieth century (Freeman and 

Mathison, 2009; Christensen and Prout, 2005; Archard, 2004; Franklin, 2002). Most 

discussion about children focused on notions of development and of ‘early 

experiences as the path to the whole person’ (Alderson, 2000:52). Piaget’s (1896- 

1980) work—pivotal within developmental psychology (Kellett, and Ding, 2004)— 

outlined clearly defined stages of cognitive growth from the sensory-motor stage of 

infancy through pre-conceptual, intuitive and concrete to formal operations of 

adolescence and adulthood (Kellett, Robinson and Burr, 2004). Piaget maintained that 

all normally developing children passed through these stages before achieving mature, 

logical thought, if not at the same rate, then certainly in the same sequence (Shaffer 

and Kipp, 2013; Berk, 2006; Cook and Cook, 2005).

The way that Piaget was interpreted led to a deterministic identification of the child as 

deficient through immaturity (Rinaldi, 2006; Alcock and Harris, 1982). Children were 

seen to be in a state of not yet being (Verhellen, 1999) on a stage-like journey to 

mature, rational, autonomous, adult competence (Mayall, 2005; Woodhead and 

Faulkner, 2000; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Jenks, 1996). Consequently, childhood 

was perceived as a preparatory, developmental phase (Qvortrup, 1994; Hayes, 1993), 

a ‘quarantine’ period where particular protective care was necessary to help the child 

prepare and learn to become a full and accepted member of society (Christensen and 

Prout, 2005:43).

However, the notion of a universal developmental process was challenged. For 

example, Mead’s (1901-1978) research showed how different cultural settings 

impacted upon development. Furthermore, Donaldson’s studies (1978) found that
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children’s true competencies were masked in the original Piagetian tasks, which were 

unfamiliar and artificial to them. Vygotsky’s (1896-1934) research, which showed the 

fundamental role that social interaction plays in the process of cognitive development, 

further challenged the notion of biological determinism (Hayes, 2002). He is credited 

with first premising a social constructivist model of learning (Kellett, Robinson and 

Burr, 2004) suggesting that knowledge is continuously constructed in a social context 

(Eggen and Kauchak, 2004) (discussed further in section 3.3.6).

In the 1980s and 1990s, a new paradigm, social studies of childhood evolved. 

Building on the work of Vygotsky and others, it conceptualised childhood as a 

product of history, society and culture rather than a biological phenomenon with 

specific age parameters around certain competencies (Lowe, 2012; Gadda, 2008; Holt 

and Halloway, 2006; Hendrick, 2003; Pollock, 1983). Childhood was considered to be 

more accurately a study of childhoods differently shaped, interpreted and understood 

by distinctive societies and cultures (Lamb and Hwang, 2014; Woodhead, 2009; 

Rinaldi, 2006). It was accepted that childhood is marked by major changes in physical 

size and maturity, relationships and identities, interests, activities and skills. However, 

these changes are expressed very differently within specific cultural settings and 

socioeconomic contexts (Boyden, 1997; Shamgar-Handehnan, 1994; Hockey and 

James, 1993). Childhood, like adulthood, was seen to be a subsection of society 

(Mayall, 2011). Children are perceived as social actors and socialisation—influenced 

by Bronfenbrenner’s (1917-2005) Ecological Systems Theory—as an interactive 

process whereby children simultaneously acted on the environment while also being 

shaped by it (Tisdall and Punch, 2012; Lange and Mierendorff, 2011). There was an 

orientation towards highlighting children’s present reality and their meaning-making 

activity (James and Prout, 1990).

Childhood—similar to adulthood—was seen as generationed; being historically 

positioned as an age group, children undergo a similar socialisation process that 

brings about a shared frame of experience and actions and makes them into an active 

generation (Mayall, 2011; Alanen, 2011; Oik, 2011). The notion of generation 

suggests that children need to be respected as knowers who gain practical knowledge
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of what it is to be in the world, as a child in the kind of society where they are 

positioned as children (Alanen, 2011; Qvortrup, 1994). They will have an 

understanding—their own, based on their social position—of the very same world that 

sociology has mainly described and explained from conventional adult viewpoints 

(Blatterer, 2007). Other disciplines and research areas joined the sociology of 

childhood—from geography to education to law—creating an academic area of 

interest often termed childhood studies.

Voice and agency are fundamental components of childhood studies (Smith, 2013; 

Tisdall and Punch, 2012) emerging from the intellectual debates of the 1970s and 

1980s influenced in great part by the UNCRC (James, 2009). (The UNCRC is 

discussed in greater detail in section 2.5.3.) Voice is deconstructed to refer to the 

actual voice that speaks and the speaker, the actual words spoken and what is said, 

and the right to speak (Britzman, 1989) and agency 'to the fact that children are much 

more self-determining actors than we generally think' (Pufall and Unsworth, 2004:8).

With the ‘ageing’ of societies and the relative numerical decline of the child 

population in western societies through falling birth rates, a renewed focus is being 

placed on how and why children matter (Wyness, 2012; Jensen and Qvortrup, 2004); 

childhood is now considered a hot topic (Devine, 2012). The propensity to 

contextualise children through the future rather than the present remains (Gillis, 2011; 

James, 2009; Christensen and Prout, 2005) where the emphasis is put on 

understanding children in terms of becoming rather than as being a social person 

(Johansson, 2012; Buhler-Niederberger and Sunker, 2011; Corsaro, 1997).

Concomitantly, particularly in western societies, two inadequate and problematic 

images of childhood manifest: childhood in danger and childhood as dangerous 

(Kellett, 2013; Brown Rosier, 2011; Fortin, 2009; Hayes, 2002). The former pictures 

childhood as a time of dependence, vulnerability and idealised innocence requiring 

ever more watchful protection and control over children to keep them safe (Gillis, 

2011; Cunningham, 2006; Howe and Covell, 2005). The latter is concerned with 

children as a threat to themselves, to others and society; this also results in extended 

control over children (Prout, 2003; Roche, 1999). It is argued that such images
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undermine children’s capacities as active agents and run the risk of society 

marginalising children in order to protect and control them (Fielding and Moss, 2012; 

Alexander, 2010; Dahlberg and Moss, 2006). Such marginalisation has led to the adult 

world not recognising children’s praxis, because competence is defined in relation to 

adults’ praxis (Devine, 2002; Storrie, 1997; Qvortrup, 1994). Therefore, a sense and 

circumstance of powerlessness seems central to the experience of childhood currently 

(Franklin, 2002; Hayes, 2002).

2.3 Childhood in Ireland

In 2011, there were 1,148,687 children living in Ireland; this accounted for 25% of the 

total population (DYCA, 2012b). Although the population is ageing—the percentage 

of children has decreased over the past thirty years from 36.2% in 1981 to 25% in 

2011 (CSO, 2012)—Ireland still has the highest percentage of children in the EU. In 

2011, the EU average was 19% (DYCA, 2012b). While the evolution of childhood in 

Ireland mirrors that of many other western societies, there are some unique elements. 

Research into childhood in rural Ireland up to the 1960s (Curtin and Varley, 1984) 

reveals a highly instrumental orientation to children with an emphasis on reinforcing 

the status differentials between themselves and adults (Devine, 2003). Children were 

seen to fulfil three major functions: that of generational continuity, as a source of 

cheap labour and as a form of security in old age (Devine, 1999). The influence of 

religious ideology, more particularly Catholicism, in framing discourse was 

significant (Inglis, 1998: Drudy and Lynch, 1993; 6 Buachalla, 1988). Control of 

human will was to be achieved through the strict socialisation of children by parents 

and those in authority (Inglis 1998). Legal legitimation for such patterns of 

childrearing was established in the Constitution of 1937, where the rights of parents 

over all aspects of their children's welfare were endorsed, enshrining the protection of 

the family from undue interference by the state (Nolan, 2008; Hayes, 2002; Ferguson, 

1993). (Section 2.5.4 outlines recent changes to the Constitution).
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Over the past six decades, discourse in relation to children and childhood in Irish 

society has changed (Devine, 2003; 1999). Alongside a significant weakening of the 

influence of the Catholic Church (CRG, 1996), changes in the economy, media, 

transport and education systems have resulted in greater prominence being accorded 

to the formation of emotionally supportive bonds between parents and their children 

(CECDE, 2005; Hayes, 2002; Hannan and Katsiouni, 1977). However, similar to 

other western societies, in Ireland public discourse and media commentary 

surrounding children continues to position them either as vulnerable or deviant 

(Devlin, 2005).

2.4 Childhood and the Irish primary school

Since its foundation in 1831, firstly under direct British rule, the civilising of the Irish 

child was a predominant focus of the primary-school system (Coolahan, 2009; 

Devine, 2003; Hyland, 1996). Subsequently, with the advent of the Free State in 1922, 

a symbiotic relationship between the Catholic Church and the State (CECDE, 2005; 

Kieman and Walsh, 2004) primed education to bring about the normalisation of 

children in terms of nationalistic and Catholic ideology (Whyte, 2010; Devine, 2003; 

Keogh, 1988). In primary schools of that period, relations between teachers and 

students were authoritarian in nature (O’Sullivan, 2005) with limited focus on the 

individual needs of the child (Walsh, 2004).

The introduction of the Primary School Curriculum (1971) saw a radical shift of 

ideological position and methodological approach (Mulcahy and O’Sullivan, 1989; 

Coolahan, 1981). Child development theories, in particular those of Piaget (see 

section 2.2), informed much of the structure and aims of the curriculum (Devine, 

2003). While the focus continued to remain on the normalisation of children in terms 

of adult goals, these were now expressed in terms of the fulfilment of children's needs 

(Devine, 2003). The current curriculum, introduced in 1999, built upon the child- 

centred principles of the 1971 curriculum emphasising the agency of the child in 

learning (DES, 1999). Consequently, students’ positioning within curriculum rhetoric
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has moved from passive to active and agentive. Reviews have identified slow but 

gradual change in pedagogy and classroom organisation in the years following 

curriculum implementation (NCCA, 2008, 2005; Inspectorate, 2005).

2.5 The child as rights holder

In this section, the general significance of rights, the need for children’s rights, the 

development of relevant international legislation and the UNCRC and its impact in 

Ireland are discussed.

2.5.1 The general significance of rights

Rights, according to Feinberg are not ‘mere gifts or favors’ (1973:58-59) reliant on 

others’ charity or co-operation (Freeman, 2007; Bandman, 1973) but are one’s due 

and entitlement (Smith, 2007). Rights are ‘trumps’ (Dworkin, 1978, ix); they cannot 

be chipped away at because it would be better for others if the rights did not exist 

(Freeman, 2007; Alston, 1987). Those who have rights can exercise agency and they 

are not contingent on the fulfilment of responsibilities (Howe and Covell, 2005; 

Lansdown, 1995). Rights act as inhibitions on the ability of those with power 

(Federle, 1994) and can be used as a means of holding the powerful, including 

governments to account (Osier, 2010). They are inclusive and universal; available to 

all members of the human race (Freeman, 2007).

2.5.2 The need for explicit rights for children

For a long time, many did not acknowledge children as rights holders at all (Fortin, 

2009; Woodhouse, 2006). The will or choice theory, for example, understood a right 

as the protected exercise of choice (Archard, 2003) and since the majority of children 

were seen to lack the competence to make choices, proponents argued that they could 

not be described as having any moral and legal rights until they had acquired the 

capacity to reach reasoned decisions (Fortin, 2009; Campbell, 1992; Sumner, 1987). 

Hart (1994), for example, considered the term rights inappropriate for application to 

babies and O’ Neill (1988) posited that talking about rights in the context of children
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had neither theoretical nor political advantage. She and many others (for example 

Guggenheim, 2005; Goldstein, Freud and Solnit, 1996) felt it was more significant 

that the obligations parents and the wider community have towards children be 

identified; an ethics of care being more relevant than the observance of duty (Ameil, 

2002; Gilligan, 1982).

Other theorists (such as Raz, 1986, 1984, MacCormick, 1982) provided a differing 

view proposing a welfare or interest theory that sees a right as the protection of an 

interest of sufficient importance ‘to impose on others certain duties whose discharge 

allows the right-holder to enjoy the interest in question’ (Archard, 2003:4). The 

welfare theory, which had significant influence on the formulation of the UNCRC, 

was greatly influenced by the early child liberationists (for example. Holt and Parson 

in the 1970s) who considered that childhood was merely an ideological construct and 

that arbitrary age limits were being used to deny children their proper rights (Archard, 

2004). They declared children as independent citizens who make competent and 

rational decisions, and therefore claim equal rights to adults including the right to vote 

(Hanson, 2012; Fortin, 2009). One main counter-argument raised to such 

controversial views was the danger of interfering with the relationship between 

children and adults, particularly parents. This notion of children’s rights being 

potentially subversive of adults’ rights still predominates (Smith, 2013; Osier, 2010; 

Dauite, 2008; Brighouse, 2002). However, the history of exploiting children suggests 

that stressing adult duty over children’s rights is unjustifiable (McGillivray, 1994). 

Freeman (2007) posits that such arguments idealise adult-child relations emphasising 

that adults consider only the best interests of children and that has proven repeatedly 

to be erroneous. Furthermore, he argues that an emphasis on obligation places adult 

authorities centre stage and marginalises children.

2.5.3 Development of relevant legislation

The first important international document devoted entirely to protecting the rights of 

children was the Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted by the League of 

Nations in 1924 (Fortin, 2009). As it was a declaration, it did not attempt to claim that 

the ‘rights’ listed constituted legal obligations. Instead, it invited the member states to
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be ‘guided by its principles in the work of child welfare’ (Fortin, 2009:37). In 1959, 

post-World War 2, the adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

the Child gave further global recognition of the elevated status of the child (Dixon and 

Nussbaum, 2012; Howe and Coveil, 2005). It consisted of a preamble and ten 

declarations incorporating various human rights principles from the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (LeBlanc, 1995). Some of the ideas it contained 

reappear in an elaborated form in the UNCRC (Fortin, 2009; LeBlanc, 1995).

By the 1970s, escalating concern over the violations of children’s rights throughout 

the world led to a move to establish an international document which specifically 

articulated and guaranteed children’s rights through the imposition of legal 

obligations (Fortin, 2009). UNICEF declared 1979 the International Year of the Child 

and as a means to commemorate the year, the Polish government submitted a draft for 

the new UNCRC (LeBlanc, 1995). A decade of consideration and re-consideration 

later, the UNCRC was adopted by the General Assembly in November 1989, entering 

into force in 1990 (Fortin, 2009; Boyden, 1997).

The UNCRC is the most widely codified and most quickly adopted treaty in world 

history (Archard, 2012; Todres, Wojcik and Revaz: 2006). In what has been described 

as a ‘stampede towards ratification’ (Black, 1994:7), 192 signatory States—now 195, 

with the USA still outstanding—agreed to be bound by the UNCRC through a process 

of ratification (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011; Archard, 2003). Ratification means that 

governments undertake to refrain from any actions that may defeat the objects and 

purposes of the treaty, to implement the UNCRC in law, policy and practice and to 

report regularly to the UN on their progress in doing so (Hevener Kaufman and 

Rizzini, 2011; Van Beuren, 1998). States that ratify the UNCRC become known in 

international law as states parties.

The UNCRC has been described in glowing terms: as ‘a major breakthrough’ (Daiute, 

2008:701); a ‘remarkable treaty’ (LeBlanc, 1995:17); ‘unparalleled in its conceptual 

breadth’ (Melton, 2005:648); ‘an authoritative, universal definition of the rights of 

children and young people’ (Hammarberg, 1990:99); ‘a watershed in the global

31



articulation of children’s rights as human rights’ (Farrell, 2005:167); ‘landmark 

legislation’ (Sinclair Taylor 2000:25); ‘an important and easily understood advocacy 

tool’ (Veerman, 1992:184); and a ‘touchstone for children’s rights throughout the 

world’ (Fortin, 2009:49). In providing an internationally endorsed set of standards 

through which states parties are required to operationalise children’s rights (Lundy 

and McEvoy, 2011), the UNCRC sets aside any lingering idea that children are not 

entitled to human rights (Hevener Kaufman and Rizzini, 2011; Veerman, 1992). By 

extending traditional civil and political rights to children, it indicates that all children, 

irrespective of age, have the same dignity and worth as adults (Fortin, 2009; Alen et 

al., 2007; Knutsson 1999).

State parties are directed under article 4 of the UNCRC to ‘undertake all appropriate 

legislative, administrative, and other measures for the implementation of the rights 

recognized in the present Convention’; in short, they have the obligation to bring their 

laws, policies, and practices into conformity with the standards of the UNCRC, if not 

immediately, then over time through a process of progressive realisation (Howe and 

Coveil, 2005). The UNCRC aims to bring national laws up to its own standards 

(Alderson, 2000) but also respects national laws ‘more conducive [than the UNCRC] 

to the realisation of the rights of the child’ (article 41).

The UNCRC covers the largest scope of any single human rights treaty (Hevener 

Kaufman and Rizzini, 2011) comprising fifty-four articles stating the rights of the 

child and the responsibilities of states parties in ensuring those rights (Daiute, 2008). 

The panoply of rights are frequently grouped into three ‘Ps’: provision rights to ensure 

survival and development; protection rights from abuse and exploitation; and 

participation rights in decision making (Hammarberg, 1990:100). These rights include 

the right to be heard (article 12); the right to freedom of expression (article 13); the 

right to access information and material from a diversity of sources (article 17); and 

the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion (article 14). (Appendix 1 

provides text for the articles mentioned.) In terms of the development of children’s 

rights, participation rights are the most significant and arguably the most controversial 

(Smith, 2013; Crimmens and West, 2004; Van Beuren, 1998). The possession of
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welfare rights—to education, health, shelter and a minimum standard of living— 

require only that the right holder possesses ‘interests which can be preserved, 

protected and promoted’ (Archard, 1993:65); welfare rights have rarely been 

contested. However, claims for participation rights that focus on children’s rights to 

self-determination are invariably contested (Crimmens and West, 2004, Kilboume, 

1998).

Article 43(1) establishes a monitoring and advisory body called the Committee on the 

Rights of the Child (hereafter ‘Committee’) as the authoritative international expert 

body of the UNCRC (Lile, 2013). The Committee monitors states parties’ compliance 

through a reporting system; states parties provide general information about their 

country and children, and indicate measures and progress, as well as difficulties, in 

implementing the UNCRC (Weiner, 2006; Boyden, 1997; LeBlanc, 1995). In 

addition, the Committee receives shadow reports on the government’s implementation 

progress from non-governmental organisations, as well as information from other 

sources, including UN agencies, academic institutions and the press (Hevener 

Kaufman and Rizzini, 2011; Dauite, 2008; LeBlanc, 1995). Upon review of the 

reports and accompanying information, the Committee publishes its concerns and 

recommendations, referred to as concluding observations. The observations also 

typically offer suggestions and recommendations to the state concerned for improving 

compliance with the UNCRC. Analysis shows that the concluding observations 

increase the likelihood for changes to happen (Child Helpline International, 2014). 

Elsewhere, General Comments of the Committee augment the potential of the 

UNCRC by providing greater guidance on the obligations of states parties (Hodgkin 

and Newell, 2007; Kilkelly and Lundy, 2006).

The UNCRC is non-prescriptive (LeBlanc, 1995) and there is an assumption that it 

will be interpreted teleologically (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011). However, it is argued 

that the broad wording of some of the individual provisions provides too much 

flexibility in terms of their application facilitating states parties to avoid the legal 

commitment to their implementation too readily (Lundy, 2012; Hayes and Bradley, 

2009; Kilkelly and Lundy, 2006). It is clear from the Committee’s observations on
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states parties’ reports that progress in achieving rights for children continues in a 

rather piecemeal fashion (Franklin, 2002). It is alleged that many states pay only a lip 

service to the UNCRC (Lansdown and O’Kane, 2014b; Archard, 2004) painting an 

over-optimistic and complacent picture of governmental achievements (Freeman, 

2007, 2000; Scherer and Hart; 2001; Smith, 1998) while others fail to engage in 

sufficiently critical self-analysis when reporting to the Committee (Kilkelly, 1996). 

Furthermore, many countries around the world have a process in national legislation 

to incorporate a treaty’s provisions into their domestic constitutional system but have 

not yet incorporated the UNCRC into their domestic law (Hevener Kaufman and 

Rizzini, 2011).

Initially, the Committee had no actual enforcement authority with respect to the 

recommendations it made to states parties (Tomasevski, 2003)—instead, the approach 

to the promotion and protection of children's rights was advisory and non-adversarial 

in nature. However, a third Optional Protocol on a communications procedure— 

which establishes a quasi-judicial mechanism allowing children and their 

representatives to submit a complaint to the Committee regarding specific violations 

of their rights after domestic remedies have been exhausted—came into force on 14 

April 2014 following ratification by ten member states, one of which was Ireland 

(Children’s Rights Alliance, 2014).

2.5.4 Ireland and the UNCRC

While Ireland ratified the UNCRC in 1992, it was never incorporated into the 

Constitution. Therefore, it has no legal force in Irish law (Kilkelly, 2008; Daly, 2006); 

under Ireland’s dualist system, domestic law takes legal precedence over international 

instruments (Daly 2006). Progress made to incorporate the UNCRC in law has been 

limited (Lundy et ah, 2013, 2012; Kilkelly, 2008).

Ireland’s first self-report was submitted to the Committee in 1996, the second in 2005. 

The Committee will hold a preliminary hearing on the consolidated third and fourth 

report in June 2015 which outlines the most significant developments for children and
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young people during the period 2006 to 2011 inclusive (DYCA, 2013). The process of 

self-reporting has had effect with respect to child and youth policy in Ireland 

particularly in respect of welfare rights (Jeffers, 2013; Lalor, de Roiste, and Devlin, 

2007; Daly, 2006; Hayes, 2002). In respect of the first self-report, for example, three 

of the Committee's observations were positive while eighteen identified areas of 

concern. The approach to the rights of the child was considered to be fragmented with 

a lack of co-ordination observed among those bodies charged with promoting and 

protecting children’s rights (UNCRC/C/15, 1998). In 2006, the Committee praised the 

progress made since the first report as an extensive legal and policy framework in 

respect of children had been put in place (Fitzgerald, 2012; Kilkelly, 2008) including 

the appointment of an Ombudsman for Children, the implementation of a longitudinal 

study called Growing Up in Ireland (Harris, Doyle and Greene, 2011) and the 

adoption of a ten-year National Children’s Strategy (hereafter ‘NCS’) (Government of 

Ireland, 2000). Although not a rights-based strategy, the NCS did acknowledge the 

importance of article 12 stating as its first goal that children will be heard and their 

views given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity. However, while a 

range of innovative and ambitious participation initiatives were taken—although 

mostly for children over twelve years of age (Waldron et al., 2011)—including the 

development of structures for children to feed into local decision making (Harris, 

Doyle and Greene, 2011), it has been argued that the NCS did not succeed in 

addressing the fragmentation of policy and service provision (Kilkelly, 2007).

Some recent changes would appear to bode well for moving the case of children’s 

rights forward. In 2011, the Department of Children and Youth Affairs was 

established, with a full Cabinet Minister for the first time in the history of the State. In 

November 2012, an amendment to the Constitution was approved by referendum. 

Despite the fact that the turnout was exceptionally low (33.5% of the Irish electorate), 

and with quite a high no vote (42.6%)—fiirther research would be needed to tell us 

what this says about the interest of the Irish public in children’s rights—the majority 

of voters decided that an article on children's rights should be inserted into the 

Constitution (Parkes, 2013). As envisaged, article 42A would lead to the 

incorporation of specific children’s rights into the Constitution guaranteeing that a
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child’s voice would be heard in key court decisions affecting their lives, in child 

protection, care and adoption cases and family law cases on guardianship, custody and 

access (Parkes, 2013; Forde and Leonard, 2013). The amendment has not yet been 

signed into law due to its being the subject of a constitutional challenge in the case of 

Jordan v. Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, the Government of Ireland, Ireland 

and the Attorney General (Record No. 2012/11697P) on the basis that the infonnation 

on which people based their voting preferences was biased (Forde and Leonard,

2013) . The challenge is still pending. If signed into law, article 42A will be a 

considerable addition to a Constitution that hitherto did not recognise the independent 

rights of children (Kilkelly, O’ Mahony and O’ Sullivan, 2008; Kilkelly, 2007). 

Unfortunately, however, the amendment does not go far enough particularly from an 

article 12 perspective. While referring to the right to be heard in specific family law 

proceedings affecting them, it does not establish as a constitutional principle that 

every child has the right to be heard in all matters concerning him or her (Parkes, 

2013, Kilkelly, O’ Mahony and O’ Sullivan, 2008; Nolan, 2008; Kilkelly, 2007). No 

reference is made to administrative proceedings, or any other areas of a child’s life 

such as the home, school or community where decisions are made on a daily basis that 

affect the lives of children (Parkes, 2013).

In April 2014, a new national policy framework (hereafter ‘NPF’), to coordinate 

policy across Government for children and young people, was published (DCYA,

2014) . The NPF is intended to be aligned to the UNCRC and declares a 

commitment—in fact, 163 commitments-to ensure that Ireland’s laws, policies and 

practice are compliant with the principles and provisions of the UNCRC. One of its 

five national outcomes is that children shall be connected, respected and contributing 

to their world. There is a stated commitment to listening to and involving children and 

young people—indeed 66,705 responses from children and young people were 

considered in its formulation—and to facilitating them in having a voice in decisions 

made in their schools through student councils or other age-appropriate mechanisms:

Create mechanisms to provide children and young people with the opportunity to be
heard in primary and post-primary schools and centres for education through Student
Councils or other age-appropriate mechanisms (Commitment 617, DCYA, 2014:32).
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However, there is a distance to travel between intention and action. The non

availability of a comprehensive indicator set by which to monitor success in respect of 

commitment 617 may prove injurious to its ready implementation. A national 

framework without specific targets, careful monitoring and adequate resourcing may 

disappoint rather than succeed (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2015).

2.6 Elaborating article 12

The Committee has identified article 12 as one of the four general principles of the 

UNCRC, the others being the right to non-discrimination, the child’s best interests, and 

the right to life and development (CRC/C/GC/12, 2009). Article 12 not only sets the 

foundation for the child's right to participate, but it also lies at the core of the 

implementation of all rights belonging to the child (Parkes, 2008; Szaj, 2006; Tobin, 

2005). Expressed in unequivocal language, it has two distinct but related parts (Lundy, 

2007):

1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views 
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the 
child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in 
any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through 
a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules 
of national law.

Article 12(1) places the general duty on the state to assure that every child capable of 

forming his or her own views has the right to express those views freely. The use of 

‘assure’ leaves states parties no leeway for discretion (UNCRC/C/GC/12, 2009:8); 

they are obliged to adopt and adapt decision-making processes so that they are 

accessible to the child (Van Beuren, 1998). The Committee interprets the term ‘views’ 

to include feelings, insights, interpretations, concerns and ideas (Lansdown, 2011). 

The Committee also recommends a broad interpretation of ‘all matters affecting’ 

children (UNCRC/C/GC/7, 2005). This right extends from matters affecting children 

as individuals, to matters affecting them as a collectivity (Emerson, Byrne and Lundy,
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2014; Christensen and James, 2000). Put simply, according to Lundy et al. (2013), all 

that needs to be asked for article 12 to apply is first whether the matter affects 

children and then if they are capable of forming and expressing a view on the issues.

Lundy (2007) proposes a model (Figure 1) for conceptualising Article 12 that 

encompasses space (opportunity to express a view), voice (facilitation to express a 

view), audience (to be listened to) and influence (views to be acted upon, as 

appropriate). She argues that article 12 needs to be set, not only in the context of the 

other participation rights (articles 13-17) and in the context of the overriding 

principles of non-discrimination (article 2), best interests (article 3), the child’s 

evolving capabilities/right to guidance from adults (article 5), but also the right to be 

safe (article 19).

UNCRC

Right to 
express 
a view

Voice

Article 13 
Right to 

Information

Article 2 
Non-

Discrimination

Article 12

Article 3 
Best Interests

Article 5
Right to Guidance 

from Adults/ Right to \ \
Influence I have views \ Audience 

l given due J 
\ weight / J

Article 19 
Right to be Safe

Figure 1 Conceptualising article 12 (Source: Lundy, 2007:932)

Article 12(1) acknowledges that children, similar to adults, have different levels of 

competence at different stages of their lives (Parkes, 2008; Barratt, 2003). The
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UNCRC endows rights based on evolving capacities but does not define these 

capacities nor the circumstances and course of their development; this leaves 

discretion about different levels of maturity to the family and the state (Daiute, 2008). 

The degree to which the views of the child are taken seriously depends on their 

understanding of the issues concerned, essentially according to both their ‘age and 

maturity’ (Couzens, 2007; Alderson and Goodwin, 1993). Adults are positioned as 

potential enablers capable of playing a positive role in guiding and assisting children 

in the formation and expression of their views (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011). Article 

12(2) reinforces the importance of the child's right to be heard in judicial and 

administrative proceedings affecting him or her (Parkes, 2008; Fortin, 2002). The 

reference to administrative proceedings extends the entitlement to be heard in 

proceedings to include, for example, education, health, environment, living 

conditions, or protection (Lansdown, 2011).

Article 12 cannot be viewed in isolation. A practical consequence of the indivisibility, 

interdependence and interconnectedness of all human rights is that the meaning of 

individual provisions of the UNCRC can only be understood when they are read and 

interpreted in conjunction with the other rights protected in the UNCRC (Lundy, 

2007). The Committee has identified article 13, on the right to freedom of expression, 

and article 17, on access to information, as crucial prerequisites for the effective 

exercise of the right to be heard (Lundy et al., 2012; Mathews, 2006). When 

responding to each state’s self-reports on the progress made towards implementation, 

the Committee often stresses that the principles set out in article 12 should be given 

greater priority and that this should be seen as a right and not merely a matter of 

discretion for individual governments (Fortin, 2009; Hodgkin and Newell, 2007).

2.7 The right to be heard in schools

The Committee has asserted that states parties must ‘ensure that schools, as well as 

other bodies or institutions providing services for children, establish permanent ways 

of consulting with children in all decisions concerning their functioning, the content 

of the curriculum or other activities' (UNCRC/C/87, 1999). In Ireland, the response
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within education to the challenges and opportunities posed by the UNCRC has been 

inconsistent (Waldron et al., 2011). Irish law has made very limited provision for 

facilitating children’s participation in education (Kilkelly, 2008; O’Mahony, 2006). 

While some primary schools have set up schools’ councils (Sharkey, 2007), section 

27(3) of the Education Act provides a legislative mandate for their establishment at 

post-primary level only. The fact that there is no statutory duty on primary schools to 

consult students means that there is little incentive for them to do so (Kilkelly, 2008; 

O’Mahony, 2006; Hayes, 2002).

Lundy (2007) argues the proper implementation of article 12 in the context of 

education necessitates effective application at three separate levels: when decisions 

that affect individual students are made, when policies are developed at school level, 

and when government policies and legislation are developed. However, while article 

12 is of considerable significance for schools offering not only a principle but also a 

legal framework to be enacted (Osier, 2010), limited awareness of the article is seen 

as a major obstacle to its successful implementation in schools (Lundy, 2007). In Irish 

primary schools, a deficit in teacher awareness of children’s rights has been identified 

with limited recognition of children as rights holders and teachers as duty-bearers 

(Waldron et al.,2011).

In 2006, the Committee identified that the implementation of article 42—that children 

and adults are informed about their rights—required strengthening in Ireland. It is 

contended that this still remains the case. Despite a precise recommendation by the 

Committee to promote the implementation of article 12 in the Irish educational 

setting, primary schools under the Education Act are not required to consult with 

students on matters that concern them and education on children’s rights is not 

mandatory component of the primary-school curriculum. While it can be said that the 

aims of the primary curriculum and its child-centred approach generally fit with the 

aims of the UNCRC (IHRC, 2011), apart from the inclusion of article 29 (goals of 

education) in the Teacher Guidelines (DES, 1999:4), there is no reference to any 

rights instrument in the curriculum documents (Waldron et al., 2011; IHRC, 2011). 

Lift Off-—an Island of Ireland human rights education initiative developed by Amnesty
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International—is currently the only programme that explicitly delivers human rights 

education support at primary level (www.liftoffschools.com). While Lift Off materials 

have been disseminated to each primary school, both participation and teacher 

training for the initiative are voluntary.

Article 29 (l)(b) (see appendix I) requires that education be directed towards ‘the 

development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for the 

principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations’. It is teachers who are 

expected to adapt the orientation, content and methods of education to human rights 

requirements (Tomasevski, 2003, p. 173). Due to the lack of a co-ordinated 

commitment to human rights education in primary schools, there is a likelihood that 

‘human rights education will remain dependant on the individual will and capacity of 

a committed teacher or principal for its implementation’ (IHRC, 2011:126).

2.8 Children’s participation

This section considers literature pertaining to children’s participation in society, 

schooling, the Irish context and, finally, the inspection process.

2.8.1 Participation in society

A considerable body of literature now exists that argues for greater consultation with 

or participation by children in society (see, for example, Powell and Smith, 2009; 

Shier, 2001, 2008; Clarke, 2004; Alderson, 2000). Indeed, recent years saw increased 

focus on consultation/participation with children in policy and practice (Jones and 

Welch, 2010; Roberts, 2000). Amongst contributory factors are the growth of 

consumer power generally with the voice of the service user now considered central to 

modernising public services (Clarke and Moss, 2011; Hallett and Prout, 2003); 

pressure from young people’s user groups who have begun to challenge assumptions 

about young people’s capabilities (Jones and Welch, 2010; Foley et al., 2003; 

Mitchell, 2000); inquiry reports into the abuse of children that repeatedly highlight the 

failure of adults to listen (O’ Reilly, 2009; Willems, 2007; Delfos, 2007; Cullingford.
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1997); the UNCRC and national legislation supporting children’s participation rights 

(Kilkelly, 2008; France, 2004; Archard, 2003); and the resurgence of interest in the 

concept of citizenship (Waldron et ah, 2011; Tisdall, Davies and Gallagher, 2009; 

Robinson and Kellett, 2004).

In general, three reasons are given for encouraging greater consultation/participation 

in policy and practice (Sinclair and Franklin, 2000): legal (upholding children’s rights 

and fulfilling legal responsibilities, see for example Lansdown, 2011; Kilkelly, 2008, 

Heavener Kaufman and Rizzini, 2009), political (to develop a stronger sense of 

agency, enhance democratic processes and decision making, see for example 

Lansdown and O’Kane, 2014(a); Davies and Thurston, 2009; Poudyal, 2004) and 

social (to promote children’s protection, to enhance children’s skills and self-esteem, 

see for example Sinclair, 2004; McNeish and Newman, 2002; Willow, 2002). In a 

meta-study of the impacts of consultation/participation only one theme of negative 

impact was identified: disillusionment where children feel that decisions are always 

taken elsewhere and they end up frustrated or cynical (Halsley et ah, 2006).

The terms consultation and participation are often used interchangeably (Cornwall, 

2008). However, it is helpful to distinguish between them (Hill, 2006). Consultation is 

considered ‘the action of taking counsel together; deliberation or conference’ and this 

suggests that the parties involved in the consultation process have been invited to 

contribute because they have relevant and important views and information to share 

(Flutter and Rudduck, 2004:5). It is often used to indicate once-off or isolate 

engagement that involves listening with the purpose of seeking the views of children 

as a guide to action (Borland et ah, 2001). The concept of participation has a more 

active meaning: a process rather than a once-off event where power is shared between 

all those involved implying degrees of ownership and empowerment for children 

(Miller, 2003, McNeish and Newman, 2002, Boyden and Ennew, 1997). The concept 

is described similarly in General Comment on article 12 (hereafter ‘GC12’) as one 

that

emphasizes that including children should not only be a momentary act, but
the starting point for an intense exchange between children and adults on the
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development of policies, programmes and measures in all relevant contexts of 
children's lives. (CRC/C/GC/12:5)

There has been a tendency to consider consultation as an inferior means of 

engagement because of an implied a power imbalance between those who consult and 

those consulted (Thomas, 2010; Miller, 2003). Diagrammatic representations of 

participation as a hierarchically structured series of levels contributed to this tendency 

(McLeod, 2008: Holdsworth, 2005). For example, Hart’s (1997) ladder, although 

intended to represent a classification of participation, has been interpreted to imply a 

necessary sequence to children’s developing competence in participation (Hart, 2008; 

Kirby and Woodhead, 2003). Depending on the situation, however, consultation is 

seen as an appropriate means of enabling children to express their views (Lansdown 

and O’Kane, 2014b; Bjerke, 2011; Barber et al., 2007). According to Alderson (2000), 

converting the child to ‘consultant’ goes some way to help level the power playing 

field where the one consulting has the power (page 72).

Despite recognition in international law through the UNCRC that child participation is 

a fundamental human right, and despite the powerful arguments as to the benefit it 

brings, challenges remain for children’s participation generally (Lansdown and 

O’Kane, 2014(a); Lansdown, 2011; Stoecklin, 2012). Adult resistance is one such 

challenge. This resistance hinges on arguments such as children lack the competence 

or experience to participate (Hill et al., 2004); and it will lead to a lack of respect for 

adults (Osier, 2010). A further challenge is a lack of clarity as to what participation 

means (Kina, 2012; Bragg, 2007, Fielding, 2001). Lansdown and O’Kane (2014) 

argue that there has been excessive focus on article 12, the right to be heard with 

insufficient attention given to the other aspects of participation enshrined in the 

UNCRC, for example, the right to information and the right to respect for an 

individual’s evolving capacities in the exercise of their rights. They and others (for 

example Kilkelly, 2008; Hayes, 2002) also identify lack of domestic legislation to 

establish the right to participate as a challenge.
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2.8.2 Participation in schools generally

The benefits of consultation/participation for children in education are widely 

acknowledged (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007; Fielding and Rudduck, 2004). They 

include: the enhancement of children’s status through recognition of their capacity as 

insightful commentators (Frost and MacBeath, 2010; Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007); 

creation of a stronger sense of agency where they realise that they can have impact on 

things that matter (Fielding and Rudduck, 2004; Prout, 2003); empowering self

esteem (de Roiste et al., 2011); honing thought processes by thinking metacognitively 

and critically about their experiences (Roberts and Nash, 2009; Davies, Watson and 

Cunningham-Burley, 2003; Cook-Sather, 2002) and the development of citizenship 

capacities (Fielding, 2011; Lundy, 2007; Mac Naughton et ah, 2007; Hannam, 2005). 

According to Lansdown (2011), a ‘virtuous circle’ is created; the more children 

participate, the more effective their contributions and the greater the impact on their 

development (page 6).

The considerable benefits for some educational stakeholders when students are 

consulted are also widely acknowledged (Czemiawski, 2012; Frost and MacBeath, 

2010; Halsey et ah, 2006; Clarke, 2005). These include: improvements in service 

provision (Shier, 2008); decision-making (Fielding and Rudduck, 2004); and fulfilling 

legal requirements within schools (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007). In addition to these 

advantages, teachers and policy-makers can gain access to the specialist and largely 

untapped knowledge that learners have about their schools (Czemiawski, 2012; Cook- 

Sather, 2002). Furthermore, as students have a unique perspective on what happens in 

school and classrooms (Cook-Sather and Shultz, 2001), this leads Fielding (2001) to 

argue that many student voice projects can act as a catalyst for change in schools 

including improvements in teaching, and curriculum.

According children greater rights to be heard and participate in schools is not 

unproblematic (Devine et al., 2012; Prout, 2003). A trend towards less rather than 

more involvement of children is borne out by the State of the Nation's Children 

(DCYA, 2010), where it was reported that children’s participation in decision-making
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in schools had declined significantly from 1998 to 2006. Similar trends are evident 

elsewhere. In research carried out in Northern Ireland, it was found that children were 

afforded only ‘minimalist, tokenistic opportunities to participate and engage with 

adults’ (Kilkelly et al., 2005:xxi). A study in Norway, in many ways a leader in 

children’s citizenship, showed that many participation initiatives were short-term and 

produced no lasting changes (Kjorholt, 2002). A meta-study completed by 

Quennerstedt (2011) reveals that, in comparison with other areas of society, education 

seems to be particularly unreceptive to children’s participation rights. Hierarchical 

social relationships and unequal power processes and structures are reproduced 

between adults and children in a way that does not correspond with human-rights 

thinking and the critical issues of children's rights (Stoecklin, 2012; Cruddas, 2007; 

Devine, Lodge and Deegan, 2004). In large part, the emphasis in schools lies with the 

readying of children as future citizens and inculcating skills (for example 

productivity, competitiveness and control) to contribute as adults to the needs of 

modem industrial/post-industrialised society (Devine, 2012).

Furthermore, two complex interrelating factors appear to stand in the way of progress 

in respect of consultation/participation in schools: the perceived worth of children’s 

views; and the dominance of adult-orientated ways of communicating and decision

making (Jones and Welch, 2010; Lundy 2007, Mac Naughton et al., 2007). The first 

centres on children’s perspectives not being given worth, in terms of adults not 

treating their ideas or opinions as having value or legitimacy (Wyness, 2012). For 

instance, schools may subscribe to a traditional view of students as being too 

immature to participate in responsible decision-making or to be involved in higher- 

order governance (Grace, 1995). This view is often coupled with a fear that greater 

participation for children may undermine adult authority and thereby destabilise the 

educational environment (Devine et al., 2012; Quennerstedt 2011; Devine, Lodge and 

Deegan, 2004). Certainly, there is some degree of risk involved for all concerned in 

seeking greater participation in schools; the process itself can create or deepen 

tensions, either between teachers or between teachers and students (McQuillan, 2005; 

Flutter and Rudduck, 2004). As McQuillan (2005) notes, after following through the 

development of student voice in one high school, ‘disequilibrium seems unavoidable

45



given that student empowerment contradicts what many students, teachers, 

administrators and parents believe students and schools should do’ (page 664, cited in 

Rudduck and McIntyre 2007).

While for some children, consultation offers a power-reversal opportunity and a 

chance to get back at the school community (Freeman and Mathison, 2009), it has 

been shown that when young people are consulted about their education and given the 

opportunity to air their views that they comment ‘almost without exception - in polite, 

serious, thoughtful and constructive ways’ (McIntyre et ah, 2005:166). Fortunately, 

Fielding (2002) reminds us that it is usually only during the early stages of developing 

an institutional framework for consultation that these uncertainties and anxieties 

among teachers are likely to so prominent. Levin (1999) has also pointed out that the 

fear of students as revolutionaries, bent on undermining the system, is unfounded; 

most students' wishes are in fact modest.

Article 12 states that the child has the right to express views ‘freely’. This means that 

children must be able to express views without pressure. Children should feel 

confident that they are allowed to express concerns and opinions, even when they 

challenge those of adults (Lansdown 2011). Leitch and Mitchell (2007) postulate that 

there is a connection between ‘the health or toxicity of a school’s culture’ (page 56) 

and the possibility of students’ freedom to express their views and Rudduck (2006) 

highlights the importance of creating a climate in the classroom or school that is 

marked by trust and openness, where students are 'able to express their views without 

fear of rebuke or reprisal' (Lundy, 2007:34). Retaliatory action by teachers against 

children in instances where teachers perceive their power to be questioned has been 

identified as a realistic fear for children (Lansdown and O’Kane, 2014a).

The second factor to stand in the way of progress is the assumption that only adult 

modes of communicating and decision-making are valid (Jones and Welch, 2010; 

Prout, 2003). Children’s participation is thought to be time-consuming and 

burdensome for teachers and detracts from the time and effort spent on education 

(Quennerstedt 2011). Especially for younger children of pre-school and primary-
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school age, these beliefs appear to prevent children being given participation rights in 

education (Quennerstedt 2011). Interestingly, and by way of contrast, the UNCRC 

does not impose a lower age limit on the right to participate (discussed further in 

section 2.8.3); a fact emphasised by much of the literature (Alderson, Sutcliffe and 

Curtis, 2006; Alderson, Hawthorne and Killen, 2005; Hargreaves, 1994).

2.8.2 Participation in Irish primary schools

In Ireland, children from ages 4 to 12, in the main, attend primary school. More than 

half a million are enrolled in just over 3200 schools (DES, 2014). Schools follow the 

same State-prescribed curriculum (DES, 1999) and, in accordance with article 42(4) 

of the Constitution, are largely State funded. The limited rights of 

consultation/participation accorded to primary-school children in the Education Act 

coupled with a welfare-oriented paternalistic discourse in respect of children’s rights 

(Kilkelly, 2008; Devine, 2002; Lynch, 1999) (see section 2.7 also) is reflected in the 

operation and functioning of primary schools, where debates over children’s rights 

have been conducted primarily in terms of the right to education rather than any 

specific reference to the rights of children as a group in their experience of schooling 

itself (Devine, 2002). Unsurprisingly, research illustrates that provision for and 

experience of participation in Irish schools is patchy (Waldron et ah, 2011) ranging 

from substantial to inadequate (de Roiste et ah, 2011).

Two discourses have been found to co-exist in primary schools: children are incapable 

of acting responsibly therefore their views should not be taken seriously; and 

children’s perspectives should be heard (Devine, 2004, 2003). Devine’s (2003) 

research found that teachers stressed a nurturing and protective orientation over one 

that emphasised rights and autonomy for primary-school students. She posits that the 

expression of care and control by teachers undermines students’ capacities for 

discussion, reflection and challenge. She describes children in as ‘outsiders looking 

in’ (page 138) in terms of the decision-making process in primary schools. She 

considers that the next big reform needed is to build the infrastructure that allows the 

voice of children to be heard in relation to their education:
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we are always assessing them, when do they get the chance to assess 
us?’’ (Devine, 2014)

2.8.3 Participation and inspection

Arguments for listening to students’ views during school inspection fall into two 

categories: those based on school effectiveness/improvement and those based on 

participative, democratic practice as part of a larger emancipatory project (Bragg 

2007). It is contended that the first category—where students’ perspectives are 

garnered as a data source for school accountability and performativity—is prevalent 

within school inspection (Rudduck, Chaplin and Wallace, 1996). Practice by the 

Office of Standards in Education (Ofsted) in England provides an illustrative 

example. As early as 1992, a policy decision required Ofsted inspectors to talk to 

students about their work. In 2006, the use of questionnaires and focus groups with 

students was introduced to provide data and personalised insights into the functioning 

of schools, and into students’ learning and social experiences in their classrooms 

(Ofsted, 2006a) followed, in 2010, by a pre-inspection self-evaluation form where 

schools outline how consultation with students is used to improve teaching and 

learning (Ofsted, 2010). Concomitantly, with the enactment of Education Acts in 

2002 and 2008, English schools were required to consult further with students about 

decisions affecting them.

Initially, Ofsted consultation was welcomed as giving further recognition to children’s 

voice (Rudduck, Chaplin and Wallace, 1996). However, it was later argued that the 

growing emphasis on measuring standards and school improvement undermined 

pedagogical and rights-based motivations and the potential for eliciting children’s 

views (Fielding, 2010, 2004; Amot and Reay, 2007). Many feared that the elicitation 

of students’ perspectives occurred mainly to serve institutional ends (Cook-Sather, 

2007; Lodge, 2005). The perception of students either as consumers providing 

feedback on a service they experience or as expert witnesses (Cook, 2009; Thomson 

and Gunter, 2006; Lodge, 2005) was criticised as being a limited rationale for student 

consultation (Bragg, 2007; Fielding 2001).
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The second category—listening to students’ views during inspection based on 

participative, democratic practice—is considered to be less instrumental than the first; 

having a focus on students’ personal and social development as well as improving 

schools (Bragg, 2007; Rudduck 2006, Fielding 2004). This perspective echoes the 

thinking about the contributions of student voice in the literature. Advocates of 

student voice (for example Fielding, 2007; Cook-Sather, 2006; 2002; Flutter and 

Rudduck, 2004) have argued for its contribution to new ways of thinking about 

improving schools as it offers important insights into learning, teaching and schooling 

from the perspective of different students and groups of students and challenges the 

passive role of students within schools. Secondly, student-voice advocates claim that 

this work enables students to actively shape their education as citizens focusing on 

their present input, as shapers of and decision-makers in schools, rather than at some 

future time (Holdsworth, 2000).

The Irish Inspectorate is still at an early stage in the development of 

consultation/participation with primary-school students. Therefore, aspects of current 

practice warrant further examination, for example its use of student questionnaires; 

dissemination of information regarding WSE; post-evaluation reporting; school self- 

evaluation supports; and quality-assurance procedures. Each is now addressed in turn.

The introduction of closed-type questionnaires in mainstream WSE, outlined in 

Chapter One, has raised the profile of the student in providing an insight into the 

operation of schools to inform external inspections (Dillon, 2011). Evidence from 

these questionnaires is used, along with data from parental questionnaires, evidence 

from observations and data from documentation to make judgements about the 

effectiveness of educational provision in a school (ESRU, 2013). Students’ views, as 

gleaned from WSE questionnaires, on matters such as school safety, learning and 

progress in literacy and numeracy have been included in national publications such as 

the Chief Inspector’s Report (2013). There have been various iterations of the 

questionnaire since its introduction; the most recent changes were in January 2014. 

Iterations result from consultation between the Inspectorate and various adult social
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partners including teachers’ unions. More than 36,000 student questionnaires have 

been administered by the Inspectorate in primary schools since 2010 (CHIRP, 2013).

There are strong, frequently polarised, views about the place and importance of 

closed-type questionnaires in the research literature (Robson, 2011). For those who 

advocate their use, questionnaires are said to provide a high level of anonymity 

(Gallagher, 2009) and, as the respondent is restricted to a finite set of responses, 

closed questions are easy and quick to answer (Siniscalco and Auriat, 2005) thereby 

helping not to discriminate unduly on the basis of how articulate respondents are 

(Wilson and McLean 1994). However, some would argue that the use of a short, 

closed questionnaire to gather data on students’ views may not give sufficient detail 

or accuracy (for example Flutter and Rudduck 2004; Christensen and James, 2000). 

This was corroborated recently in Morgan’s review of Ofsted inspections (2014) in 

residential education where children felt that questionnaires often did not ask about 

things that really mattered to them nor provide the opportunity to raise things they 

wanted to raise. Additionally, closed-type response choices such as provided in the 

WSE questionnaire—Yes, No and Don't know—have been found to be restrictive 

(Flutter and Rudduck 2004; Christensen and James, 2000). Indeed, academic 

literature indicates that ‘Don’t know’ is not appropriate in cases where respondents 

are asked about their views or opinions and not their knowledge (Robson, 2011).

Furthermore, the practice of excluding students from the infant and junior classes (5-9 

year olds approximately) from the WSE consultation/questionnaire process is 

problematic. Currently, questionnaires are administered to students from third to sixth 

classes only. However, the UNCRC does not impose a lower age limit on the right to 

participate, and the Committee discourages the introduction of age limits, either in 

law or in practice, that restrict the child’s right to participation in decision-making. It 

has stated that
Respect for the young child’s agency — as a participant in family, community 
and society — is frequently overlooked, or rejected as inappropriate on the 
grounds of age and immaturity. The Committee wishes to emphasize that 
Article 12 applies both to younger and to older children.

— CRC/C/GC/7, 2005

50



Competence or immaturity are not conditions for participation (Couzens, 2007; Rose 

and Shevlin, 2004; Barratt, 2003); although the ‘decisive factor’ when assessing the 

weight to be given to children’s views (Couzens, 2007:422). The Committee has 

stated that states parties should start with the presumption that the child has the 

capacity to form her or his own views and the right to express them; it is not up to the 

child to first prove capacity (CRC/C/GC/12, 2009). Therefore, children’s right to 

express their views during WSE is not dependent upon their capacity to express a 

mature view but is dependent only on their ability to form a view, mature or not 

(Lundy, 2007). In any event, evidence shows children of all ages have very useful 

insights to offer on issues that are important to them when they are thoughtfully 

consulted in ways that are meaningful to them (Cardillo, Freiberg and Pickeral, 2013; 

Clarke and Moss, 2011; 2001; Leitch, 2008). Alderson (1995) has shown through her 

work that children’s capacity for consultation varies more according to their 

experience than their age.

The literature provides no one ‘best’ method of adapting practices to children’s 

maturity and understanding (Hill, 2006), but indicates that a range of opportunities 

and avenues should be offered to children to participate so that they feel comfortable 

being involved (Gray, 2002; Lightfoot and Sloper, 2002). For example, Marshall, 

Lundy and Byrne (2015) advocate face-to-face engagement with children as one 

potentially effective mechanism as it provides mutual benefits to adults and children: 

for adults, there is the opportunity to focus on the issues by conversing with those 

affected and for students it gives the sense that they were being taken seriously. In a 

study by Borland et al., (2001), 5-15 year olds apprised that small-group discussion 

worked well because it was quick, fim and convenient and generated more ideas than 

individual interviews and made students feel less shy; the disadvantages being that 

they left out people and were not necessarily representative. Punch’s research (2002) 

found that children’s preference for either a group or an individual interview was 

explained in terms of the experience being less embarrassing.

During the United Nations Special Summit on Children’s Rights in 2002, children 

identified a range of prerequisites to meaningful and effective participation. They also
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made specific suggestions as to how best to involve younger children through the 

organisation of fun activities such as plays, puppet shows, videos and drawing 

projects (Lundy, 2007). This corresponds with article 13, which states that children's 

right to freedom of expression includes a right to impart information ‘either orally, in 

writing or print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s choice’. 

Therefore, there is need to create and implement appropriate and quality tools for all 

students to express their views during WSE in ways which are appropriate for their 

age and level of maturity and, in so doing, it must be remembered that children are not 

a homogenous group (CRC/C/GC/12, 2009); one-size tools will not fit all.

As traditional adult-centric methods to facilitate participation will not always be 

accessible or appropriate for children to express their views (Lansdown, 2014), 

consequently, the use of closed questionnaires as the sole tool to garner students’ 

views should be re-considered. Some (for example, Bryman, 2008; Siniscalco and 

Auriat, 2005) argue that open-comment options allow respondents to express their 

ideas spontaneously in their own language and are less likely to suggest or guide the 

answer than closed questions. It could be argued that the context of WSE, a rigidly 

time-bound activity, does not lend itself easily to the analysis of open-ended 

questionnaire data. Indeed, academic literature, informs that closed questions are 

typically preferable for a self-completion survey, especially where samples are 

large, because of the ease of asking questions and recording and processing answers 

(Basil, 2010; Bryman, 2008). However, as Tisdall (2009) reminds us that there is 

need to stop the move to engaging with children in activities that fit with adult 

agendas only. There is the risk that quick, short-hand methods such as closed 

questionnaires fail to tap into the competent ways young children can express their 

points of view (Osier, 2010; Clark, McQuail and Moss, 2003). Connolly (2007) 

argues that alternative qualitative options should be utilised in garnering students’ 

views and that it would be helpful to use more than one technique in data gathering 

so as to triangulate findings drawn from the differing methods.

The voluntary nature of consent in respect of questionnaire completion during WSE is 

also problematic. While parents are informed in a covering letter of their right to
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refuse permission for their child to complete a questionnaire, it is likely, as often in 

such circumstances, that students do not consider non-participation as an option 

(Denscombe and Aubrook, 1992) and there is no specific procedure in place to give 

students themselves an option to refuse to complete the questionnaire. Children’s right 

to be consulted logically includes their right to decline to participate and to opt out of 

these consultative processes (GC12). In Desk Review (UNICEF 2009), there is an 

important clarification of what participation might mean:

Most importantly, children and young people must be free to form their own opinions, 
decide whether or not to express them and decide whether or not to participate in 
activities or events. Their participation must be voluntary and they must feel free not 
to participate or to leave a project or activity at any time.

—Desk Review, UNICEF, March 2009

Therefore, the completion of questionnaires during WSE is clearly a right and not a 

duty and students themselves should be facilitated in choosing whether or not to 

exercise it (Lansdown 2011).

Under section 13(3)(e)(i) of the Education Act, the Inspectorate is required to 

disseminate information relating to the performance of its functions. While concerted 

efforts to ensure that the purpose of WSE is made clear to teachers, management and 

parent representatives (Dillon, 2011), there has been insufficient effort to make the 

purpose of inspection and the role of the inspector known to primary-school students. 

Mathews’ (2010) research finds that the purpose of WSE needs to be clearly 

understood by all involved in the process; raising false expectations disappoints 

students (Fielding, 2002; Fielding and Prieto, 2002; Alderson, 2000) and wastes their 

time (Roberts, 2003).

The reasons for not informing students about WSE can only be surmised. One answer 

may lie in prioritisation; the audience considered the most powerful is attended to 

first; in this case principals, teachers, school managers and, more recently, parents. 

School evaluators must always make decisions about which stakeholders to recognise 

and engage with and about how deeply to involve them in an evaluation (House, 

2003, Greene, 2000, Alkin et al., 1998). These are values-driven decisions, informed
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by the understanding the evaluator has of the main purpose or role of the evaluation 

(Dillon, 2011). The choices made in the current WSE model indicate a particular 

understanding of the evaluative function; one more concerned with how the 

knowledge that evaluation generates is used in the school than with organisational 

learning. This conception of WSE legitimises the primacy of the voices of principals 

and teachers because it is they who are perceived to be the decision-makers in the 

school and execute the changes recommended by the inspectors (Dillon, 2011). 

Students are not envisaged as actively involved in the implementation of WSE 

recommendations and so, to date, they have been allocated a passive role on the 

margins of WSE.

Another answer for the non-dissemination of infonnation about WSE to primary-

school students might lie in ‘an ancient sense of egotism’ in adults (Cullingford,

1991:6); adults know what students think and need and fail to imagine students as

more than passive recipients of teaching or, in this case, inspecting (Punch, 2002).

However, Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)2 of the Committee of Ministers to

member states on the participation of children states that:
In order to be able to participate meaningfully and genuinely, children and young people 
should be provided with all relevant information and offered adequate support for self- 
advocacy appropriate to their age and circumstances.

GC12 also stipulates that processes in which children are heard should be transparent 

and informative (see appendix 31 for further detail). Morgan’s (2014) review of 

residential education inspections shows the appositeness of this requirement; the study 

found that children were often uncertain what they were supposed to say to inspectors, 

whether they were supposed to be telling inspectors about problems or trying to 

ensure that their home or school got a good inspection report.

Although research tells us that children place considerable significance on 

acknowledgement of their contributions and follow-up actions (Marshall, Lundy and 

Byrne, 2015; Bahou, 2011, Fielding and Prieto, 2002), the Inspectorate does not 

provide post-evaluation information directly to students. Research literature indicates 

that if inspectors wish to build open and trusting relationships as a basis for 

constructive dialogue then students need, at the very least, to know what is happening
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as a result of what they have told the inspector and, if they have made specific

proposals, they need to know what is possible and what is not possible (Fielding,

2002). According to Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)2, children

should always be fully informed of the scope of their participation, including 
the limitations on their involvement, the expected and actual outcomes of their 
participation and how their views were ultimately considered.

While I was unable to identify any jurisdiction providing a post-evaluation report 

specifically for primary-school children, in 2006 the Ofsted inspection framework 

introduced a letter from the lead inspector to students providing them with a summary 

of the main findings of the report and feedback on how their input influenced the 

outcome of the inspection. This letter forms part of the inspection report and is 

distributed to parents and published on Ofsted’s website. In a survey to find out what 

students thought of such letters (Ofsted, 2006), the majority indicated that the letters 

were a good idea.

The Inspectorate’s Code (2015) lists respectful engagement, and responsibility and 

accountability amongst the four key principles to underpin the Inspectorate's work. 

(The other two being a focus on learners, and development and improvement.) 

Learners are included specifically on the list with whom the Inspectorate engages 

respectfully:

We are committed to respectful engagement with others in the course of our work. 
This means that we work co-operatively and fairly with learners, teachers, school 
leaders.... in a spirit of mutual respect and reciprocity’ (page 5)

In being accountable, the Inspectorate commits to reviewing its work practices stating 

that it will ‘systematically enquire into and report on how we perform our functions 

and take the actions necessary to improve our performance’ (page 6). In post

evaluation surveys (introduced in 2013-2014), teachers and principals are asked about 

whether inspectors’ interactions are appropriate and whether communication about 

WSE is worthwhile. Primary-school students are not included in any quality- 

assurance mechanism. However, such practice occurs in other jurisdictions. For 

example, in the UK, a children’s audit of inspection after ten Ofsted inspections of 

residential care was conducted in 2008 (Morgan, 2014). The Council of Europe’s
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Child Participation Assessment Tool (2012) advocates ways of providing children 

with the opportunity to assess the quality of all public services including, therefore, 

the Inspectorate (discussed further in Chapter Five).

Since 2012, an enhanced role for school self-evaluation (hereafter ‘SSE’) has been 

built-in to WSE in Irish primary schools (Ehren et ah, 2013) and published SSE 

guidelines have been written for and actively promoted in schools by the Inspectorate 

(DES, 2012b; 2012c). School inspection research in the UK has found that students 

can be agentive in the SSE agenda. For example, Estyn (2008) provides evidence that 

in one case-study school, increased student involvement as part of its SSE plan had 

direct impact on the promotion of learning. Furthermore, Ofsted’s (2006) review of 

schools where behaviour had been found to be unsatisfactory previously, found that 

the most successful schools did not deal with behaviour in isolation but tackled it as 

part of a wider school improvement policy and involved students in developing 

strategies and seeking feedback on how well the strategies were working (Bragg and 

Manchester, 2012). Similarly, the fact that students’ perspectives can serve as a 

catalyst for change in respect of the improvement of teaching, staff-student 

relationships, the curriculum and the organisation of the school is backed up by 

academic research (Rudduck and Mclntryre, 2007; Morgan, 2006; Mitra, 2005, 2001; 

Rudduck and Flutter, 2004). For example, in Denmark—a country that does not have 

an Inspectorate of schools—students are centrally involved in the evaluation of 

teachers and teaching. Although such evaluation by students can be both challenging 

and time consuming, it is considered ultimately valuable and worthwhile (Kostenius, 

2011; Bergmark and Kostenius, 2009; Woolner et al., 2007; Davies and Kirkpatrick, 

2000).

However, concerns have been expressed in the literature about the veracity of 

listening to students’ perspectives as part of the SSE agenda (Fielding, 2007; 

Thomson and Gunter, 2006). It is contended that in its most extreme form, 

consultation with students can turn out to be a dissembling device directed at purposes 

that have little to do with encouraging the agency and aspirations of young people 

(Fielding, 2010). Rather than listening to students for emancipation and empowerment
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reasons, there is the fear that children’s perspectives are being co-opted as ‘a tool in 

the adult armoury’ (Roberts, 2000:225) with their views being used to legitimate 

school policies rather than leading to shared action for improvement with school 

management and teachers (Whitty and Wisby, 2007; May, 2005). Gathering 

children’s views in this context can become a largely instrumental undertaking 

orientated towards increased measurable, organisational performance (Fielding, 

2010).

The Inspectorate’s SSE guidelines include two criteria for successful student

consultation: ‘Students ’ contributions and questions are encouraged and respected in

the classroom’-, and ’Due account is taken of students’ views and opinions in

accordance with their age and maturity ’ (page 42). Additionally, a quality statement

is provided against which schools may judge their own progress:

The student voice is strong in the school. Students ’ contributions and questions 
are welcomed in the classroom. Their views and opinions are listened to in 
accordance with their age and maturity and taken into account in the 
organisation of classroom activities and in the devising of relevant policies 
(page 43).

While an official Inspectorate recommendation to involve students in SSE is a 

significant advance for student consultation/participation in primary schools, the 

guidelines do not elaborate sufficiently on two fundamental aspects: the 

transformative potential of student participation and the legal imperative for 

consultation. In particular, reference to student voice as a useful contrivance rather 

than a legal right is a weakness in the guidelines. While the encouragement to ensure 

that due account is taken of students’ views is a strong endorsement of article 12, no 

mention is made of the UNCRC, children’s rights or article 12 itself. The idea of 

student voice and student participation has become so mainstreamed in schools, it is 

in danger of becoming empty rhetoric (Reid et ah, 2008; Cornwall, 2008; Cook- 

Sather, 2007; Bragg, 2007). According to the literature, an uninformed approach to 

student voice and participation in schools is unlikely to be helpful in furthering 

children’s rights (Czemiawski, 2012; Lundy, 2007; Rudduck, 2002). In developing 

the SSE guidelines, there is need to define and articulate a clearer set of standards 

against which the work of schools in respecting the rights of students can be judged.
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The potential for inspector-student consultation to be influential, and both an 

evaluative and exemplary process in Irish primary schools, should be considered. 

Section 13 of the Education Act gives the Inspectorate both evaluative and advisory 

roles (see appendix 2). This dual role is a unique strength in the Irish Inspectorate 

(Hislop, 2012) as a number of Inspectorates do not maintain an advisory function, for 

example England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and the Netherlands (Standaert, 2001). 

Independent research has confirmed that Inspectorate advice is highly regarded 

among teachers and school principals (Van Bruggen, 2009). Its advisory remit 

facilitates direct involvement in developmental activity at both the individual school 

and system level and could be interpreted to include the modelling of participative, 

democratic, rights-based consultation approaches with students during inspection 

(Bragg 2007). In this way, the Inspectorate could incorporate both a school 

effectiveness/school improvement rationale and an emancipatory and empowerment 

rationale for its consultation with students during WSE.

In encouraging students to express their views as part of the WSE process, inspectors 

should protect them from harm including intimidation, reprisals, victimisation and 

violation of their right to privacy (CM/Rec(2012)2). Furthermore, the Committee 

emphasises that adult manipulation of children, placing children in situations where 

they are told what they can say, or exposing children to risk of harm through 

participation are not ethical practices and cannot be understood as implementing 

article 12 (para 34, GC12). It is worth observing that students also need to be able to 

trust inspectors if they are to share concerns with them. In Morgan’s (2014) review of 

inspections in residential education, children were afraid that inspectors would simply 

tell staff what they had said about them, and staff would find it very easy to identify 

which child had said what to the inspectors. Research literature tells us that students 

may find consultation uncomfortable because they may be worried that it could affect 

their relationships with peers or teachers; they might feel disappointed or frustrated 

when their views are side-lined and some may regard consultation with deep 

suspicion or a degree of anxiety because they are unaccustomed to having their views 

really listened to by adults (Flutter and Rudduck, 2004).
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In Ireland, two recently established investigative and inspection bodies engage with 

children and employ a children’s rights or participatory approach in so doing: the 

Health Information and Quality Authority (hereafter ‘H1QA’) and the Ombudsman for 

Children's Office (hereafter ‘OCO’). Established under the Health Act 2007, HIQA— 

a statutory agency which monitors the safety and quality of the healthcare and social 

care systems in Ireland—undertakes inspections of children’s residential centres, 

special care units and foster care provision. Its reports—available at http://hiqa.ie— 

detail the effectiveness of the various care centres in respecting children's rights, 

using the UNCRC and other domestic legislative standards as its benchmark. The 

OCO’s overall statutory mandate is to promote and safeguard the rights and welfare of 

children and to investigate complaints made by, or on behalf of, them 

(http://www.oco.ie/). In so doing, the OCO must give due consideration to the views 

of wishes of children (section 6(2) of the Ombudsman for Children Act, 2002). At 

43%, education represents the highest volume of complaints to the OCO; in particular, 

complaints relate to the handling of allegations of inappropriate professional conduct 

of teachers and school staff (OCO, 2013).

Both agencies were established for purposes quite distinct from the Inspectorate’s 

long-standing school inspection role and, unlike the Inspectorate, have statutory 

mandate to monitor the rights and welfare of children. Some aspects of their current 

consultation practice with children, however, may prove useful for the Inspectorate to 

deliberate in forming its own rationale for and informed view about consulting 

students as part of the inspection process. In undertaking a proactive and informed 

approach towards recognising the rights of students during school inspection, the 

Inspectorate could play an important role in advocating for students’ rights in schools 

generally and provide students with an opportunity to express their views about the 

quality of provision they experience. (This will be discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter Five.) However, the challenges that face the realisation of rights respecting 

consultation with students (as outlined previously in sections 2.7 and 2.8)—including 

apathy and adult resistance to consultation with students, the prevalence of adultism in
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schools and the passive role of students, the lack of awareness in respect of children’s 

rights and the need for curricular reform—should not be underestimated.

2.9 Concluding comments

As the literature illustrates, the child with whom the inspector shall consult during 

WSE is a complex being. The evolution of childhood reveals the ‘kaleidoscope of 

shifting concepts and theories’ that informs present-day images of childhood (Kellett, 

2013:29). The images of the child as vulnerable, deficient and ‘not-yef co-exist with 

those of the child as agentive, knower and competent. The participation literature 

portrays that the potential of the child as consultant and active participant is 

underestimated and that organisational practice can facilitate or impede children 

expressing their competence as participants (Fattore and Turnbull, 2005). The children 

rights’ literature presents the child as rights-holder whose views should be taken into 

account, however, in the education system there is more often what Wisby (2011) 

describes as ‘surface compliance’ (page 35) by duty-bearers where processes set in 

place give the appearance of engaging with a rights agenda but do not actually do so 

(Jones and Welch, 2010). The lack of a clear articulation between participation and 

rights literature contributes to the lack of understanding of what is required from duty- 

bearers or, indeed, even to the realisation of themselves as duty-bearers. This lack of 

understanding is exacerbated by a lack of awareness of children’s rights despite the 

provisions of article 42 requiring states parties to inform children and adults about 

their rights.

The challenges of introducing child participation into the inspection process require an 

awareness and understanding of children’s rights in Ireland. While the UNCRC 

provides the Inspectorate with legal and ethical grounds to argue for changes to policy 

in favour of children's rights, there is also need to be cognisant of the readiness of 

schools for rights respecting inspector-student consultation. Article 12 provides the 

Inspectorate with a legal framework in which it has a duty to listen to students’ views 

and give them consideration. Focusing on appropriate ways of consulting children and 

establishing responsibility for bridging barriers between children and inspectors will
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be essential steps to taking children seriously (Miljeteig, 2005). Critically, teacher co

operation will be needed to ensure that the inspector-student consultation process is 

not scuppered by mistrust and misunderstanding. Capacity building with teachers, in 

collaboration with the OCO, will be essential. Drawing on the data arising from this 

study, and acknowledging the study’s limitations (outlined in 5.4), some 

recommendations are made as to how a children’s rights-respecting inspection process 

might best be accommodated; these are elucidated in Chapter Five.

I*e«tgn a po%fc» uliuul t hililmt'* rfghf l«» hr brurtl al school

Illustration 2: Children should be heard — Child, B2/9/5
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Chapter Three

Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter explains the research approach taken. The principles of a rights-based 

approach applied to the three key chronological stages of the study: framing, 

conducting and disseminating (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011). This chapter includes 

information on the first two stages while the third stage, dissemination, is included in 

Chapter Five. Figure 2 provides a diagrammatic summary of the research project.

Perspective
rights respecting

Methods
focus groups and 
write-and-draw 

activities: analysed 
qualitatively

Research

Purpose
To explore how 
inspectors could 

better engage with 
children's views 

^Pduring WSE

Participants
primary-school 
students and 

teachers

Approach
exploratory and 

rights based

Setting
primary school, 
west of Ireland

Figure 2 Diagrammatic summary of the study
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This chapter considers the purpose of and perspective for the study and how a 

methodology was devised to incorporate that perspective. The research site and 

sampling, and methods employed are discussed as well as ethical considerations. The 

chapter ends with a review of the data analysis process and detail on the validation of 

findings.

3.2 Framing the research

3.2.1 Purpose

This study aims to gain insight into the perspectives of primary-school children and 

their teachers as to how inspectors could better engage with children’s views during 

WSE. Currently, primary-school students in certain classes have the opportunity to 

share their views about the school and their learning with the inspector during WSE by 

means of a questionnaire (see Chapters One and Two). We do not know whether 

students consider this to be either sufficient opportunity or means by which to share 

their views. The selection of research questions was informed by the literature review 

and the researcher’s knowledge of children’s rights and school inspection. As stated 

previously in section 1.4, three central research questions guided the inquiry:

• What do children and teachers consider to be the benefits of and barriers to 

consulting students as part of WSE?

• What do children and teachers consider to be appropriate ways for inspectors 

to consult with students during WSE in primary schools?

• What are the key implications for practice should these ways be integrated into 

the WSE process?

With these questions in mind, the research design was formulated.

3.2.2 Perspective

How researchers see children has a profound impact upon the way they study them 

(Berger, 1972). The power relations that ensue between researcher and participant, the 

methods used and the interpretation of the data are all influenced by the view of
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children taken (Coppock, 2011; Lundy and McEvoy, 2011; Morrow, 2005; Kellett, 

Robinson, and Burr, 2004). This study is rooted in childhood studies (as discussed 

previously in section 2.2). Ontologically, therefore, the child participant in this study 

is envisaged as a social child with different, though not necessarily inferior, social 

competencies (Danby, 2005; (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Prout and James, 1997) 

and a knower who is able to generate knowledge as well as being the recipient of 

knowledge (Foley, 2001). This study commits to research with children, taking 

account of their views (Greene and Harris, 2011; Powell and Smith, 2009; Masson, 

2004; Munford and Sanders, 2004) and recognising them as competent and 

sophisticated thinkers and communicators (Harcourt and Mazzoni, 2014; Mayall, 

2002; James and Prout, 1990) capable of articulating the experiences of the social 

worlds in which they live (Barker and Weller, 2003; Quortrup, 1994; Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Vygotsky, 1978). Accordingly, children were facilitated to participate in all 

stages of the study from design to dissemination (discussed below). Researchers 

rooted in childhood studies tend to use methods based on children’s skills (Punch, 

2002) which has led to the development of innovative or adapted techniques such as 

sentence completion and writing (Morrow, 1999), drawings (Ennew and Morrow, 

1994) and the draw-and-write technique (France, Bendelow and Williams, 2000; 

Pridmore and Bendelow, 1995).

Epistemologically, this study accepts that children produce better understandings of 

their own experiences and they were supported to work in groups in order to do so. 

They were considered the primary stakeholders whose involvement opened up 

enormous possibilities, improving both the quality and integrity of the research 

(Alanen, 2011; Moore, Saunders and McArthur, 2010; Kirby 2004). From the outset, it 

was assumed that they could identify issues that the teacher participants might not be 

aware of (Moore et al., 2008; Kellett, 2005) and that increasing an understanding of 

their perspectives and concerns would facilitate me to think differently about the 

research topic. It was understood, also, that any new understandings arising from the 

study were contextually bound.
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As the right to be heard was pivotal to the aim of this research, a rights-based 

approach was employed in its undertaking. As the UNCRC makes no reference to 

research, Lundy and McEvoy (2012) suggest that the Statement of Common 

Understanding (2003) (hereafter ‘Statement’) delineates three principles that should 

guide a human rights-based approach (hereafter ‘HRBA’): the activity should further 

the realisation of human rights; human rights standards should guide all phases of 

activity; and the activity should contribute to the development of the capacities of 

duty-bearers to meet their obligations and of rights-holders to claim their rights (UN, 

2003). The application of the HRBA principles to this study was realised as follows: 

participants were informed of children’s UNCRC rights; children were involved in all 

stages of the process and that involvement was HRBA-compliant; and, through the 

dissemination process, the Inspectorate will be informed of and supported in its 

concomitant obligations.

A methodological approach developed by Lundy and McEvoy (2011) was employed 

(Figure 3). It was based on the principle that children have the right to information 

(article 13, 17) and adult guidance (article 5) while their views are in formation, in 

order to be assisted in determining and expressing what will then be both a formed and 

informed view (article 12). This entails the use of deliberate capacity-building 

strategies to assist children, when needed, in the formation of their views because, as 

Lundy and McEvoy (2012) explain:

research is conducted on many issues which impact on children's lives, but to which 
children may not have given any consideration and therefore, understandably, are 
unlikely to have a predetermined or informed view (page 4).
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Information

(Arti.K U, 17) (Arndt- S)

'iK'rk ami impart adult guidamv in th<
inlumtation in medium t-xcreiav of th» n^hu

of choiiv’ in the CRC‘

Figure 3 Assisting Children to an (in)formed view (Source: Lundy and McEvoy, 2011:141)

Accordingly, as children’s right to be heard during WSE—the focus of this study—is 

an issue about which the children were unlikely to have given much, if any, thought, 

various capacity-building activities in respect of WSE and article 12 were employed to 

assist them in the formation of their views (see section 3.3.3). It was intended that the 

children’s informed perspectives would contribute to the body of knowledge about 

WSE and ultimately contribute to the wider realisation of children’s rights: the 

primary goal of children’s rights-based research (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011).

3.3 Conducting the research

3.3.1 Site and sampling

The research question is generally regarded as the primary guide to appropriate site 

selection (Flick, 2006; Silverman, 2006). To keep the research process as near to real- 

life as possible for participants, the school setting was selected as the ecologically 

valid research site (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Purposive sampling was employed in 

selecting the research and pilot schools; specialist knowledge as to typicality was used 

to satisfy the specific needs of the study (Bryman, 2008; Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2007). They were of medium size, co-educational and served similar socio

economic populations in the west of Ireland. Crucially, neither were assigned to me in 

my capacity as school inspector nor had they undergone a WSE for a number of years
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previously; in fact, the classes involved in the research school had never experienced 

such. Fictitious names have been ascribed to the schools; the pilot school is referred to 

as Ballybeg and the research school as Ballymore. In Ballybeg, work was undertaken 

with the CRAG on 12/9/13, 12/5/14 and 26/6/14. In Ballymore, research visits 

occurred on 23/9/2014, 8/10/14, 9/10/14 and 22/5/14. (Appendix 4 provides a detailed 

time-line for the study.)

In Ballymore, inclusive sampling was undertaken. All children in fifth and sixth 

classes (10-12 year olds approximately) who wished to participate and consented to 

do so were included in a research activity (thirty-six out of a possible thirty-seven). In 

Ballybeg, all children in the same classes were invited to put their name forward to 

participate in a children’s research advisory group and eight were selected randomly. 

In both schools, there was inclusive sampling of teachers; all who wished to 

participate could do so. This yielded nine teachers (out of twelve) in Ballymore and 

six (out of seven) in Ballybeg.

3.3.2 Methodology

In this study, the question-type was exploratory rather than explanatory. A research 

methodology was therefore required that allowed me to be responsive to the issues 

raised by the participants and to adjust focus as needed. This meant that experimental 

research methods that endeavour to establish cause-effect chains were unsuitable 

because participants’ behaviours, in the context of this study, could not be 

manipulated systematically. Neither were archival analyses feasible as there is a 

dearth of documentary evidence about children’s participation and perspectives on 

WSE. Likewise, ethnographic strategies, such as participant and non-participant 

observation, were unsuitable as it was the participants’ views rather than evidence of 

their behaviours during specific periods of time that was required. Furthermore, this 

would not constitute a case study—which is understood to be the study of a specific 

issue in a specific setting so as to provide insight about the issue (Stake, 2005; 

Merriam, 1995)—as it was not an investigation into Ballymore specifically. Rather, 

as explained in section 3.1, Ballymore provided a typical school site in which to 

access children with whom I could conduct a study into the issues in question.
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A qualitative research approach to data collection was considered appropriate as it is a 

‘situated activity’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005:3); that is, researchers study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of 

the meanings people bring to them (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). To yield the thick 

descriptions (Geertz, 1974) that I wanted, I worked with unstructured data collected as 

open-ended narrative during focus-group and write-and-draw activities (discussed in 

section 3.3.3). Such an approach proves useful when the subject matter under 

investigation is new (Bagnoli, 2009; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003) and it allowed me to 

acquire multiple perspectives from which idiographic interpretations of the meaning 

of that data were made without pronouncement of which set of perceptions were 

‘right' or more ‘true’ (Quinn Patton, 2002:96). The informality of these research 

strategies is also seen as a way of redistributing power, ‘enhancing the role of 

the researched and a means of hearing society's hidden voices’ (McCartan, Schubotz 

and Murphy, 2012:4) and, therefore, complementary to the intention of this study 

which was to hear the hidden views of primary-school students.

3.3.3 Methods

According to many researchers, there is no ‘appropriate’ research method; the type of 

research question forms the foundation for developing research instruments (for 

example Tisdall et al., 2009; Greene and Hill, 2005; Silver, 2004). Furthermore, there 

is no consensus in the research literature about what methods work best with children 

(Kesby, 2007; Cahill, 2007; Hill, 2006; Punch, 2002). In this study, a combination of 

methods was employed: write-and-draw activities and semi-structured focus group 

(both methods are discussed below). This combination served several purposes: it 

facilitated collaborative elaboration (see section 3.3.6) giving children a variety of 

opportunities to express their thoughts so that they had shared control of language and 

concepts; the data-generation process was enabled to be fun, relevant and based on 

children’s skills (see childhood studies discussed in sections 2.2 and 3.2.2); biases 

from overreliance on one method were accommodated (Van Wynsberghe and Kahn, 

2007); and data were triangulated. With the teachers, following the success at the pilot 

stage (discussed in section 3.3.5), semi-structured focus-group interviews were 

employed.
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Initially, a capacity-building session was undertaken (see rights-based approach 

above). Working in the classroom, a presentation about WSE and children’s rights 

was delivered (see appendix 16) to assist children in detennining and expressing both 

a formed and informed view (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011). Comments made during 

these sessions were audio-recorded. The presentation and research activities were 

developed in consultation with the CRAG (see section 3.3.4 below) and through the 

pilot study (see 3.3.5 below).

Write-and-draw

Following the capacity-building session, children worked in self-selected groups of 

four using a variety of writing and drawing media. My instructions were short and 

open-ended, with the intent of enabling children to structure the activities in their own 

ways within the time available (Bagnoli, 2009; Furth, 1998). To avoid the possibility 

of leading, no research questions were asked about any activity until the children 

indicated they had completed it (Cross, Kabel and Lysack, 2006). By way of warm

up, children undertook create-a-poster about a ‘bad inspector’. This resulted in nine 

posters describing an inspector with whom they would not like to engage (see Figure

4).

69



Julr.qrj

Figure 4 Examples from the ‘Bad Inspector' group activity

Next, a create-a-web activity was undertaken, again in groups of four, about 

inspector-student consultation during WSE. Guided by prompts (Figure 5) the activity 

yielded nine posters including 175 comments (see Figure 6 for examples).

During a 
whole- 
school 

evaluation...

WHEN...
When thnuld the Inspector 

talk with pupils? Whv>

WHERE...,
Where should the inspector 

spejk with pupils? Why?

HOW...
How could the Inspector 
gather the pupils" Ideas? 

Why?

WHAT...
What could the pupils tell 

the inspector about? Why?

WHO...
Which pupils should the 

Inspector speak to? Wiry?

Figure 5 Prompts to assist in the create-a-web activity
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Figure 6 Examples from 
the create-a-web group 
activity

Thereafter, in pairs or individually according to their preference, the students 

undertook one of two activities: drawing and writing accompanying sentences or 

writing a poem/slogan. Additionally, an early finisher’s booklet contained three 

activities: finish-the-sentence (‘/ think it is important for children to be able to give 

their views to an inspector about things at school because....'y, write a poem or draw
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(The day the inspector came to school)', and create a poster (Children's right to be 

heard at school).

Draw-and-write was chosen for a number of reasons. Firstly, the children are familiar 

with producing drawings and writing samples and by fifth and sixth classes most have 

mastered the symbolic meaning of drawing (Greene and Hogan, 2005). Secondly, 

completing write-and-draw activity in groups has inclusivity and participatory 

advantages and encourages thinking in non-standard ways (Elden, 2012; Coad, 

Plumridge and Metcalfe, 2009; Leitch, 2008; Moss et al., 2007). Thirdly, it gave the 

children time to think (Punch, 2002) and helped to relax them providing a 

diversionary, legitimate activity (Coad, Plumridge and Metcalfe, 2009) taking the 

focus away from me as adult researcher (Driessnack, 2006) and putting them into the 

role of expert (Rollins, 2005). Fourthly, it provided rewarding non-verbal data (Butler- 

Kisber, 2010; Gallagher, 2009b; Leitch, 2008; Weber, 2008) and acquainted the 

children with the subject matter in advance of focus-group discussion. While drawing 

is often considered an enjoyable, participatory activity (Backett-Milbum and McKiel, 

1999), not all children enjoy it (Gallagher, 2009b; Richards, 2003; Simons and 

McCormack, 2007). Therefore, the choice to write rather than draw was provided in 

all activities.

The use of drawing in this study could not be considered an arts-based approach; such 

an approach involves far deeper commitment to the discipline of making works of art 

and a process-oriented mode of discovery (McNiff, 1998) where the arts play a 

primary role in any or all phases of research (Barone and Eisner, 2012; Leavy, 2009; 

Finley 2005; McNiff, 1998). Rather, the children created rudimentary sketches within 

a short-time frame to accompany their writing. At most, such an approach might be 

referred to as arts-informed (Rolling, 2010). There was no attempt to impose my 

interpretation on the drawings. Much research literature advises that projective adult 

interpretation of children’s art is unsuitable as children’s images are time, activity and 

culturally specific and not open to straightforward readings by adults (see, for 

example, Thomson 2008: Leitch, 2008; Prosser, 2006). Furthermore, images are 

regarded as polysemic (Prosser, 2007) and created at three different sites—the
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production of the image, the image itself, and the audience (Rose, 2007)—thus the 

potential for misinterpretation is considerable. At the design stage, I intended that 

participating children would provide individual interpretations of their drawings; an 

approach referred to as an ‘illuminative’ (Spouse, 2000:255). However, due to the 

large numbers who volunteered to participate in the study, there was insufficient 

opportunity to undertake in-depth individual discussions about the children’s work. 

Instead, some of data is used to illustrate the thesis; a means by which, the experts tell 

us, to provide a persuasive way of telling a story (see, for example, Cahnmann-Taylor 

and Siegemund, 2008; Knowles and Cole, 2008; Silverman, 2001).

Focus group

‘Focus group’ is understood to be a research technique that collects data through group 

interaction on a topic determined by the researcher (Morgan, 1997). It fits well with 

the epistemology and methodology of the study (discussed above) as participants are 

encouraged to co-construct meaning with their peers and the interviewer providing 

more elaborated accounts than are generated in individual interviews through talking, 

asking questions, exchanging anecdotes and commenting on others’ points of view 

(Freeman and Mathison, 2009; Wilkinson, 2004; Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999).

In the context of this study, focus group had a number of advantages. Firstly, it was 

time efficient; as my research intruded upon official teaching and learning time, focus 

group allowed a large amount of data to be gathered relatively quickly (Berg, 2009). 

Secondly, it created a safe peer environment similar to the types of setting that 

children and teachers are familiar with from their schools (Kamberelis and 

Dimitriadis, 2005; Hennessey and Heary, 2005; Mauther, 1997). Thirdly, the use of 

focus group is seen as a way of softening the power imbalance between the researcher 

and participant as the collective position of participants empowers them (Lange and 

Mierendorff, 2011; Freeman and Mathison, 2009; Westcott and Littleton, 2005). 

Research also shows that participants feel more supported and less shy in a group 

interview context (Borland et ah, 2001) and are encouraged to give their opinions 

when they hear others (Greene and Hogan, 2010; Bryman, 2008; Hill, Layboum and
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Borland, 1996). Importantly also, focus-group interviews are said to acknowledge 

participants as experts (Levine and Zimmerman, 1996).

Each focus group consisted of participants from the two naturally occurring groups: 

students from fifth and sixth classes separately and teachers. The use of discrete peer 

groups facilitated clear identification of the perspectives of each group and ensured 

participants would feel comfortable with one another and, therefore, be less likely to 

feel inhibited by perceived differences relating to experience, knowledge or age 

(Kreuger and Casey, 2009; Charlesworth and Rodwell, 1997; Greenbaum, 1988). 

Interviews were audio-recorded. A pre-planned interview guide (see appendixes 17 

and 18) served as a checklist of topics to be covered and a default wording; it was 

intended that, as Robson (2011) advises, the interviews would be guided conversations 

rather than overly structured queries or excessively open conversations. The order of 

questions could change according to the flow of the interview and supplementary 

questions posed as necessary. As an elaboration of the focus group method, and to 

enhance participation, the children were invited to take turns to interview their peers 

using the questions provided on individual cards. The questions connected with the 

children’s experiences because they were in a unique position in relation to the topic to 

provide insight on it (Freeman and Mathison, 2009). Examples of such questions are 

(appendix 17 provides the full question set):

- What do you think inspectors are doing when they visit schools and classrooms 

during a whole-school evaluation?

- What kinds of things could pupils tell an inspector about a school?

- What would be the best ways for an inspector to listen to pupils’ views?

I used elicitation prompts whenever necessary, for example ‘What do you think of 

that?’ ‘Can anyone add to that?’ There was also a clear and deliberate overlap in 

discussion foci between the teachers’ and children’s interviews.

A total of 24 children—in groups of six—participated across eight focus-group 

sessions; four one-hour sessions to discuss inspector-child engagement during WSE 

and four forty-minute sessions to explore the official WSE questionnaire. Both group
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size and interview duration accorded with research-literature recommendations (see, 

for example, Greig and Taylor, 1999; Vaughn et al., 1996; Greenbaum, 1988). Mixed- 

gender groups were considered suitable as the school population was mixed gender 

(Hennessy and Heary, 2005; Hill, Layboum and Borland, 1996). The sessions took 

place during school hours with children withdrawn from their mainstream classroom 

to participate (see appendixes 17 and 20 for specific detail and reflections).

The first one-hour session with the children comprised an introduction (comprising a 

game as icebreaker, explanation of interview purpose, outline of session using a 

WADT poster (what we will be doing today), reminder of the ‘opt-out’ procedure (red 

card to withdraw from interview), verification of ongoing wish to participate, selection 

of pseudonyms and creation of name labels, revision of agreement for working 

together, explanation of ‘traffic lights’ to indicate wish to respond to or pass on 

questions, confidentiality reassurances and explanation of audio-recording and 

speaking object); main body of interview including students interviewing their peers; 

closure (including a request that the interviewees reflect on anything they said or 

would like to add) and thanks. The second forty-minute session involved completion 

of the questionnaire used by inspectors during WSE—for familiarisation purposes— 

and discussion of its strengths and areas for improvement prompted by questions such 

as: What do you like about it? What do you dislike? What could be better? The session 

concluded with a game. (Appendix 17 provides a detailed outline of activities, 

interview questions and chronology.)

Two focus group sessions with teachers took place (see appendix 18 for question 

menu) after school hours, each lasting for ninety minutes approximately. While group 

sizes of between six and twelve adults are, arguably, most ideal to give diversity of 

information (see for example Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009), in this instance one group of 

four and one group of five were interviewed as this was the number of volunteers on 

the given days. The teachers received discussion themes in advance (see appendix 19).

With both the children and teachers, a non-confrontational interviewing style and a 

non-judgmental response were used so as to discover the participants’ perceptions
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rather than impose my own views on them. Kvale’s (1996) criteria for the successful 

interviewer—including gentleness, preparedness, sensitivity, openness and focus— 

proved a useful guide. In addition, a number of sympathetic techniques were used 

when interviewing the children. These included sitting at the children’s eye level, 

keeping eye contact, (Alderson and Morrow, 2004) clearly communicating the purpose 

of the interview, using appropriate language and sentence structure (Westcott and 

Littleton, 2005; Westcott, Davies, and Bull, 2002; Waterman, Blades and Spencer, 

2001), avoiding ‘fake’ friendship (Mauthner et al., 2002:107) and using humour 

(Wade and Westcott, 1997; Clarke, 1996).

3.3.4 Children's research advisory group

A rights-based orientation endorsed my belief that working with children as 

consultants and collaborators would have a synergistic benefit increasing our 

collective skills and knowledge (Alderson, 2008). In supporting the design, 

interpretation and dissemination of this research, the CRAG’s understanding of the 

lived experiences of contemporary schooling enriched my one-time child perspective 

of schooling (Kellett, 2005) helping me to think differently and improve the quality of 

the research methods (Alderson and Morrow, 2004). Concomitantly, the research 

literature informs that participation in such activities enhances children’s discussion 

and problem-solving skills (Davis, 2009). It also led them to develop a heightened 

awareness of children’s rights and research processes. (The CRAG’s view of the 

research process is included as appendix 26.)

Established in Ballybeg, the children in the CRAG were not research subjects but, 

being from similar grade-levels and backgrounds, were representative of them. In 

selecting the CRAG, very careful consideration was given to ethical issues (discussed 

in section 3.4). The eight-member CRAG was selected randomly by open draw from a 

volunteer list of twenty-five (see appendix 15 for consent form and information 

letter).

Three visits were undertaken to work with the CRAG (appendix 4 provides a detailed 

timeline). The work was child-informed rather than child-led. During the first visit,
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the research-design targets were four-fold and explained as follows: How could 

Suzanne make the research fun? How could Suzanne explain to children about WSE? 

What are the best ways to help children share their views? What resources will work 

best? One of the things the children had difficulty with initially was seeing beyond 

their own views and experiences. They were encouraged to think beyond this through 

further questions and prompts. Taking the opportunity to try out some of the activities 

also helped them to articulate their opinions. Following their advice, changes were 

made to the intended information-presentation, the information materials and consent 

form, the focus-group interview schedule and various research activities. (Appendixes 

7 and 8 provide detail of and reflection on the activities undertaken with the CRAG.)

During the second visit, the CRAG contributed to the interpretation and dissemination 

stages of the study. Firstly, in clustering data strips from the research activities 

undertaken in Ballymore and in ‘naming’ these clusters (see Figure 7), they drew out 

seven key themes: an inspector’s job is to ‘check’ the school; inspectors should be 

easy to talk to; all children should get a chance to speak; children should be able to 

talk freely; different ways are needed to speak with the inspector; the inspector must 

keep children safe; and children can help to improve the school. This work tallied well 

with my initial thematic analysis and boosted my confidence in respect of the validity 

of my interpretations. Secondly, their review of the revised official WSE 

questionnaire—focusing in particular on the seven statements amended by the 

Inspectorate in January 2014 following consideration of the previous iteration in 

Ballymore in October 2013—indicated the continuing relevance of the research data 

obtained in Ballymore. Thirdly, their advice on the language register, format and 

illustration of the children’s research-dissemination booklet proved invaluable (see 

appendix 21).
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The third visit involved information giving, discussion and debriefing (see appendix 

26 for debriefing findings). The CRAG was updated on the progress of the research 

project. They considered bias as a factor in respect of the degree of consistency across 

the children’s and teachers’ data (this discussion is deliberated in appendix 24). A 

summary of the CRAG’s work was reviewed and the agreed version issued to the 

principal of Ballybeg for distribution to the school community in acknowledgment of 

its contribution to the study (see appendix 23).

3.3.5 Pilot study

A pilot study is described as a small-scale version of the real thing; a taster of what is 

proposed so that its feasibility can be checked (Robson, 2011; Van Teijlingen and 

Hundley, 2011). With six volunteer teachers in Ballybeg, I tested the use of research 

materials for teachers (including information letters, consent forms and discussion 

themes) and experienced the mechanics of focus group (including interview schedules, 

timing, and audio-recording). Akin to ‘putting a toe or two in the research waters
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before diving in’ (Sampson, 2004:399), the pilot proved invaluable in enabling me to 

pre-test myself in a school setting. The participants provided very valuable feedback 

on the research materials, the interview content and process and the likely 

receptiveness of the target group. (Learning from the pilot study is outlined in 

appendix 6.)

The data from the ninety-minute interview session were not fully transcribed. 

However, a number of themes were tentatively identified and found to accord with 

those later identified in Ballymore. As outlined in section 3.3.4, the CRAG also 

assisted in reviewing some research tools and procedures for use with children in 

Ballymore.

3.3.6 Researcher as research instrument

In qualitative methodology, the researcher is considered to be the key research 

instrument (McCartan, Schubotz and Murphy, 2012). It is suggested that the personal 

and cultural biases of the researcher intrude on his or her sense-making processes at 

every stage in the research process (Dressman, 2008; Hammersley and Atkinson, 

1995; Miles and Huberman, 1994). However, this subjectivity is not seen as a 

weakness but merely a further layer of complexity (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992). As 

Butler-Kisber (2010) reminds us, ‘no apologies are needed for identity, assumptions, 

and biases, just a rigorous accounting of them’ (page 19).

As researcher, I saw myself positioned as neither insider nor outsider specifically but 

rather somewhere along a continuum with the two abstractions better considered as 

end points (Savvides et al., 2014; Dwyer and Buckle, 2009; Mercer, 2007). From my 

experience, there were considerable advantages to being an insider-outsider. For 

example, as insider I had a great deal of pedagogical expertise and knowledge of WSE 

and of how schools and classrooms operate which would take an outsider a long time 

to acquire. Obtaining permission to conduct the research and gaining access to 

classrooms and school facilities and time alone with students were easier than it might 

be for others. For example, both schools agreed to participate on first request, high 

levels of co-operation were received from school management, teachers and parents,
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and any requests were always accepted and no conditions were placed on my 

engagement with the children. Every effort was made to ensure such trust was not 

abused. Furthermore, Inspectorate management shared documents that would not have 

been provided readily to outsiders and granted permission to use the official WSE 

questionnaire in my study.

As outsider, there were also advantages: I was unaware and unaffected by the politics 

of the two schools, participants had the opportunity to speak freely knowing that they 

would not have to continue to work with me after the research was completed and, 

although participants might have preconceptions about what an ‘inspector’ might 

want to hear, they had no personal knowledge about this particular inspector’s 

opinions. When talking to participants, I could ask basic and direct questions about 

their opinions and knowledge because as an outsider there is no reason that I would 

already know the answers (Starkey, Akar and Jerome, 2014).

However, there were also some challenges. As an inspector and former teacher 

committed to children’s right to be heard in schools, I was aware that I brought to the 

study my preconceptions about WSE and the involvement of children. However, I 

endeavoured to collect and interpret data in a way that counteracted the impact of my 

own biases—the contribution of a CRAG and validation measures to this are 

discussed later in the chapter—aided considerably by the use of a reflective journal. 

The journal assisted me in employing a reflective cycle (guided in part by Kemmis 

and McTaggart, 1992); critically reflecting before, during and after each research 

stage (appendixes 8, 20, 24 and 25 provide sample entries). The journal contained 

observations, feelings, reactions, reflections and hunches thereby making the 

‘messiness’ of the research process more manageable (Ortlipp, 2008:704) and serving 

as an evolving database enriching my judgements (Borg, 2001; Leitch and Day, 2000; 

Holly, 1989).

I am an advocate of a social constructivist model of learning (referenced previously in 

section 2.2) which suggests that meaning is continuously constructed in a social 

context (Eggen and Kauchak, 2004). According to social constructivists, the process
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of sharing each person's point of view—called collaborative elaboration (Van Meter 

and Stevens, 2000)—results in the building of understanding together that would not 

be possible alone (Greeno et al., 1996) and the result of a unique set of dynamics 

created when particular individuals interact in particular social settings (Freeman and 

Mathison, 2009). Consequently, I was aware of my role as part of the constmction of 

knowledge and believed that any knowledge generated through the research would 

depend on a co-creation between the participants and myself (Bryman, 2008). I 

expected all stakeholders to have different understandings of the issues which would 

be developed during the consultative process. I understood that the relationship 1 had 

with the participants was crucial to the collection of data (King, 2004; Johnson and 

Christensen, 2004) and that it was critical that I managed the ‘selves’ of researcher 

and inspector effectively during the research process (Stronbach et al., 2007). My 

profession as inspector was an important issue in the forming of that relationship and 

it presented both opportunities and complexities.

Although I undertook research in schools not assigned to me (as outlined in section 

3.3.1), the participants were made aware of my role as schools’ inspector. While the 

opportunities were mentioned above, three complexities necessitated considerable 

reflection. Firstly, although from the outset it was made clear that my role as 

researcher was not linked to nor would it inform any future evaluations, several 

teachers were challenged to put aside their perception of an inspector and accept the 

persona of researcher. For example, some acted deferentially during introductory 

meetings. To minimise the possibility of this occurring during the research phase, I 

paid careful attention to my language, tone, dress and speech as means of reducing the 

perceived power-positioning. (Other teacher-participation complexities are discussed 

in section 3.4.) Secondly, there was a surprisingly high consent rate among the 

children (thirty-six out of thirty-seven students). Whether they agreed to participate 

because they wished to be involved or because they felt obliged to do is not known 

but steps were taken to ensure that participation was voluntary. How consent was 

treated as an ongoing negotiated process is elaborated in section 3.4.2.
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Finally, in my interactions with teachers during the pilot interview in Ballybeg, I too

was challenged to accept the persona of a researcher at times. For example, I had to

fight a tendency to ‘explain’ things as a quote from my journal (12/3/2013) illustrates:

/ think the difficulty during the pilot session was less with the teachers 
knowing that I was an inspector ... and more with the fact that, at times, I 
did not seem to remember I was a researcher rather than an inspector! 
Absurdly, I felt the need to fill in ’ where I thought the teachers might 
have given other examples. I need to be, and resolve to be, more careful in 
Ballymore.

3.4 Managing ethical considerations

At each stage of this study, ethics were considered ‘a very serious business’ (Grieg 

and Taylor, 1999:155) and ‘a process of continual problematisation’ (Gallagher, 

2009:26) rather than the straightforward application of general rules of conduct 

(Harcourt and Mazzoni, 2014; Graham et al., 2013). That said, the principles and 

standards set by BERA (2004; 2011) and IVSA (2009) informed the research and 

approval to undertake the research was received from the QUB ethics committee (see 

appendix 32).

Although the same ethical standards prevail in working with children as with adults 

(Christensen and Prout, 2002), a higher level of protection was provided to them (s.6, 

BERA, 2004) as they are widely viewed as being more vulnerable (Freeman and 

Mathison, 2009; Komulainen; 2007; Hill, 2005). Research conducted in schools 

provides a captive audience (Powell and Smith, 2009), therefore, significant ethical 

questions regarding whether the children and teachers are genuinely willing 

participants must be considered (Todd, 2012; Greene and Harris, 2011; Connolly, 

2003; O’Kane, 2000). Accordingly, the ethics of access and voluntary participation 

are elaborated in the following sections as well as protection from harm as a 

consequence of the research undertaken.
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3.4.1 Gaining access

Gaining access to children required approaching what are known colloquially as 

gatekeepers (Greig and Taylor, 1999); defined as ‘people who are attempting to 

safeguard the interests of others’ (Hek, Judd and Moule, 1996:73). Although the 

children were capable of acting as their own gatekeepers (Davis et al., 2009; Danby 

and Farrell, 2005; Thomas and O’Kane, 1998), in accordance with ethical guidelines 

gatekeeper-consent was sought from school management and parents/guardians in 

both Ballybeg and Ballymore. Full disclosure of the research purpose and 

requirements—both orally and in writing—were provided to them. They were 

informed that they could withdraw from the research without the need to give a reason 

and without fear of negative consequences. From the outset, gatekeepers were made 

aware that I was a school inspector pursuing this study as an independent interest. 

They were assured that I would not be working in an evaluative role for the period of 

the study. Neither school were amongst those assigned to me in my capacity as school 

inspector.

While gatekeepers frequently hold the power ‘to situate themselves very directly 

between children and researchers’ (Bushin, 2007:239), the gatekeepers in this study 

were extremely co-operative. Active consent was required from them—there was a 

requirement on gatekeepers to opt in by signing a consent form—and permission was 

sought to take photographs of the children’s work to be reproduced at sites of 

audiencing (Rose, 2007; Wiles et al., 2008) (see appendixes 9 and 12).

3.4.2 Voluntary participation

The principle of voluntary participation requires that people not be coerced into 

participating in research (Trochim, 2002). The requirement of informed consent, the 

issue of adult authority and the school setting were carefully considered in this regard. 

Informed consent was understood to encompass four elements: understanding of the 

research; voluntary participation; explicit written consent; and renegotiable 

participation (Gallagher, 2009; Masson, 2004; Connolly, 2003; Nuremberg Code, 

1947). Before the commencement of the study, face-to-face meetings were held with
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the principal and teachers to introduce myself and emphasise my role as researcher, 

explain fully the aims and scope of the study, to provide opportunities to ask 

questions, to discuss queries and concerns, and to stress the voluntary nature of 

participation (see appendixes 10, 11).

Similarly, an introductory visit to the fifth and sixth-class classrooms of both schools 

included an introductory talk and question-and-answer session to make appropriate 

the information about the research for the students (David, Edwards, and Alldred, 

2001). How research findings might further the rights of children within WSE was 

explained as was the participants’ contribution to that. Information and consent forms 

were provided for children (appendixes 13, 14) and parents (appendix 12). The issue 

of expectations was addressed at the outset; participants were informed that the 

research would not have the power to change things in their particular school and that 

their perspectives could not be guaranteed to result in improved policies (Roberts, 

2003). They were not offered incentives to participate. However, an acknowledgment 

of their contribution was considered appropriate (Connolly, 2003); at the end of the 

process participants received unannounced confectionery treats and certificates of 

acknowledgement.

A two-week gap was designated between the initial visits and the commencement of 

the research project to provide adequate time for students and their parents to think 

about participation and to make contact with me, if wished. In recognition of their 

agency, children were informed that the final decision to participate in the study was 

theirs; their decision to participate overruled ‘proxy’ consent from parents (Tisdall et 

al., 2009:15; David et al., 2005). Active consent was required from all participants and 

it was emphasised that consent was renegotiable (Todd, 2012; Alderson and Morrow, 

2011; Butler-Kisber, 2010; s. 13, BERA 2004). (See, for example, the use of non

verbal cues discussed above in section 3.3.3.)

I was aware that disparities of power and status between researchers and participants, 

particularly children, pose significant ethical challenges (Harcourt and Sargeant, 

2011; Flewitt, 2005; Robinson and Kellett, 2004; Coyne, 1998). Research shows that 

children, used to having to try to please adults, may fear adult reactions to what they 

say (Punch, 2002) and that adult participants may experience considerable
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apprehension about the researcher’s evaluation of them (Collins, Shattel and Thomas, 

2005). A number of tactics were taken to mitigate power disparities. For example, by 

using group activities, it was hoped to minimise the possibility that participants 

would—consciously or subconsciously—give responses that they thought, for social 

desirability or acquiescence reasons, I wanted to hear (Horstman et al., 2008; Gersch, 

1996; Ennew, 1994; Richman, 1993) (see appendix 24 for personal reflection in this 

regard). At the beginning of the interview sessions, participants were encouraged to be 

frank and it was indicated that there were no right answers to the questions asked 

(Shenton, 2004) and they were encouraged to work with me on a first-name basis.

With the children, I did not take on a least adult stance (Mandall, 1991)—deeming it 

disingenuous to do so—but established an informal atmosphere presenting myself as a 

friendly and open person. As discussed in section 3.3.3, methods were employed that 

allowed them to speak from, and be appreciated for, their own perspective (Punch, 

2002; Barron, 2000), built on their competencies and ensuring they had support from 

each other if they wished (Barker and Weller, 2003; Brooker, 2001; Mauthner, 1997; 

Morrow and Richards, 1996). The children’s role as experts was reinforced by 

positioning myself as learner looking for information from them (Davis, 1998; Graue 

and Walsh, 1998). Based on my experiences as teacher and inspector, and my work 

with the CRAG, I was confident the children would be capable of taking an active 

role in the research.

Teachers’ capacity to dissent to participate was also considered carefully. A clear 

statement, orally and in writing, was issued that this was personal research so as to 

remove any ambiguity about whether the research was Inspectorate-driven. This 

approach, together with the commitment to return for comment an account of the 

focus-group activity, was designed to re-dress the power imbalance.

As place can play a role in the efficacy of the research process, particularly in relation 

to children (Horstman et al., 2008; Kesby, 2007; Reeves et al., 2007; Hill, 2006), 

various actions were taken to re-shape the normal classroom setting. For example, 

group-activity spaces were created, classroom directionality was altered to give a 

different physical perspective and non-school resources were utilised. While I made
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every effort to minimise the impact of my presence—for example, the timetable for 

activities with children was agreed with staff and the interview sessions with teachers 

were conducted after school hours—research in schools is always intrusive (Lindsay, 

2000). My work encroached upon time normally allocated to formal teaching and 

learning and, undoubtedly, my presence interrupted normal school-day rhythms 

(Homan, 2001).

3.4.3 Protection from harm

The study was conducted with a view to minimising harm and maximising benefit to 

the participants. Issues of confidentiality and anonymity were outlined to participants 

in advance; they would not be named, identifiable, or traceable in any dissemination 

of the findings (Berg, 2009; Connolly, 2003). Pseudonyms were used during activities 

and as identifiers in audio-recordings and transcriptions. Participants were advised of 

confidentiality boundaries should a risk of significant harm be divulged (sections 27 

and 28 of BERA 2004). Responses to abuse disclosure in Irish schools are guided by 

Children first: national guidance for the protection and welfare of children (DYCA, 

2011) and I was vetted for working in schools.

So as to avoid causing discomfort or stress, methods were chosen carefully to 

contribute to the participants’ wellbeing (Denscombe, 2003; s.18, BERA 2004). 

However, the importance of contingency arrangements was not overlooked; for 

example fall-out spaces and solo-activities were provided for children. My stance was 

interventionist in dealing with misdemeanours by the children. According to Birbeck 

and Drummond (2007), intervention is ethically sound in schools as it is the socially 

natural and expected role for adults. However, there were very few occasions where 

intervention was needed and when it occurred—for example a participant not 

adhering to discussion agreements—it was handled sensitively. As focus-group 

discussion is not an everyday occurrence for children, socialisation into ways of being 

and behaving was considered necessary (Freeman and Mathison, 2009). A soft toy 

was used as speaking object to help manage discussions; participants held a soft toy 

when speaking and this reminded others that he or she held the floor. Additionally, a

86



group agreement (influenced by Hennessey and Heary, 2005) helped to create a non

threatening environment (see Figure 8). To respect their continuing consent, and to 

help them feel safe, children were shown—through role modelling—how to refuse to 

answer a question and to indicate a wish not to contribute (using traffic lights).

While the research topic was not sensitive, a likely source of humiliation was the 

disclosure of private information considered damaging by research participants (Reiss, 

1979). Therefore, participants were informed of the need to protect themselves from 

the dangers of impetuosity during group interviews. So that the research would not 

bring children into conflict with teachers should there be accidental revelations of 

teachers' practice (Veale, 2005), the children were not asked about specific 

experiences of their school. It is probably unrealistic to expect participants in a school 

setting to say nothing afterwards about what went on in a group interview but 

agreement was reached at the beginning not to identify who said what (Hill, 2009). 

Especial sensitivity was demonstrated to the one child who opted not to participate; 

through choice she opted to work elsewhere during whole-class research activities.

The collection and storage of data accorded with the provisions of the Data Protection 

Acts 1988 and 2003. The data obtained from participants were stored separately and 

securely from their names and other identifiers. In accordance with the Policy and 

principles on the ethical approval of research (QUB, 2009), data relating to research 

will be stored for a minimum period of five years following the completion of the 

study.
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Figure 8 Examples of researcher-designed 
posters used for focus group
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3.5 Trustworthiness of the study

The quality and rigour of research are seen as ethical issues (ESRC, 2010; BERA, 

2004; Creswell 2009; Bryman, 2008) but there is no one set of criteria agreed by all 

researchers in assessing rigour in qualitative research; often different researchers 

focus on different criteria (Guba and Lincoln, 2005; Schwandt, 1996: Agar, 1986). 

However, trustworthiness as key criterion is vouched by many (for example Greene 

and Harris, 2011; Morrow, 2005; Shenton, 2004; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Yin (2009) suggests four tests to establish trustworthiness in any empirical research: 

construct validity; internal validity; external validity; and reliability. Construct 

validity is ‘the degree to which a test measures what it claims, or purports, to be 

measuring’ (Brown, 1996:231). I ensured that my data collection instruments were 

sound and suited to the research purpose. To acquire valid multiple and diverse 

realities, multiple methods of gathering data were in order (Golafshani, 2003). 

Interview use with adults is well established (Robson, 2011; Creswell, 2009; Berg,
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2009; Fontana and Frey, 2005) and it is one of the most commonly used methods in 

childhood studies (Westcott and Littleton, 2005). Write-and-draw has been used 

previously to good effect in a variety of research settings both as a stand-alone task 

and as part of a wider set of research methods (Leitch, 2008; Einarsdottir, 2007; 

Beazley and Ennew, 2006; Bradding and Horstman, 2002). Although a rights-based 

approach is less well established, it has been employed successfully in other instances. 

First developed in a project ‘E-consultation with Students’ (McEvoy and Lundy, 

2007), it has been used subsequently in further studies; ‘Ready to Learn’ (Lundy, 

Emerson and Byrne, 2010) and ‘Attitudes of Children and Parents to Key Stage 2 

Science Testing and Assessment’ (Murphy et al., 2010). The use of a pilot study and 

preliminary work with the CRAG established the strength of the methods and allowed 

for adjustments to be made.

Validity in interviewing is a persistent problem (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007) 

as the interview is neither a situation of an equal power relationship nor a neutral tool 

(Basil, 2010; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). As inspector, it is likely that I was perceived 

by some participants to have a vested interest in WSE; therefore they may have opted 

to provide socially desirable responses or manipulated the research situation for their 

own ends by withholding information or misinforming about their perceptions of 

various phenomena. While it has been alleged that children blur truth and fiction, so 

do adults (Kellett and Ding, 2004; Craig, 2003). Therefore, careful consideration was 

given to the selection of questions to ensure valid exploration of the issue ensuring 

that I was not seeking answers to support pre-conceived notions and understandings 

by both participants and myself. Additionally, concerted efforts were made to break 

down the power imbalance (see sections 3.3.6 and 3.4.2). The assistance of the CRAG 

in interpreting the data was beneficial in improving the validity of my interpretations 

(see section 3.3.4).

To ensure internal validity, triangulation, member checks, consideration of researcher 

bias and the use of participatory modes of research were employed (Meriam, 1995). 

Triangulation is defined as ‘the combination of methodologies in the study of the 

same phenomena’ (Denzin, 1970:297) and as ‘a process of using multiple perceptions 

to clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or interpretation’
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(Stake, 2005:454). Two types of triangulation were pertinent: data triangulation where 

multiple data sources (students and teachers) are used and method triangulation where 

the same phenomena are examined using different methods (interviews and write-and- 

draw activities) (Denzin, 1970). When the data were brought together for analysis, 

they showed considerable consistency yielding complementary results (Punch and 

Oancea, 2013; Flick 2009).

Member checking, or participant verification (Rager, 2005), provided the opportunity 

to verify the accuracy and completeness of the findings (Cohen and Crabtree, 2006). 

This occurred at two points; during interviews and when findings were in draft 

format. Active listening skills such as repeating, summarising and paraphrasing were 

used during interviews to confirm with the participants that I had heard and 

interpreted the responses correctly. Also, I returned to the participants to ask them to 

comment on my interpretation of the data before I began final write-up (discussed in 

section 3.7). Researcher bias was considered at every stage of the process and 

maintaining a reflective journal contributed significantly to this. For example, an entry 

following the first day of research in Ballymore (8/10/14), shows consideration of 

‘leading’ students as a result of my commitment to capacity building as part of a 

rights-based approach:

A cursory examination of the students ’ writing and drawing after the first day 
in Ballymore finds multiple references to ‘rights Was this merely because I 
had requested the students to complete their group tasks following my 
deliberate steps to build their capacity in respect of WSE and children’s right 
to be heard? Although students ’ mention of rights was less frequent during 
focus-group discussion, it is still a balancing act to get capacity building 
right. Could such an intervention lead to seduction of the 'right' answers 
from participants? Was 1 careful enough in how I presented the information 
to students? Certainly, I was thorough in my preparation and my resources 
were reviewed in advance by my supervisor. However, I hope I did enough to 
control my biases during the research activities; it was certainly my intention 
to do so. I will bolster my efforts tomorrow to remain as matter-of-fact and 
unobtrusive as possible during the capacity-building activity.

External validity denotes the extent to which the results can be generalised outside the 

specifics of the situation studied (Robson, 2011; Merriam, 1995). Qualitative data, 

due in large part to the small numbers involved and the varied, emergent and
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contextualised processes and ‘results’, are not generalisable in the conventional sense 

(Donmoyer, 2008; Morrow, 2005: Lincoln and Cuba, 2005). Transferability is a 

similar concept and is concerned with the degree to which the results of qualitative 

research can be seen as relevant to other participants in other settings (Cuba, 1981). 

To assist this, I provide solid descriptive data or thick description (Geertz, 1974) in 

order to facilitate judgement about whether some degree of transfer from one setting 

to a similar context is possible and the research methods are documented in detail.

For a study to be ‘reliable', it must be replicable at another time with similar 

participants in a similar context with the same results (Cohen, Mannion and Morrison, 

2007). As this study was unique and particular to a setting, it cannot seek duplication 

to claim reliability (Basil, 2010). Therefore, four types of criteria were considered 

instead: credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability (Cuba and 

Lincoln, 1994). Achieving credibility—the extent to which the data and data analysis 

are believable and trustworthy (Greene and Harris, 2011)—involved being thorough, 

careful and rigorous in carrying out the research (Robson, 2011). A full account of the 

research process is provided including a clear rationale for why the research was 

carried out, what assumptions framed the research questions and what theoretical 

frameworks were used to shape interpretations of the data (Goetz and LeCompte, 

1984). Fidelity in the capture of data was a ‘cardinal principle’ of this research 

(Christians, 2005:145) and no findings were falsified, sensationalised or distorted (s. 

43, BERA 2004) in completing it. As further assurance, findings were verified with 

participants (see section 3.7). Also, the frequent use of verbatim quotation in 

illustrating my interpretations helps to provide a ‘decision trail’ (Greig and Taylor, 

1999:49).

To ensure dependability and confirmability, complete records were kept of all phases 

of the research process including the selection of research participants, interview 

transcripts and data-analysis decisions (Bryman, 2008). All data and data analysis 

were shared with my research supervisor. Chapter Four and the appendixes provide 

significant data, including direct quotes and segments of reflective writing, and
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illustrate that 1 adopted a systematic and comprehensive approach to data analysis; my 

use of thematic analysis is detailed below.

3.6 Approach to analysis

3.6.1 Thematic analysis

I undertook a thorough, verbatim transcription of every interview including each 

question asked and each individual answer given by participants (Berg, 2009). 

Additionally, all written outputs were typed up carefully. The reasons for this 

undertaking were two-fold: careful transcription of the raw data is crucial to the 

dependability of analysis (Oliver, Serovich and Mason, 2005; May, 2001; Lapadat 

and Lindsay, 1999) and it is an excellent way of becoming ‘intimately familiar’ (Ball, 

1991:182) with the data.

Although transcription yielded a mountain of data, I decided not to use a data-analysis 

package. While they offer great scope for handling large bodies of data, they also run 

the risk of removing the ‘craft element’ (James, 2012:564), which was, in my opinion, 

an essential component of the interpretation process. Once collected, thematic 

analysis was used to analyse the data. Widely used in qualitative research (Guest, 

2012, Braun and Clarke, 2006), it is described as a process of ‘encoding qualitative 

information’ (Boyatzis, 1998:vii) through the identification, analysis and reporting of 

patterns (themes) within data (Braun and Clarke, 2006) through ‘careful reading and 

re-reading of the data’ (Rice and Ezzy, 1999:258).

Despite its widespread use, there is no clear agreement on how to go about doing 

thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). From the possibilities available, the six 

phases of conducting thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) were 

used in this study: becoming familiar with the data; generating initial codes; searching 

for themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and producing the report.
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Becoming familiar with the data

To immerse myself in the data, the data corpus was read over several times. An initial 

list of ideas about what was in the data and what was interesting about them was 

generated. Any text which seemed significant was highlighted and short marginal 

notes inserted (Ball, 1991). The data was compiled into three sets: focus-group data 

with teachers; focus-group data with students and write-and-draw data. Each data set 

was entered independently into a spreadsheet designed to allow for the inputting into 

‘cells’ of all the data which emerged from the research. This greatly facilitated an 

organised analysis of the multiple data sources.

Working through the transcripts, all data were coded—organised into chunks or 

segments of text identified as representing something of potential interest (Rossman 

and Rallis, 1998)—and labelled using brief verbal descriptions (Howitt and Cramer, 

2007). Extracts of raw data were copied into different cells from individual transcripts 

in its original ‘thick’ format (Miles and Huberman, 1994:240). At this point, a copy of 

the data matrix was provided to my research supervisor for consideration.

Generating initial codes

Coding can be thought of as a means of reduction of data or data simplification; by 

using simple but broad analytic codes it is possible to reduce the data to a more 

manageable feat (Gibbs, 2007; Tuckett, 2005; Miles and Huberman, 1994). This stage 

of the process was time-consuming because teachers gave long, detailed contributions 

to the group discussion. The children’s contributions were typically shorter, thus 

making the process of identifying units simpler in their case. Coding was influenced 

by the structure of the research instruments and the literature reviewed about 

participation and children’s rights. Accordingly, amongst the key terms sought in the 

transcripts were participation, inclusion, equality, choice, insider knowledge, school 

improvement and fairness. However, multiple readings of the transcripts were 

undertaken to seek out what participants said that were not obvious at the beginning 

of the data collection. This process found, for example, the inspector as interceder and 

confidant, student safety and teacher/peer retaliation. At this point, the code categories
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were fairly ‘primitive’ (Ball, 1991:184). Appendix 27 provides an example of initial 

coding.

Searching for themes

Having undertaken initial coding, it was necessary to move towards the identification 

of themes. A theme represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the 

data set (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Themes 

occurring in this data corpus were determined inductively; the themes identified were 

strongly linked to the data themselves (Robson, 2011; Quinn Patton, 1990).

In order to sieve the data for themes, a number of steps were undertaken. The first 

step involved a ‘squint analysis’ of the matrix, ‘down rows... to see what jumps out’ 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994:243) in respect of the three data sets. A coloured 

highlighter tool was used to establish themes within each data set (illustrated in 

appendix 28). Thereafter, the common themes, as well as any stand-alone themes, 

from across the three sources were identified. I cross-checked the sub-themes across 

the data sets using a colour-coding system (see appendix 29 as an example). Through 

a trial-and-error process in which change and adjustment were a regular feature 

(Howitt and Cramer, 2007), six themes were generated to reflect the textual data for 

teachers and seven themes for children (see appendix 30).

Reviewing themes

Further re-examination of the themes led to the collapse of some themes and the 

separation of some into different themes. All the collated extracts for each theme were 

considered as to whether they appeared to form a coherent pattern. Then, the validity 

of the individual themes was considered in relation to the entire data set. Substantial 

use was made of summaries of the themes. I made regular use of two-by-two tables as 

a device for organising and thinking about data (Ball, 1991) and shared these with my 

supervisor.
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Defining and naming themes

At this point, the ‘essence’ of what each theme was about (as well as the themes 

overall) was identified (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Collated data extracts for each 

theme were examined again and organised into a coherent and internally consistent 

account. At this point, five tentative themes emerged: engaging with students; child- 

suitable information before, during and after the inspection; making it a safe and fair 

process for students and teachers, involving younger students; and using 

questionnaires. Once the themes were tentatively identified, I re-visited the CRAG to 

seek advice on the trustworthiness of the interpretation in respect of the themes from 

the children’s data (see section 3.3.4). I returned to Ballymore to share the tentative 

findings of the research activities with both the teachers and children and invited 

further comment or amendment to the accounts before beginning the final write-up of 

the analysis (see appendixes 21 and 22).

Producing the report

The process of writing up is also part of the analysis process as it necessitates a re

thinking and re-doing of parts of the analysis in the course of the write-up (Howitt and 

Cramer, 2007). That analysis is not a linear but rather a recursive process is widely 

acknowledged (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Robson, 2011; Bryman, 2008; Wolcott, 

1994) with movement back and forth throughout the phases occurring as necessary. 

During the initial write-up, I compressed the former five themes into four—deciding 

that ‘questionnaire use’ would sit better under the sub-theme of how to engage with 

students. For each individual theme, an interpretative analysis of the data was written 

(Robson, 2011) (see appendix 25 for a reflection on this process).

3.6.2 Limitations of the thematic analysis approach

Due to the nature of a doctoral study, the data were coded and themes identified by 

only one person (although the data and analysis were presented to and discussed with 

a supervisor). While this process allows for considerable consistency in the method, it 

fails to provide multiple perspectives from a variety of people with differing expertise. 

Ideally, there would be opportunity to develop the themes through discussion with

95



other researchers or a panel of research experts. The CRAG’S assistance in the 

verification of themes was very useful, however, and added to the validity of the 

findings.

3.7 Validating the research

As returning to participants as a way of verifying the interpretation of data is described 

‘as the gold standard’ in qualitative research (Elliott and Lazenbatt, 2005:51), I 

requested the children and teachers to check the validity of my findings. Initially, as an 

essential element of a rights-based approach is that children contribute to the 

validation/dissemination outputs (Lundy and McEvoy, 2012), the CRAG provided 

advice as to content, language use and presentation of the feedback on the findings for 

children. During a return visit to Ballymore, oral feedback was provided to both the 

fifth and sixth classes, separately, and a draft feedback booklet was provided to each 

child for consideration. Comments such as ‘We are very smart, aren’t vre?’ and ‘We 

did a very good job ' were indicative of their response. No changes were requested. An 

electronic version of the booklet was presented to the school by way of thanks and to 

show respect for the children’s contribution (see appendix 21).

The teachers received an account of the focus-group discussions (see appendix 22) by 

post initially to facilitate review of the document prior to my scheduled return visit to 

the school. During the visit, I reviewed the account with each teacher individually to 

provide them adequate opportunity to request amendments. None were suggested. 

Teachers were also given the opportunity to contact me during the week following my 

visit should they, on further reflection, wish to amend anything. The option was not 

utilised.

3.8 Concluding comments

As outlined, the principles of a rights-based approach applied to framing, conducting 

and disseminating this research. In its framing, two distinctive actions were 

undertaken: deliberate steps to build the participants’ capacity; and the participation of
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a CRAG in choosing and preparing the data collection methods. In conducting the 

research, the blend of methods selected, both traditional and innovative, helped to 

strike a balance and address some of the ethical and methodological issues of research 

with children (Punch, 2002) facilitating them to contribute fully as research 

participants. Applying a rights-based approach to the validation of findings included 

member checks and the involvement of the CRAG in preparing the feedback 

materials; both adding considerably to the trustworthiness of the research. As the 

research perspective assumed children to be ‘knowers’ (see section 3.2.2), the 

richness of the data obtained was gratifying but not surprising. Chapter Four presents 

the teachers’ and students’ perspectives and in so doing recognises them as competent 

and enlightened thinkers.

lltc sentence*

I think II is importMitt lor children to he nhlc to (•Ivc their siesss to ««n 
Inspector Mhont things at school hccmisc.......................  rYi

cx

^ jzirut
00 ^

'Afcw 1)

Illustration 3: Finish-the-sentence activity — Child, B11/8/6

Finish the sentence

I think it is important for children to be able to give their views to an 
inspector about things at school because...... ........C L LL_ t
ri3Mi Circle Co I-t/er-. lv> . lospec|Q3

c\e>»
,1 ■ d~A etcof U.

Illustration 4: Finish-the-sentence activity — Child, B4/9/5

97



Chapter Four

Findings and discussion

4.1 Introduction

Following a thematic analysis of the data, as outlined in Chapter Three, four themes 

emerged strongly: effective engagement with children; child-suitable communication; 

inclusivity; and safety and fairness. Each theme is now explored in turn and the text is 

interspersed with illuminative examples of data. Table 2 provides a key to identifying 

the citations used. In respect of write-and-draw data, spelling and syntax as used by 

the children are included.

Table 2: Key to understanding quotation citations
Discussion A/O/L... = participant identifier

sessions WGS = whole-group session
FG = children’s focus group
T/FG = teachers’ focus group
P1 /p2/p3... = page number of transcription
01/02/03/04 = focus-group number

For example, O/FG02/p7 refers to data from student O, focus-group 
session 2, page 7 of transcription

8 or 9 = 8 or 9 October 2013
Write-and- 5 or 6 = fifth/sixth class

draw activities B = booklet
SI = slogan

For example, B1/8/6 refers to data from booklet 1, completed 8/10/13, by a 
sixth-class student
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4.2 Theme 1: Effective engagement with children

The analysis and discussion in respect of this theme stem from participants’ 

perspectives as to why and how inspectors should engage with children during WSE.

4.2.1 Why engage with students?

All participants concurred that inspectors should consult with students. Differing 

reasons for inspector-student consultation were expressed. In the main, children 

expressed legal and political reasons; they averred that students offer different and 

valuable perspectives to adults. For example, ‘children think differently to 

adults...and that could help the inspectors and teachers’ (Child, L/FG04/p4) and 

‘they are younger and...see differently’ (Child, O/FG02/p4). They were also of the 

view that children’s views should be solicited as they had the right to be heard. For 

example, ‘Children have the right to speak and if they want to speak they should be 

able to ’ (Child, Z/FG02/p3).

Teachers, in the main, offered social and educative reasons for inspector-student 

consultation. In respect of the former, it was stated that by listening to students 

inspectors would demonstrate respect for students’ views, empowering them and 

boosting their self-esteem. For example, one teacher stated that ‘kids would feel that 

their opinion is being valued... that’s a great thing for them to carry through life that 

somebody is actually listening to their opinion and it is probably something we don 7 

do often enough' (Teacher, J/T/FG01/p5). Inspector-student consultation had the 

potential to be an educative process for students as being asked to express a view on 

school issues requires thinking in a more critical manner. For example, one teacher 

stated, ‘I don 7 know whether children actually ever think about why they go to 

school... I think it would be interesting for the inspector to ask them why ’ (Teacher, 

J/T/FG02/p2). Teachers also opined that such consultation could have a ripple effect 

encouraging schools to listen more to children as well and thus promoting reflective 

practice:

If they knew the inspectors were going to do it, it might encourage schools to
actually think about their practice... because sometimes there is a wisdom in
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those little heads... and they do say things that make you... reflect on your 
practice

(Teacher, M/FG01/p5-6)

While the reasons expressed accord with the three overarching reasons for children’s 

participation in policy and practice—legal, political, and social—found by Sinclair 

and Franklin (2000) in their meta-analysis of the research literature (as discussed in 

Chapter Two), the variance in children’s and teachers’ reasoning necessitates 

deliberation. The children’s view that, if given the chance students have the capacity 

to contribute meaningfully and have unique perspectives, is borne out in the reviewed 

literature (for example Davies et al., 2006; Devine, 2003; Cook-Sather and Shultz, 

2001). Aside from their capacity to contribute meaningfully to the WSE process, the 

children also felt it was students’ right to do so. As previously discussed in Chapter 

Two, the research literature tells us that being asked for an opinion is regarded as one 

of the most important rights issues in education (Lundy 2007; Smith 2007) but that 

the actuality in many schools is the complete opposite, in that students, especially 

younger students, are seldom consulted about issues of importance in education 

(Lundy 2007; Whitty and Wisby 2007; Grover, 2005).

Whether the emphasis on rights in the children’s discourse was due to the capacity

building work undertaken is uncertain but likely (see section 3.5). As previously 

discussed in section 2.7, there is no reference to any rights instrument in the 

curriculum documents (Waldron et al., 2011) and neither school participated in Lift 

Off, the human rights programme for Irish primary schools. Curriculum influence may 

partially explain why the teachers did not allude to rights in respect of inspector- 

student consultation. Perhaps, they did not perceive issues affecting children during 

WSE as children’s rights issues. They tendered softer (Kendall, 2008), paternalistic 

views seeing inspector-student consultation as a means to empower students and to 

enhance their self-esteem, voice and participation generally; what Sinclair and 

Franklin consider as social reasons. Indeed, as discussed in Chapter Two, research has 

found that teachers in Irish primary schools stress a nurturing and protective 

orientation over one that emphasises rights and autonomy for children in schools 

(Devine, 2004).
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In proposing the social and educative benefits of student consultation, teachers echo 

benefits acknowledged widely in the literature (Czerniawski, 2012; de Roiste et ah, 

2011; Halsey et ah, 2008; Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007) and discussed in Chapter 

Two. For example, listening thoughtfully and respectfully is said to contribute to the 

development of children’s self-esteem (Young and Hoffman, 2004). The benefits of 

consultation as means to hone children’s own thinking are also acknowledged in the 

literature; the fact that children learn through talking, putting new ideas into words 

and the negotiation of personal meanings through dialogue with others has been 

demonstrated (Luxford and Smart, 2009: Alexander, 2004). The teachers also 

anticipated that positive role-modelling of student consultation by inspectors would 

act as a catalyst for schools to augment their student-participation activities generally. 

For example, one teacher stated that "It could influence the practice of the school to 

have things maybe like a student council’ (Teacher, M/FG01/p5-6).

The study suggests that a benefit for inspectors in consulting with students is the 

accrual of inside knowledge; students have invaluable views about what happens in 

classrooms and schools. For example, one teacher stated that getting the children’s 

view point would be ‘huge' as "children give a better picture of the school as a 

community and everything that goes on in the school, not just the day-to-day in the 

classroom'. Without their input she did not ‘think an inspector would see the full 

picture’ (Teacher, A/T/FG01/p4). Such a view reflects those in the literature (for 

example, Cook-Sather, 2002). The data illustrated considerable commonality of 

opinions from children and teachers about the information students could impart to 

the inspector. Both felt that students could inform knowledgeably about the quality of 

teaching. For example, one child indicated that students would be better placed than 

the adults in the school community to tell an inspector about teaching because 

"teachers don t teach the adults so the adults wouldn ’t know what the teachers are 

like’ (Child, L/FG04/p5). Similarly, teachers expressed the view that students are 

"perceptive’ and "fairly expert ’ about the quality of teaching and its effectiveness for 

"different children within the same class ’ (Teacher, Em/T/FG02/pl2) and about "what 

different teachers... might place emphasis on’ (Teacher, K/T/FG02/pl2).
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The study indicates that students are conversant as to the quality of learning. 

According to the children, students have good insight into both the process— 

including differentiation—and outcomes of learning. For example "the work might be 

too hard for the class...and they might say it to the inspector’ (Child, Et/FG02/p4). 

Teachers also contended that students could inform the inspector about 'how are they 

learning and how can the methodologies be improved upon' (Teacher, 

Ly/T/FG02/p2).

Children and teachers asserted that students were especially knowledgeable about 

facilities and activities. That knowledge, according to the children, came from 

experience of using the facilities as 'the children kind of know all the facilities... the 

teachers mightn’t know because they have never used them” (Child, Ev/FG03/p3). 

Teachers suggested that children would ‘like to brag about... all the great things you 

get to do” at school (Teacher, A/T/FG01/pl20) and wish to 'talk about school tours, 

education visits... stuff which they absolutely adore..." (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p5).

The study shows that students’ knowledge about school climate and safety is 

significant. They 'could tell that the school is good... if they are doing good work in it 

and [if students] get on well with other people’ (Child, K/FG02/p4). Teachers 

considered that that students 'would be fairly expert at morale... and relationships 

within the school' (Teacher, E/T/FG02/pl 1) and about how 'they feel about coming to 

the school...if the child feels happy... safe and secure and... listened to’ (Teacher, 

K/T/FG02/p2). In particular, students would be aware of 'the undercurrent of 

bullying... hidden lots of the time from teachers ’ and 'know ...who it wouldn’t be good 

to cross and it’s safer to stay away from’ (Teacher, J/T/FG02/pl2). In respect of 

homework, students could 'cast a light’ indicating whether it was ‘relevant... 

beneficial...and impacting their learning' (Teacher, Ly/T/FG02/pl 1). Children were 

of the view that students could inform the inspector whether students ‘were getting 

too much homework ’ or the ‘perfect amount ’ (Child, O/FG02/p4).
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The specialised knowledge, as identified, that inspectors could accrue—in respect of 

teaching, learning, facilities, activities, safety, atmosphere and homework reflects 

what has been identified in school-participation literature in respect of teacher-student 

engagement (see, for example, Czemiawski, 2012; Cook-Sather, 2002; Lloyd-Smith 

and Tarr, 2000). As the literature reviewed in Chapter Two shows, students are 

capable of providing constructive observations and reacting responsibly to the task of 

identifying factors that impede their learning (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007, Thiessen, 

2007). Such information would benefit the inspectors’ decision-making process; a 

likelihood also identified by participants. For example, one child felt that inspectors 

"should listen to the children because there might be some things that the children 

know that they don’t know ’ (Child, Si/FG03/p3) and a teacher proposed that students’ 

contributions could enhance the inspector’s decision-making process by providing 

information as to how the school operates normally and providing insight into what an 

"inspector may not be able to see or have a chance to observe when they are in the 

school’. Such infonnation, it was suggested, would ‘give the inspector a more 

rounded picture of what life is really like in the school’ (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p4).

Improvements in decision-making when young learners are consulted are 

acknowledged in the literature review (Fielding and Rudduck, 2004). Although 

referring to change and reform in schooling, according to Cook-Sather (2002), efforts 

that do not include the perspectives of students will be based on an incomplete picture 

of life in classrooms and schools and how that life could be improved (Cook-Sather, 

2002) undermining the validity of any evaluation process. As the purpose of WSE is 

to encourage change and reform in schools, it seems to follow that inspections that 

exclude the perspectives of students are similarly based on an incomplete picture.

The study found that a perception of student-as-purveyor-of-truth was apparent in 

both the children’s and teachers’ data. Children proposed that students would be a 

useful source in case teachers were not forthcoming to the inspector. The reasons for 

teacher-reticence were two-fold. Firstly, some things happened in a school 

unbeknownst to teachers "...like if someone is in trouble or something’ (Child, 

E/FG01/p2). Furthermore, because of vested interests, teachers might not wish to tell
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the inspector anything ‘bad because they don't want them like to write something 

about that in the report’ (Child, Et/FG02/p4). Teachers’ responses corresponded with 

those of the children. They maintained that students are "usually very truthful’ 

(Teacher, M/T/FG01/p3) and "very honest’ (Teacher, S/T/FG01/p3). It was suggested 

that "by and large, children did not dissemble’ (Teacher, E/T/FG02/p5) particularly 

students with special educational needs who "can be very black and white and... are 

not thinking about the impact that their opinion is having on you or on anyone’ 

(Teacher, K/T/FG02/pl2). The extolling of children’s perspectives as producing better 

or more honest evidence requires deliberation. It is acknowledged in the literature 

reviewed previously that students have a unique perspective on what happens in their 

schools and classrooms (Cook-Sather and Shultz, 2001), however, it is also 

recognised hey do not have a superior one (Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008; Nixon et 

al., 1996; Nieto, 1994).

Aside from students and inspectors benefitting from the inspector-student consultation 

process, the data show benefits for schools. Children were of the view that students 

could contribute to the school-improvement agenda as they "have ideas how to make 

the school better ’ (Child, Ar/FG04/p4) and, if made aware of specific difficulties by 

an inspector during inspection, "they could make more effort... in their work... if they 

were doing something wrong’ (Child, P18/WGS 01/p2) and therefore try to "fix it up ’ 

(Child, P20AVGS 01/p2). As elucidated in sections 2.8.2 and 2.8.4, this view that 

students can be agentive in the school-improvement agenda is validated by existing 

research (for example Rudduck and Mclntryre, 2007; Morgan, 2006).

4.2.2 How to engage with students?

There was considerable consensus about how inspectors should consult with students. 

Firstly, according to the children, a variety of methods was required "because it would 

be important to gather their views in different ways that may be fun ” (Group poster 

5/8/6). The most-cited proposal was for students to discuss issues with the inspector. 

Small-group discussion was considered best because it is "easier to hear opinions' 

and there is ‘more of a chance to answer more and more times” (Child, Fi/FG03/p5). 

Aside from additional opportunities to speak, children also felt that "if some people
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are really shy... they might find it easier to say something' in smaller groups (Child, 

R/FG01/p3). However, whether small groups or whole-class units were appropriate 

was, according to one child, dependent on the topic of discussion dike if they wanted 

to say it in front of people or if they didn’t’ (Child, A/FG01/p4). Most children also 

agreed that consultation in small groups was easier than one-to-one discussion 

because ‘if they take one person into the room then the one person might get really 

under pressure and... they would be better with friends ’ (Child, K/FG02/p6).

Teachers also recommended the use of small-group discussion for three reasons: the 

chance for inspectors to ‘get their true opinions ’ away from the presence of the 

teacher (Teacher, A/T/FG01/p2); to facilitate the participation of students with special 

educational needs (hereafter ‘SEN’) as ‘they are the sort of kids that are not going to 

speak up in front of the whole class ’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/p7); and to gauge whether 

such participatory methods are being used in the school as ‘it would be clear to the 

inspector if the teachers had ever spoken to students and gathered their views before 

because the students would demonstrate how used they were to such an approach ’ 

(Teacher, E/T/FG01/p7).

Besides discussion, other methods were also proposed. Art and writing approaches 

were considered useful ‘because some people don't really like talking that much 

because they are nervous and shy so if they draw a picture or write a poster or... 

write a story then maybe that would make them feel more confident' (Child, 

Si/FG03/p8). How to interpret art-based activities was seen as a possible drawback by 

the children, however, as ‘inspector might have a bit of a problem understanding it 

but... be afraid to tell the child that they can’t understand their picture because it 

might offend... ” (Child, Lu/FG04/p8). As a solution to this difficulty, the inspector 

could ‘ask questions going along and ... the child could tell you as he is drawing 

(Child, Fr/FG04/p9). Writing could facilitate students communicating things that they 

‘might find saying... out loud a bit difficult’ (Child, S/FGOl/pl). Likewise, teachers 

considered drawing, writing and also drama as useful consultation approaches. 

Students ‘could draw a picture of the good things they like and another page of the 

things they hate about school’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/p3) or ‘write a story about what
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they like and don't like in the school' (Teacher, S/T/FG01/p2) or ‘improvise a 

situation that might happen in the sc/zoo/’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/p2).

The methods suggested for inspector-student consultation complement those 

considered useful in qualitative research generally (Bragg, 2010; Clark, McQuail and 

Moss, 2003). However, while all of these methods may be suitable for research, there 

would need to be further discussion about their appropriateness and feasibility as 

ways to gamer the views and experiences of young children in the inspection process 

which is time-bound with very little time available to interpret children’s work on an 

individual basis. However, as already noted in Chapter Two, there is the risk that 

quick, short-hand methods fail to tap into the ways young children can express their 

points of view (Tisdall, 2009; Clark, McQuail and Moss, 2003). .In any event, the 

main implications arising from the data are not about children's consensual views 

about different approaches, since like teachers they hold varied opinions, but rather 

that core principles may be derived from what the children expressed (Hill, 2006). 

The key principle for working with children of different age groups is to use 

techniques that provide appropriate support and put conditions in place for children to 

express their views fully, safely and freely (Lundy 2007; Gray, 2002; Lightfoot and 

Sloper, 2002). It was clear that the children in this study judged methods of 

consultation not simply from a self-oriented view of personal preference (Hill, 2006) 

but recognised the importance of providing opportunities for the collective input of 

others, for example those who were shy or reluctant to speak in public. The fact that 

discussion was the most popular choice for the children reflects similar findings in 

research by Borland et ah, (2001), as discussed in Chapter Two.

The children also proposed the use of questionnaires as a way of sharing the ‘things 

they don't want to say and stuff’ (Child, Fi/FG04/p5). Questionnaires were also found 

to be a popular choice in Borland’s research also because they facilitated many people 

to share their views and in a confidential, anonymous and convenient manner. In this 

study, the participants were of the view, however, that while questionnaires were a 

useful accompaniment to discursive methods, they were insufficient as of themselves 

as ‘there’s probably more things that children want to add’ (Child, Si/FG03/pl5).
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Questionnaires in tandem with La focus group session... so that the inspector can get 

more information than they just get fi-om... a questionnaire' (Child, Si/FG03/pl5) 

were considered more useful. Teachers expressed the view that dependency on 

questionnaires as the sole means to elicit students’ views was a weakness in the 

Inspectorate’s current consultation practice. While 'questionnaires give you a 

snapshot of... that moment when you are asked a question’, students’ responses vary 

depending on ‘how they feel... who is asking the questions or when they are doing the 

questionnaire ’ (Teacher, M/FGOl/T/pl). Therefore, it was recommended that ‘a focus 

group or something like that would help because... the questionnaire won’t always 

get... their true opinions’ (Teacher, S/T/FGOl/pl). This was pertinent especially in 

the case of some students with SEN as they 'might be more comfortable talking or 

even sitting with some of their work and being able to chat ’ rather than completing a 

questionnaire (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p2). These observations concur with the research 

reviewed in section 2.8.4; the use of a short, closed-choice questionnaire to gather 

data on students’ views may not give sufficient detail or accuracy (for example Flutter 

and Rudduck 2004; Christensen and James, 2000) and it would be helpful to use more 

than one technique in data gathering so as to triangulate findings drawn from the 

differing methods (Connolly, 2003).

Perspectives on the WSE questionnaire as a means to elicit students' views 

The children demonstrated good understanding as to the purpose of questionnaire use 

during WSE, suggesting three motivations: to provide useful evidence for the 

reporting stage, for example 'If a lot of kids were saying ‘no’ to certain questions it 

would help them when they are writing the report or even ‘yes ’ it would help them ’ 

(Child, R/FG01/p8); to compare findings from one inspection to the next, for example 

‘... the next time they come back they might give another one and they might compare 

it to the other one' (Child, R/FG01/p9); and to help ascertain national patterns of 

response, for example ‘... they ’d like add them all up and they’d report eveiyone that

said ‘yes ’ and ‘no ’ and get the percentage of each and ......then they 'd know how

many children in the country like school and... things like that’ (Child, E/FG01/p9).
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The participants considered that the WSE questionnaire had a number of strengths: it 

was easy; quick to complete; and confidential. Pre-detennined response choices meant 

that there was no pressure on students to compose individual answers and as one child 

stated: ‘7 just tick ‘no’ instead of writing a full answer and... feel more free in my 

opinion’ (Child, Fr/FG04/pl5). Additionally, not being required to provide written 

responses was time efficient as 'instead of having to write out a long question’ 

students could ‘be just putting ticks down in boxes” (Child, Ar/FG04/pl5). The 

promise of confidentiality and anonymity was considered advantageous as students 

could tell the inspector what was wrong in a school without the fear of being 

identified. Additionally, if patterns of response indicated certain dissatisfaction, it was 

opined that the inspector could try to remedy the situation. For example:

if... seventy or eighty percent of the children said that they don't feel safe in 
their class maybe the inspectors could try and talk to the teachers and the 
principal about that to make them try and feel safe — Child, S/FG01/p7

Teachers opined that the questionnaire would be easy for students to complete. For 

example, '[students] would not feel too much pressure' or 'that there was too 

much... work involved’ (Teacher, A/T/FGOl/plO). The universal use of 

questionnaires from third to sixth classes was considered 'quite fair... all inclusive' 

(Teacher, Em/T/FG02/p5) as students could participate regardless of ability. 

Furthermore, the inspectors’ use of questionnaires was 'a good way to remind 

teachers that students have a voice’ (Teacher, Em/T/FG02/p5). These strengths 

echo those identified in the reviewed literature; questionnaires are said to provide a 

high level of anonymity (Gallagher, 2009), closed questions are easy and quick to 

answer and as the respondent is restricted to a finite set of responses (Siniscalco and 

Auriat, 2005) they help not to discriminate unduly on the basis of writing ability 

(Wilson and McLean, 1994).

There was considerable commonality in respect of the weaknesses perceived by 

teachers and children. Participants expressed the view that the three response options 

{Yes/No/Don’t know) for each statement was very restrictive. They proposed that the 

response range should be expanded to include other options such as 'not really’
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(Child, S/FG01/p8), ‘most of the time' and ‘some of the time ’ (Child, D/FG01/p7). As 

one teacher stated, ‘a broader range [would make it] easier for them to understand, 

[as] it’s not just, you know a black and white yes or no' (Teacher, J/T/FG02/p4). The 

data from the children were complementary; an example being "the questions aren’t 

the hard bit it’s the ‘yes ’ and ‘no ’ and ‘don’t know ’ bits ’ (Child, A/FG01/p6). In some 

instances, the children found it difficult to choose an apt response from the three 

provided. One child elaborated the complexity taking the statement / enjoy my lessons 

and learning as an example: ‘ ...in all fairness I don’t enjoy some subjects like I don 7 

really particularly like geography but there is some that I do like so I said Yes but I 

wasn 7 really sure. I like most but not all of them ’ (Child, S/FG01/p8).

There were difficulties with ‘don’t know’ as response option. Some of the children 

chose ‘don’t know’ as an in-between option when ‘yes’ or ‘no’ did not seem to be 

appropriate. The following excerpt indicates the difficulty for one child:

Researcher: What would you choose if you were answering... “the children in 
my class behave well?

Child: / don 7 know because there is days when we are good and there
is days when we are bad.

Researcher: So which answer would you choose in that case?
Child: Don 7 know. — Child, Fr/FG04/pl 1

In respect of the statement / like school, for example, one child pondered that ‘if there 

was a box there saying sometimes I would definitely pick that one [indicting ‘don’t 

know’] because like there is times when you hate school’ (Child, Ar/FG04/pl3). 

Some children wondered whether ‘don 7 know ’ could ‘count as maybe ’ (Child, 

Lu/FG04/pll) or ‘could the ‘don't know’ be ‘sometimes?’ (Child, Si/FG03/pl4). 

Teachers also considered ‘don’t know’ to be a confusing response option as it would 

make it hard to ascertain whether students are indicating that ‘they are not exactly 

clear what the question means’ (Teacher, M/FGOl/T/pl) or want to give an non

committal response because it is a ‘safer option than a direct yes or no' (Teacher, 

K//T/FG02/p3).

The weaknesses identified—restricted response choice, being forced to choose 

between given alternatives—have been levelled at closed-type questionnaires
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generally (see section 2.8.4) (Siniscalco and Auriat, 2005; Hoaglin and Moore 1992). 

The data indicate, however, that there would be value in re-considering the provision 

of three response choices for children. It is of interest to note that the WSE 

questionnaire used with parents and teachers offers a five-response choice ranging 

from strongly agree to strongly disagree. While ‘yes’ and ‘no’ did not offer any 

particular difficulties to the children, the lack of in-between options, for example 

‘sometimes’ or ‘often’, was found to be unsatisfactory. This led to uncertainty as to 

the meaning of ‘don’t know’ in the context of some statements. This uncertainty has 

been highlighted in the reviewed literature which states that ‘don’t know’ is not 

appropriate in cases where respondents are asked about their views or opinions 

(Robson, 2011).

To improve the questionnaire as a means of garnering students’ views, a number of 

suggestions were made. Firstly, children advocated the use of an open-comment 

option as means to expand upon or qualify a response so that the inspector ''could... 

have our thoughts and feelings about... this school and how like everyone is treated’ 

(Child, Ev/FG03/pl5). In that way, students could ‘write in different things that 

weren’t really covered in the question’ (Child, E/FG01/p8) and ‘.say the reason why 

you don't like’ certain things (Child, Ev/FG03/pl4). Likewise, teachers felt that 

students should have the option do give a reason to back up what they are 

choosing’ (Teacher, L/T/FG02/p3). As outlined in section 2.8.4, closed questions 

are typically preferable for a self-completion survey, where samples are large, 

because of the ease of asking questions and recording and processing answers 

(Basil, 2010; Bryman, 2008). However, among the main advantages of open- 

comment options are that they allow respondents to express their ideas 

spontaneously in their own language (Bryman, 2008; Siniscalco and Auriat, 2005). 

While the time-bound context of WSE might not lend itself easily to the analysis of 

open-ended questionnaire data, this findings from this study suggest that, in addition 

to the use of closed-type questionnaire data, alternative options to gamer students’ 

views need to be considered as what information is required from students may not 

always be suited to such formats (Morgan, 2014; Connolly 2007).
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Secondly, participants felt that there should be greater clarity in terms of the statement 

set. One child complained that ‘most of these questions aren’t very clear... and not 

explained weW (Child, Lu/FG04/pl6). To ensure validity and reliability, respondents 

must be able to understand the questions in the way the Inspectorate intends (Robson, 

2011; Siniscalco and Auriat, 2005; Hoaglin and Moore 1992). Worryingly, some 

children felt that the shorter statements ‘need to be like explained more’ (Child, 

An/FG04/pl3). For example, one child wondered whether / like school ‘is...just in 

general like getting up early in the morning or just the way you are treated at 

school?” (Child, Fi/FG04/pl3). Teachers also felt that some statements were unclear. 

For example, in respect of the statement ‘the students in my class are treated fairly’, 

one teacher queried ‘by whom?’ (Teacher, J/T/FGOl/plO) and wondered about ‘what 

is most days? ’ and ‘what is a group? ’ in respect of the statement We work in groups 

most days.

Thirdly, a greater response choice was proposed as a means to improve the 

questionnaire including options like ‘sometimes ’ or ‘most of the time ’ or ‘maybe ’ 

(Child, R/FG01/p7). This was discussed above previously. Finally, a number of 

alternative or additional statements were proposed by children including statements 

about curriculum experience, learning, school uniform and teachers. For example: 

‘...do you feel you're good like at doing say Irish or different lessons?’ (Child, 

Si/FG03/pl5); ‘does each teacher do the right amount of like PE and art?’ (Child, 

Li/FG03/pl5); do you learn much each week? ’ (Child, Fr/FG04/pl7); and ‘do you like 

your school uniform? ’ (Child, Fi/FG04/pl6).

As outlined above, a number of lessons may be drawn from the participants’ 

perspectives for the development of further questionnaire tools and to ensure optimal 

content and construct validity. Primarily, there would be benefit in engaging students 

in the drafting of questionnaires to ensure that the language of statements is both 

understandable and unambiguous. This study clearly illustrates the capacity of 

primary-school students to critique and constructively engage in questionnaire 

development and review.
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4.3 Theme 2: Child-suitable communication

Under this heading, the children’s understanding of WSE and the inspector’s role is 

discussed followed by the need to provide child-suitable communication before, 

during and after WSE. ‘Child-suitable’ is a term proposed by the CRAG as being 

more germane and less patronising than ‘child-friendly’ in the context of this study.

4.3.1 Common understanding of the purpose of inspection
The data show that the children had a good understanding of the role of the inspector 

as evaluator and advisor. As evaluator, the inspector was seen to be "checking what 

level the school is at’ (Child, K/FG02/pl) and "checking how the teachers... teach the 

children properly and... if the children are learning properly’ (Child, F/FG04/p2) in 

an effort to see "if the school is running good or bad’ (Child, Et/FG02/p2) and "if... 

the teachers are... doing their jobs’ (Child, D/FGOl/pl). Children also understood 

that the inspector was not just evaluating students but more so "the school itself and 

the teachers and the principal' (Child, R/FGOl/pl). As advisors, the inspectors would 

"try to make the school belter if they could’ (Child, Et/FG02/p2). The role of evaluator 

and advisor, as identified by the children, accords well with the advisory and 

evaluative functions as stated in section 13 of the Education Act and as elaborated in 

official guides and publications (see, for example, the Chief Inspector’s Report, 

2013).

However, the data also show that children perceived the inspector as interceder who 

would enact change expeditiously on their behalf; this indicates a lack of 

understanding as to the scope of an inspector’s authority. Children assumed that the 

inspector would act on behalf of those students who "need extra help ’ (Child, 

S/FG01/p3). In such cases students "might struggle to say the truth to their teachers 

because they might be afi4aid that their teacher will tell them off (Early finisher 

activity, B12/9/5) and the inspector would instead "talk to the principal and...get extra 

help for that person’ (Child, S/FG01/p3) and even take action to "close the school’ in 

extreme cases (Child, L/FG04/p2). The inspector was seen as someone who could 

take action promptly whereas with teachers "you might have to tell them ten or twenty 

times for them actually to do something’ (Child, R/FG01/p3). Furthermore, inspectors
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would intercede in circumstances where the teacher does not listen to students as 'they 

deserve someone to listen’ (Early finisher activity, B13/8/6) or mistreated them when 

they were 'not doing anything wrong really ’ (Child, S/FG01/p3).

The participants’ perception of an inspector’s capacity to take immediate action in 

resolving issues is not commensurate with the stated aims of WSE to ‘evaluate key 

aspects of the work of the school and to promote school improvement’ (Inspectorate, 

2010:4). The participants felt that there is need to make the purpose of inspection and 

the role of the inspector known to primary-school students. This reflects the findings 

of previous research in Irish post-primary schools which found that insufficient effort 

has been made to make the purpose of inspection known to students (Dillon, 2011, 

Mathews, 2010). If uninformed of the purpose of inspection and the role of the 

inspector, reviewed literature forewarns that children will be disappointed when the 

change they anticipate does not occur to their satisfaction (Roberts, 2003, Alderson, 

2000).

4.3.2 Communication before inspection

Currently, there are no specific resources to inform primary-school students about 

WSE. Children considered that advance information about how WSE operates and 

what inspectors do was critical for two interrelated reasons: students are entitled to 

'know what happens, what's supposed to happen’ (Child, Lu/FG04/p3) so that they 

'can get ready for it’ (Child, O/FG02/p2) and be able to 'answer the questions 

and...talk to the inspector properly (Child, J/FG01/p2) and thereby know that 'it’s not 

nothing to worry about... like it’s not a test or anything’ (Child, Si/FG03/p3). 

Similarly, teachers felt that although ‘it wouldn’t knock a feather off a large 

proportion of the children’ (Teacher, K/T/FG02/pl5), it would ‘be fantastic if there

was something child friendly to explain.......  to reassure the children that this is

nothing scaty' (Teacher, M/T/FG01/pl4).

In providing advance information, a varied palette of options was suggested. Some 

children proposed that a pre-evaluation visit by the inspector had merit 'to explain 

that they will be watching people work to see how they concentrate and do different
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things In that way the students would not be ‘creeped out' by a stranger "sitting at 

the back of the room’ (Child, S/FG01/p2). Others felt that an advance visit wasn’t 

necessary; a note or a letter would suffice in cases where "the inspector might not 

have time ’ to visit (Child, Z/FG02/p3). Information leaflets "telling them what the 

whole-school evaluation is about and ....what they [inspectors] are going to do' 

(Child, K/FG02/p3) were also proposed. The use of information and communication 

technologies (hereafter TCT’), including a "special website ’ (Child, O/FG02/p3) or a 

"blog’ (Child, Si/FG03/pll) for students, was also recommended. Indeed, a 

downloadable presentation for classroom use was the most frequently proposed 

format by teachers. The use of such a presentation would help to put students "at ease ’ 

and help ensure "a unified communication approach in advance’ of WSEs (Teacher, 

J/T/FG01/pl6) in every school. In that way, it was hoped that students would not have 

the same experience as one teacher recalled when as a child she thought students were 

"not allowed open our mouths... not allowed move... not allowed do anything’ 

(Teacher, K/T/FG02/pl5) when the inspector came. According to the teachers, any 

advance information should state clearly that questionnaires and focus groups were 

not "tests’ as otherwise it was opined that some students would feel that they had to 

give the "right answer rather than their opinion ’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/p2).

Participants in this study were of the view that, as Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)2 

states, children should be provided with all relevant information in order to be able to 

participate meaningfully and genuinely (see section 2.8.4). Currently, students are 

dependent on others, for example teachers, to inform them about WSE and with more 

than 32,800 primary teachers in the country (DES, 2014), the potential for mixed 

messages is considerable. Under section 13(3)(e)(i) of the Education Act, the 

Inspectorate is required to disseminate information relating to the performance of its 

functions but has not yet disseminated information about its functions to primary- 

school students. Possible reasons for this were discussed in Chapter Two. As 

aforesaid, the choices made in the current WSE model indicate a particular 

understanding of the evaluative function; one more concerned with how the 

knowledge that evaluation generates is used in the school than with organisational 

learning. However, data from this study indicate that WSE has the potential for both
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knowledge provision to schools and organisational learning in respect of students’ 

right to participate and be heard (discussed in Chapter Five) but the Inspectorate’s 

facilitation of students' genuine participation requires provision of information for 

primary-school students, indeed for all students, in respect of WSE and all inspection 

models. Previous studies about inspection support this finding (Morgan, 2014).

4.3.3 Communication during inspection

Many attributes and skills were suggested for the inspector with whom students would 

wish to consult. These were collated under two headings: communication and 

organisational skills; and personal attributes. The communication and organisational 

skills identified as important by children include clarity and intelligibility, and an 

unrushed demeanour. For example:

The good inspector... Explains things 
properly Is nice...Doesn t tell even>one 
what you say Lets you talk

— Child, slogan, Sl/3/6

“...the inspecter would listen to the 
children and take their time. He or she 
wouldn 7 be rude and be already 
organised... ’

— Child, slogan, Sl/4/6

The most important personal skill for the inspector was the ability to listen and to 

elicit response without presuming to know what students think. For example:

The good inspector....would listen to what
you were saying and they would ask you 
your ideas without just guessing them 
— Child, A/FGOl/pl

The good inspector Is nice Lets you 
talk Listens Wants you 
to work hard...

— Child, slogan, Sl/3/6

Children also recommended that inspectors be amenable, kind and ‘easy to talk to ’ 

(Child, R/FG01/p5) so that students would feel secure enough to be open and honest 

with them. For example:

Inspectors are really nice
...not...shouting at the kids and like being nice Never get cross
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and then you feel like safe around them
— Child, Ev/FG03/p7

Speaks nicely to everyone 
Prepares work for us 
Everyone gets to join in...
— Child, excerpt from acrostic poem,

B2/8/6

The inspector could make the consultation process less "awkward’ for students by 

praising their contributions "even if...it's a bad idea' (Child, R/FG01/p4) and adopting 

a non-coercive approach to consultation because "children don’t have to answer the 

questions if they don t want to ' (Early finisher activity, B4/9/5). Indeed, article 12 is a 

right not a duty and does not imply any obligation on children to express their views 

(Lansdown, 2011; Lundy, 2007; Davies et al., 2006). In expressing his or her views 

‘freely’ during WSE, the child has the right to do so without pressure and should be 

given the option whether or not to exercise the right to be heard (CRC/C/GC/12, 

2009).

Many of the personal attributes and communication/organisational skills highlighted 

by the children as important—for example active listening, amenability, kindness and 

approachability—are regularly listed for the good interviewer (for example, Freeman 

and Mathison, 2009; Kvale, 1996) (see section 3.3.3). Teachers also expressed the 

view that the inspector needed to be approachable:

Children aren ’t going to talk to you if you come in all dressed in a 
fancy suit and then get in the corner and take out a pen and start 
writing straight away

- Teacher, L/T/FG02/pl6

They also maintained that it would be better if students "see the inspector a few times 

before the actual visit therefore... it isn't somebody scary coming in that they don’t 

know’ (Teacher, M/T/FG01/pl4). Otherwise, there was the possibility of "stage- 

fight’ where students "clam up...and may not open up in the way that we would 

expect’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/pl3). Children anticipated too that inspector-student 

consultation would be more successful if students were familiar with the inspector as 

otherwise "they could find it a bit weird telling someone they have never met before 

their problem ’ (Child, R/FG01/p5). This reference to the inspector as someone with
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whom to share problems highlights the possibility that some students will utilise the 

opportunity to inform the inspector of issues broader than the school, teaching and 

learning. Inspectors may be perceived by students in distress as an alternative 

confidant to the teacher or principal. It is therefore critical that there is a clear 

understanding of professional and legal responsibilities with regard to confidentiality 

and the exchange of information (DCYA, 2011); students should be made aware of 

the fact that any child-protection concerns raised with inspectors will be shared with 

relevant authorities.

As discussed in section 2.8.4, one of the key principles underpinning the work of the

Inspectorate is its focus on learners {Code, 2015). This focus reflects to a good degree

the children’s perspectives of what an inspector should be and do. For example, while

the children identified the need for the inspector to listen and provide opportunities to

talk, there is a commitment by the Inspectorate to ‘seek and give due weight to the

views and opinions of learners....’ (page 4) and to work ‘co-operatively and fairly

with learners’ (page 5). Data from this study indicates, however, that more explicit

reference in the Code as to the manner in which inspectors will interact with students

specifically is warranted. Whether the following was written from lived experience in

another school setting (as the research classes had never undergone a WSE) or

apocryphal is not known—it was written during a self-completion activity—but it

provides a dark commentary on an inspector’s visit:

The inspector came into our class, he sat down and crossed his legs. He stared 
at each one of us, then took out his notebook and started to write. He walked 
around as we worked. He watched us work and checked our work... The 
inspector scared us... (Early finisher activity, B11/8/6).

As discussed in Chapter Two, if the quality of interaction with students is a matter of 

importance to the Inspectorate, then some way of determining the quality of such 

interaction should be considered.

4.3.4 Communication after inspection

During the capacity-building activity (see appendix 16), the children were made aware 

of the type of post-evaluation provision available for teachers, school management and
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parent representatives: a meeting to discuss the WSE findings and the aggregate 

results from parents’ and students’ questionnaires. Almost all participants were of the 

view that for constructive dialogue students need, at the very least, to know what is 

happening as a result of what they told the inspector: "it would be really important for 

some form of communication to come back to children' (Teacher, Em/T/FG02/pl3) 

and "they should be able to read the report of what the inspector is saying about them 

and the school as well’ (Child, P17AVGS 01/p2). The children were of the view that 

reporting was important because it assists schools to "reflect... and try to change the 

bad things' (Child, S/FG01/p5) and helps in sharing good practice "with other schools 

so they might be able to do the same thing’ (Child, K/FG02/p8).

Children surmised two possibilities as to why feedback was not provided to students 

by the Inspectorate currently and both construct students as incompetent: 

protectionism—not telling students any "bad' news "because they might not like the 

school anymore and... feel bad going there... and think they are not going to get a 

proper job when they get older because they are not educated right’ (Child, 

O/FG02/p9)—and underestimation of students’ capacity to understand the inspection 

process because inspectors "think the children are not mature enough’ (Child, 

P3/WGS 01/pl) although "children aren’t worthless and some of them know more 

than some adults' (Child, Is/FG02/p4). According to one child, any such reasons are 

irrelevant anyway as students "have the right to know ’ what is in the report and that 

trumps all (Child, Is/FG02/p4). The children also suggested that inspectors might not 

"bother' to share WSE findings with students because representing the divergence of 

students’ views in an inspection report might be too "hard’ as "children might think 

different things of the school and other children might think differently of the school ’ 

(Child, P10AVGS 01/pl).

Some children and teachers did not concur that post-evaluation feedback was 

necessary or beneficial. Teachers considered that informing students about areas of 

weakness in school provision might be perceived as a pronouncement of teachers’ 

professional incompetence to students "almost like a personal reflection on them and 

their profession’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/pl6). (Further concerns are highlighted in
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section 4.5.6.) Some also felt that feedback was a matter of low priority for students; 

according to one child the findings from the WSE are "not...really important" (Child, 

O/FG02/p8) while one teacher maintained that "children would not lose any sleep 

over' not knowing although it might be "nice... that they get some sort of feedback 

afterwards’ (Teacher, J/T/FG02/pl4). However, the rights-based imperative outlined 

in GC12 (see Chapter Two) indicate that children should be informed of the decisions 

resulting from their input. According to Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)2, children 

should always be fully informed of the scope of their participation, the expected and 

actual outcomes of their participation and how their views were ultimately considered. 

The reviewed literature indicates that initiatives that seek children’s opinion on 

matters identified, framed and articulated by adults and are not seen to lead to 

recognisable action or discussion of possible courses of action are unlikely to sustain 

their significance for them (Fielding, 2002; Fielding and Prieto, 2002).

According to the children in this study, post-evaluation feedback would enable 

students to ‘help to improve ’ the school ‘ [/]/ the inspector thinks it is not a good 

learning type of place’ (Child, P15AVGS 01/p2). Similarly, from most teachers’ 

perspective, "follow-up adds value to the children so that they don t feel that... their 

contribution basically wasn’t used or valued at all’ (Teacher, S/T/FG01/pl6) and 

would show "respect' for students’ contribution as ‘they have gone to the bother...to 

give... their opinions’ (Teacher, M/T/FG01/pl5). It would also situate them within 

the school improvement agenda; they can help out with whatever the school is 

"working harder on’ (Teacher, M/T/FG01/pl6). These perspectives echo the 

thinking about the contributions of student voice in the literature reviewed in 

Chapter Two. Advocates of student voice argue for its contribution to new ways of 

thinking about improving schools as it offers important insights into school 

provision and challenges the passive role of students recognising their present input 

as shapers of and decision-makers in schools rather than at some future time.

Two feedback formats were proposed by participants: firstly, a "simplified version' of 

the report for students (Child, P22/WGS 01/p2) so that they "could be told what the 

inspectors thought in a few sentences’ (Child, Lu/FG04/pl0) in "better language for
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them for their age' (Child, S/FG01/p7). Such a summary would not necessarily go 

into the ‘ins and outs and technicalities' of the inspector’s findings (Teacher, 

Em/T/FG02/pl3) but might focus on the issues that students would consider 

important, for example "about not bullying on yard... so that other kids would like 

know that it is not very nice to be bullied' (Child, S/FG01/p7). Some children 

disagreed with the idea of a simplified report as "the children’s thing would be only 

half of it’ and, most likely, leave out important information (Child, D/FG01/p7). To 

ensure that children could have access to full information, it was proposed that ‘ a 

kids’ report as well and that the adults’ report could like go up on the... blog or 

something’ (Child, Child/FG03/pl0).

Some children opined that "one o/[the] teachers could put up the summarised version 

for children ' rather than inspectors having to create the summary (Child, S/FG01/p7) 

as long as "they were honest about what the inspector did actually say’ (Child, 

R/FG01/p6). Other children disagreed for a number of reasons. Firstly, the inspector 

should treat students as equitably as parents and "if they were going to write it for 

parents ’ they should do that as well for children" (Child, L/FG02/pl0). Secondly, it 

was important to show students "that the inspector listened to their opinions and their 

views of the school’ (Child, Li/FG03/pl0). Thirdly, a report provided by an inspector 

would ensure that teachers did not "misinterpret something' (Child, E/FG01/p6) from 

the original report in their adaptation for students. Teachers also maintained that there 

was need for an official post-evaluation response for students. Having schools prepare 

individual versions of WSE reports for students would not provide "consistency" 

(Teacher, S/T/FG01/pl5). However, some children were of the view that it did not 

matter who told the students about the WSE findings as long as "a change ...in the 

system ’ ensued as a result of the WSE (Child, D/FG01/p6). The children were of the 

view that students should be informed about questionnaire findings also. In particular, 

"negative" findings would focus attention on what should be improved "like... become 

better behaving in your class or something like that ’ (Child, S/FG01/p9).

Secondly, a "letter’ from the inspector was proposed by participants as a feedback 

mechanism "to make them realise that their opinions were valued’ and to tell students
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how they ‘used the information that they gave... which helped... form...opinions 

about the school' (Teacher, M/T/FG01/pl5). Children proposed that any such a letter 

should present attractively with ‘drawings...in bright colours’ so as to encourage 

students to read it (Child, Ev/FG03/pl 1). While, as stated in Chapter Two, I was 

unable to identify any jurisdiction providing a post-evaluation report specifically for 

primary-school children, the lead inspector in Ofsted inspections provides a letter to 

students. Data from this study show that the WSE post-evaluation process, despite the 

additional administrative burdens this will present, has potential to show greater 

respect for the participation of students by providing them with rapid and clear 

feedback on the impact of their involvement.

4.4 Theme 3: Inclusivity

Currently, inspectors administer questionnaires in classes from third to sixth only. 

Therefore, the perspectives of younger children—in the infant and junior classes 

(5-9 year olds approximately)—are not garnered despite, as outlined in Chapter 

Two, studies showing that children of all ages have very useful insights to offer 

when they are thoughtfully consulted (for example, Clark and Moss, 2011, 2001; 

Leitch, 2008; McNaughton, Smith and Lawrence, 2003). Teachers and most 

children in this study expressed the view that younger students should be 

facilitated to engage in the consultation process. By not engaging with them, it 

was contended that inspectors were missing out on a significant opportunity to 

capture a more complete picture of the school and to empower younger students.

For example:

7 think younger children have...a voice and they are certainly usually 
quite good at articulating what they want to say and what they feel as 
well

— Teacher, M/T/FG01/p2

/ think the whole school should talk to the inspector because everyone 
has there own ideas about the school — Group
poster 3/8/6

In this study, most children were of the view that younger students would have a 

‘different point of view with the school’ (Child, Ev/FG03/pl3) that could prove
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enlightening for the inspector. Some children proposed that the youngest students 

might even have a "better point of view’ as they were new and they could tell the 

inspector "what they would like to happen in like their future in primary school’ 

(Child, Lilly/FG03/pl3). The very youngest students, while they would not know as 

much as the "older crew... because they have only been in the school one year', would 

at least "...know if they had liked the school or not’ (Child, Si/FG03/pl3). 

Complementary data from teachers show that younger students are considered a 

valuable source of information for the inspector. They also maintained that inspectors 

could "learn a massive amount’ from students with SEN (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p7) as 

they often have the ‘most insightful views of a//’ (Teacher, Em/T/FG02/pl2).

A minority of the children argued that younger students should not be consulted due 

to their immaturity and incompetence. They maintained that senior students "were in 

the school the longist and... probaley know the most’ (Group poster 6/8/6) and were 

most capable of comprehending the inspection process while "the small children 

might not understand’ (Group poster, 8/9/5). While some children expressed negative 

views around the competence or capacity of younger students, teachers did not. They 

suggested that the inspector could obtain ‘a huge amount of information ’ from ‘the 

little ones ’ as they ‘are inclined usually to be quite direct... ' (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p2).

As outlined in Chapter Two, the UNCRC does not impose a lower age limit on the 

right to participate. Therefore, the current exclusion of students from infants to second 

class from the consultation process during WSE is problematic (discussed in Chapter

Five). One child’s deliberation during focus-group discussion provides a useful trigger

question for the Inspectorate:

Child:

Researcher:
Child:
Researcher:
Child:

Like do you know the way when the governments signed that thing 
in 1989?
The Convention, yes?
Did it say it was for any age group?
It says all children under 18 years old
And why then do inspectors only give questionnaires to 3rd, 4th, 5th 
and 6th! — Child,
Et/FG02/pl6
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4.5 Theme 4: Safety and fairness

The data show that fairness—in terms of student representation and the treatment of 

teachers—and student safety—in terms of privacy, confidentiality and protection from 

retaliatory action—are pivotal to the success of inspector-student consultation. Each is 

now considered.

4.5.1 Fairness: representative group selection

Participants were of the view that, should the inspector undertake focus group 

meetings with students, group composition was an important consideration in 

ensuring appropriate representation. Children proposed both random and 

representative sampling for group selection but cautioned that, whichever method was 

used, selection criteria should be transparent or students would ‘get like annoyed and 

like angry’ (Child, Ev/FG03/p6). The proposed that when using representative 

sampling, the inspector should ‘talk to some students fi-om each class' (Group poster 

6/9/5) or select from those ‘that fly and students that struggle' (Group poster 3/8/6). 

Gender balance should be addressed by putting ‘all the boys in one hat and all the 

girls in the other and then take out one boy's name and then another girl’s name' 

(Child, Si/FG03/p6). Some children proposed that friendship groupings might be 

easier for students because if there was one ‘person who didn't want to say... maybe 

the friend just could tell the inspector’ (Child, An/FG04/p8). However, not everyone 

agreed that students needed to be grouped with friends. It was proposed that 

inspector-student consultation was more important than worrying about being with 

your friend for the duration of the consultation ‘because...everything isn’t easy in 

life... ’ (Child, Et/FG02/p6).

While some teachers proposed a random selection of students,—for example just put 

names in and draw out at random' (Teacher, A/T/FGOl/pl 1), most opined that 

randomly selected groupings might not be representative of the student body. For 

example:

...it mightn’t give a fair opinion of the school because, for example, you 
could have six really superb little children who get selected randomly, or 
you could have six the other way — Teacher, E/T/FG02/p7
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Similar to the children’s suggestions, the teachers proposed representation along 

ability lines as well as gender. For example, teachers would nominate students of ‘a 

mix of abilities ’ from whence the inspector would choose the focus group whilst also 

ensuring ‘a mix of boys and girls' (Teacher, J/T/FGOl/pl 1). Another form of 

representative sampling was where ‘the teacher could pick four students and the 

inspector could pick four’ (Teacher, J/T/FG02/pl 1). To assist the inspector in 

understanding the composition of any group, one teacher proposed that the school 

provides the profile of each participant so that the inspector could be made aware of 

the particular history, abilities and needs of the participants. This ‘would be useful in 

case it was an unusual group ’ (Teacher, J/T/FG02/pl 1).

Teachers also proposed the inclusion of a mix of students from different classrooms as 

this would assuage any fears that the consultation process might focus on individual 

teachers. As the research school was a medium-sized school, the issue of how this 

might operate in smaller schools, for example two-teacher schools, did not emerge. 

Teachers also considered that using only one discussion group in large schools would 

make it ‘hard for the inspectors to get an overall picture’ of the breadth of 

perspectives (Teacher, S/T/FG01/p6). Accordingly, it was suggested that the number 

of consultation groups be determined by school size.

The study also found teachers to be concerned that any group-consultation process 

undertaken by the Inspectorate would be fair to the school and teachers. To do so, 

the consultation purpose should be explained appropriately so as to elicit ‘honest 

answers' from students (Teacher, K/T/FG02/p7). Additionally, it was preferable that 

students should volunteer to be involved as the inspector would ‘want children... 

that actually are happy to do it’ (Teacher, M/T/FGOl/pl 1). Teachers were also 

concerned that peer influence in discussion groups might sway the discussion as 

‘culturally, students are not used to speaking out and would be shy with a 

stranger.....and they try to emulate certain stronger students’ (Teacher, 

K/T/FG02/pl 1). Should this happen, they felt that the inspector would not elicit the 

true opinions of students but, instead, obtain responses given primarily to impress
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other students. For example: ‘7 would be worried that if a particular child was 

picked in that random group... they would agree with everything she said so I mean 

that way you wouldn't get a true reflection ' (Teacher, L/T/FG02/pl 1).

Overall, the study illustrates a need for clarity and transparency around the selection 

and management of consultative groups so that students’ and teachers’ fears about a 

lack of representation are assuaged.

4.5.2 Fairness: treatment of teachers

The study found that teachers feared that they might not be treated fairly in the 

consultation process. Some were concerned that where there is conflict between a 

teacher and students, the inclusion of disgruntled children within a group might sway 

opinion against the teacher. In such instances, the inspector-student consultation 

process would feel very ‘personal’ to the teacher (Teacher, K/T/FG02/p9). However, 

another teacher felt that regardless of their relationship with individual teachers, 

students should get the chance to share their views with the inspector. She felt that 

‘inspectors... are able to sift through the anger and the upset’ and interpret the 

context appropriately (Teacher, M/T/FG01/pl2).

It was anticipated that extending methods of gathering students’ views would not be 

universally welcomed by teachers. For example, one teacher warned that ‘there could 

be outrage nationally.... We might feel fine about it in this school but I could see how 

there could be issues ’ (Teacher, E/T/FG02/p6). It was expected that ‘some schools 

might get defensive’ and perceive of inspector-student consultation negatively 

whereas other schools that were ‘comfortable...in their own skin' would regard 

student consultation ‘as a positive’ (Teacher, J/T/FG01/p4). Providing a platform for 

students to comment on classroom practice would ‘probably frighten ’ a lot of teachers 

(Teacher, J/T/FG01/p9) and create possible tensions between teachers and students 

leading to a diminution of respect. Some students might take the opportunity to ‘get’ 

at teachers. For example: ‘...some teachers might be afraid though because they think 

some children might be out to get them and could tell stories to the inspector 

(Teacher, J/T/FGOl/p 10).
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This echoes the fears expressed generally by teachers in the reviewed research 

literature that consultation offers a power-reversal opportunity—a chance to get back 

at the school community (Freeman and Mathison, 2009)—and that, poorly handled, 

consultation may prove divisive (Rudduck and McIntyre, 2007). Teachers maintained 

that the prevailing culture in a school would be a very influential factor in the success 

of any inspector-student consultation. The manner in which a school prepares students 

for the WSE could "impact on the challenges for children around answering the 

questions’ (Teacher, E/T/FG02/pl0). It was acknowledged that "pressures could be 

put on a child, they may have one view, they may be afraid to express their view ’ 

(Teacher, E/T/FG02/pl0).

It was opined that in extreme cases, teachers might present a very negative picture of 

inspectors to students so that the ‘whole tone is set that everyone is out to ...criticise’ 

them (Teacher, J/T/FG02/pl0). Students might be intimidated into being "really well 

behaved’ by teachers, and such intimidation is compounded when the teacher is 

present during the consultation process as students will wonder "how does the teacher 

want me to answer?’ (Teacher, K/T/FG02/pl0). To minimise this happening, it was 

suggested that teachers should not be informed in advance as to who was included in 

consultation groups "in case certain teachers propped the kids for the right kind of 

good answers so that their report would look better’ (Teacher, S/T/FG01/pl2). 

Alternatively, if the culture was an open one in which inspection was viewed as an 

opportunity "to find out how we are doing, what we are like and maybe to give us 

some advice on how to improve’ (Teacher, E/T/FG02/pl0) then students would be 

encouraged to express their views revealing for example that "some days we miss PE 

or some days you know we only get half of it or whatever ’ (Teacher, J/T/FG02/pl0).

Participants proposed two main reasons why teachers might be anxious about 

inspector-student consultation. Firstly, students might inform the inspector about any 

curriculum coverage deficits. For example, students might reveal that certain subjects 

were not taught on a sufficiently regular basis. It was contended that "a lot of 

teachers... find it very hard to get all of the subjects in every day so... certain subjects 

would be more neglected than others’ (Teacher, S/T/FG01/p9). It was also the case 

that students would "nearly always tell you we don't do enough art, we don’t do
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enough PE, no matter if you are doing it every day of the week’ (Teacher, 

J/T/FG01/p9). Secondly, teachers work often in relative isolation ’in rooms with the 

doors closed all the time ’ unused to having others comment on their teaching. 

Therefore, having an inspector listen to students’ views about the quality of their 

teaching, amongst other things, would 'probably scare them completely’ (Teacher, 

M/T/FG01/p9).

According freedom of expression to students during WSE could well create anxieties 

amongst teachers about the possibility of personalised criticism (Rudduck and 

McIntyre, 2007). The perspectives expressed about the impact of school culture echo 

those in the literature reviewed in Chapter Two. For example, Leitch and Mitchell 

(2007) postulate that there is a connection between the health or toxicity of a school’s 

culture and students’ freedom to express their views. While previous studies show, 

and this study corroborates, that when children are consulted about their education 

they comment in thoughtful and constructive ways (McIntyre et al., 2005), there is 

also the possibility that students might comment unfavourably about teachers and 

teaching. While discussion parameters may be agreed with students, it is highly likely 

that they will be breached on occasion. However, this risk should not detract from the 

students’ right to speak out. Therefore, in conducting meetings, an agreement such as 

the Chatham House Rule (1927) may encourage openness and participation. It states 

that:
When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, 
participants are free to use the information received, but neither the identity nor the 
affiliation of the speaker(s), nor that of any other participant, may be revealed.

Article 12 states that the child has the right to express views ‘freely’. Students should 

feel confident that they are allowed to express concerns and opinions, even when they 

challenge those of adults (Lansdown 2011). However, to ensure that opposing action 

by teachers does not undermine the effectiveness of inspector-student consultation, 

the data indicates that teachers will need to understand and accept the rationale for 

such consultation as their support is necessary to ensure students feel free to share 

their views.
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4.5.3 Safety: confidentiality and retaliation

The study found that teachers and students were very concerned about confidentiality 

for students and the avoidance of any retaliatory action in light of what they might 

say. While most participants were of the view that the inspector should consult with 

students in the absence of the teacher, some children suggested that teacher’s presence 

or absence 'depends on what you want to say’ or 'If it was something...you didn’t 

want to say it in front of the teacher' (Child, Li/FG03/p7-8). Also, they thought that 

students could 'say more stuff that you wouldn’t say if they were there’’ (Child, 

Ev/FG03/p6) and this was especially important if they needed to report mistreatment 

by a teacher and seek help from the inspector. When students told the inspector 

something, children emphasised that it should be treated as confidential 'so then no- 

one in the school or anywhere would know it was them who said it apart from them' 

(Child, Lu/FG04/p9).

The data signposted a need to keep the students’ safe from any retaliatory action by 

teachers or other students as a consequence of sharing information with the inspector. 

The children declared that 'most children would be nervous if the teacher was there in 

case they get into trouble afterwards ’ (Child, Is/FG02/p5). This could happen if the 

teacher perceived that the students were 'saying that the teacher doesn t do enough of 

this lesson or that lesson ’ (Child, S/FG03/p9), informing about 'something that could 

be improved’ (Child, Ar/FG04/p6) or contradicting the teacher by 'saying things 

about the school that were true but the teacher said were false ’ thereby giving a ‘bad 

impression of the school’ (Child, Z/FG02/p7). The 'most feared thing’ (Child, 

Z/FG02/p7) for students would be if the teacher 'gave out ’ or 'might not be happy 

with you... and she might not be very nice to you after that’ (Child, S/FG03/p9).

Children were concerned that students 'might get bullied’ (Child, O/FG02/p6) or be 

'made fun of by peers (Child, O/FG02/p5) after they spoke to the inspector. This 

could mean that some students would not say 'something that they want to say’ 

(Child, L/FG04/p5). Therefore, the use of one-to-one meetings with the inspector 

rather than group meetings might be appropriate in some instances because 'if the 

children went privately then they wouldn't be embarrassed... [as] children might be
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worrying about... their friends hearing them or bullies hearing them’ (Child, 

L/FG04/p6).

Similarly, teacher participants highlighted the need to keep students safe from any 

retaliation by teachers or other students. They also proposed that the teacher should 

not be present for certain inspector-student discussions as this might cause students to 

"say what they think they are supposed to say or what they are expected to say’ 

(Teacher, J/T/FGOl/pl). They too envisaged that the greatest fear for students in 

speaking honestly with the inspector would be to have the teacher find out what was 

said. Such fear could make students nervous of speaking out in front of their peers in 

case somebody reported back to the teacher about what had been said; "they would 

want to be reassured that whatever they say to the inspector is confidential and that 

Mrs So and So or Mr So and So isn't going to hear that they made a comment about 

them... ’ (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p8). The fear of"repercussions ’ where students imagine 

that a teacher ‘is going to be extra strict on me or a pick on me if I say something ’ 

would make them "reticent about speaking honestly’ with the inspector (Teacher, 

J/T/FG01/p8). Additionally, it was felt that, out of loyalty, some students "don’t want 

to get the teacher in trouble ’ and would feel that they have ‘to watch their answers in 

case’ (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p8). Consequently, the teachers recognised that inspectors 

would have to do some preliminary work with students so that they would "be 

comfortable to say what they feel' (Teacher, M/T/FG01/p9).

As discussed in Chapter Two, retaliatory action by teachers against children in 

instances where teachers perceive their power to be questioned has been identified as 

a realistic fear (Lansdown and O’Kane, 2014a). This study found that the maintenance 

of confidentiality in any inspector-student consultation was critical so that children 

could speak freely. Therefore, the Inspectorate’s current practice of inviting a member 

of the school staff to sit in on any meetings with students during WSE warrants 

review.
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4.6 Concluding comments

Cook-Sather (2002) remarked that the failure to consult with students, whom the 

evaluation system is supposed to serve, undermines the validity of the evaluation 

process. To ensure that students do not remain the ‘missing voice’ (page 5) in WSE, it 

is proposed that a number of alterations to the current model are required. In 

supporting this work, recommendations arising from each of the four themes— 

effective engagement with children; child-suitable communication; inclusivity; safety 

and fairness—are collated and discussed in Chapter Five.

Kinish lliv sentence

I think it U important for children to he able to give their views to an 
Inspector about thln|*s at school because...................

e ro Sticj 1 he ^ t ik*

4 otic 1- et s beer c J ay

U.J.1 1 4el ( o< < o< q ovd .

Illustration 5: Finish-the-sentence activity— Child, B12/9/5
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Chapter Five

Conclusions and recommendations

5.1 Introduction

With the UNCRC and the NPF (2014-2020) recognising the right of children and 

young people to be heard, the Inspectorate is faced with a challenge to ensure that 

students’ entitlement to have their views sought, listened to and taken into account in 

respect of WSE is respected. The study shows that children have views about 

inspection and want to express them. In sharing the views of both children and 

teachers, the intention is not to show the way forward for the Inspectorate, but rather 

to shine a light on what is possible. The data indicate that inspector-student 

consultation, appropriately handled, could provide considerable benefits for the 

Inspectorate, students and schools. However, there are still a multitude of issues to be 

worked out if school inspections are to be rights compliant.

Before extending its consultation activity, two critical questions for the Inspectorate to 

elaborate are its broader intention in respect of student consultation and how to effect 

that intention. An objective of the rights-based approach applied to this study was to 

inform the children involved about their UNCRC rights and duty-bearers about their 

concomitant obligations. While Chapter Three and the appendixes contain 

information as to how the children and teachers were informed of their rights and 

obligations respectively, the opportunity is taken in this chapter to outline the
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obligations of the Inspectorate as duty-bearer and the possibilities afforded to further 

the realisation of children’s rights, specifically article 12, during school inspection. In 

so doing, it is hoped that the study will contribute to an elaboration of both questions.

Initially, this chapter revisits the research questions. Thereafter, some critical issues in 

in respect of inspector-student consultation are discussed: the need for a rights-based 

approach, the obligations of the Inspectorate as duty-bearer and respect for the rights 

of younger students. Following that, the limitations of the study and the dissemination 

intention are outlined and concluding comments are provided.

5.2 Revisiting research questions

As stated in Chapter One, the potential of enhanced involvement for primary-school 

students in WSE drove the three research questions. In this section, each one is 

addressed individually.

Question 1: What do children and teachers consider to be the benefits of and 

barriers to consulting students as part of WSE?

The study found that children emphasised legal and political benefits for inspector- 

student consultation; they asserted that students have the capacity to contribute 

meaningfully to the WSE process and have unique perspectives on school and 

classroom provision that would offer different and valuable perspectives to inspectors. 

They were also of the view that the solicitation of students’ views by inspectors would 

respect their right to be heard. The study found that teachers, in the main, emphasised 

social and educative benefits for inspector-student consultation. They asserted that by 

listening to students, inspectors would demonstrate respect for their views, 

empowering them and boosting their self-esteem. They also maintained that inspector- 

student consultation had the potential to be an educative process for students; being 

asked to express a view on school issues requires thinking in a more critical manner. 

Teachers opined that inspector-student consultation could have a ripple effect 

encouraging schools to listen more to children as well and thus promoting reflective 

practice amongst teachers.
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The participants considered that the WSE process itself would be enriched by greater 

student consultation. They opined that inspectors would gain access to the specialised 

knowledge that students have about their schools and classrooms benefitting from 

their perspectives in respect of teaching, learning, facilities, activities, safety, 

atmosphere and homework. According to the children, students’ perspectives would 

contribute to the validity of report writing and, if informed by inspectors of the areas 

for school improvement, students could contribute to the school-improvement agenda 

and assist in the realisation of WSE recommendations.

The participants also highlighted a number of potential barriers to successful 

inspector-student consultation. A lack of understanding of the nature and purpose of 

WSE by students was identified as a weakness in current practice. Participants were of 

the view that the lack of transparency about WSE and the dearth of information 

available to students hindered students’ ability to prepare for and contribute 

meaningfully to the WSE process. A further barrier identified was teachers’ own 

anxieties around inspector-student consultation. Teacher participants were of the view 

that providing opportunities to students to comment to inspectors about their 

classroom experience and for inspectors to inform students about weaknesses in 

school provision—via post-evaluation reporting—had the potential to undermine 

teachers’ professional standing and create tensions between teachers and students 
leading to a possible diminution of respect for teachers.

The participants emphasised the need for students to feel secure and protected in order 

for them to speak freely to the inspector. They felt that inspector-student consultation 

would be more successful if students are familiar with the inspector and if the 

consultation process is voluntary. Also, the need to be safe from any possible 

retaliation by a teacher or other students emerged as a major theme in the study. 

Participants thought it would be preferable if the teacher were not present when the 

inspector speaks to the students in certain circumstances as a teacher’s presence could 
inhibit students’ open discussion with the inspector.
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The lack of post-evaluation follow-up with students was found to be a barrier to 

appropriate consultation with students. If constructive dialogue with students is the 

intention, then participants were of the view that feedback is needed in order to show 

respect for students’ contribution, ensure the accuracy of the message delivered and 

situate them within the school-improvement agenda.

Most participants considered that the current exclusion of younger children—in the 

infant and junior classes (5-9 year olds approximately)—from inspector-student 

consultation was inappropriate. By not consulting with younger students, participants 

held that inspectors were missing out on a significant opportunity both to capture a 

more complete picture of the school and to help empower younger students.

Question 2: What do children and teachers consider to be appropriate ways for 

inspectors to consult with students during WSE in primary schools?

The participants identified a need for child-suitable communicatioi/before, during and 

after WSE. Participants contended that advance information for students would help 

to alleviate any fears about the inspectiotr process, ensure a consistent message is 

delivered about inspection and show respect for and facilitate better participation by 

students. They proposed that the format of advance information could include a child- 

suitable website, a downloadable presentation for classroom use, information leaflets, 

an explanatory letter to the students or a preliminary visit by the inspector.

Participants were of the view that effective consultation during WSE would require an 

amenable and open approach on the part of the inspector and appropriate consultation 

conditions in terms of location, time, and confidentiality assurances. With suitable 

adaptations for certain students, it was proposed that discussion groups—comprising a 

small, representative number of students—would work well with students of varying 

age, ability and confidence. One-to-one discussion or consultation with pairs would be 

suitable in certain circumstances depending on the wishes of the students and the 

nature of the information to be shared. Other means, such as questionnaires, writing, 

drawing and drama, were also proposed; the provision of a choice for students was
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regarded to be important. While the participants considered that the sole use of the 

WSE questionnaires was an inappropriate means of eliciting students’ views, a 

number of strengths in respect of the official WSE questionnaire were identified; it is 

not overly demanding of students’ time or effort, confidentiality is promised, and its 

universal use in every third to sixth class gives all students in those classes the 

opportunity to complete it. However, identified weaknesses included a restrictive 

response choice and a lack of clarity in relation to certain statements. Following WSE, 

as there is no post-evaluation provision for students currently, two possible feedback 

formats were proposed: a report for or a letter to students.

Question 3: What are the key implications for practice should these ways be 
integrated into the WSE process?

Participants were of the view that certain revisions to current inspector-student 

consultation practice would better enable the perspectives of students in primary 

schools to be heard. Presented here under the four main themes (engagement with 

students, child-suitable communication, inclusivity, and safety and fairness) that 

emerged from the data (see Chapter Four), a number of implications for practice are 
identified.

In respect to its engagement with students, the data point to the need for the 

Inspectorate to think critically about how to establish new and manageable ways to 

engage that provide appropriate support and conditions for students to express their 

views fully, safely and freely within a time-bound activity such as WSE. The 

obligation under article 12 to assure to children an opportunity to express their views 

demands that positive measures must be taken to enable children to express their 

views in ways which are appropriate for their age and level of maturity. Moreover, in 

light of the provisions of article 13, that obliges information to be imparted in various 

formats, the use of a closed-type questionnaire as the sole means to elicit students’ 
views should be re-considered.
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Findings from this study, as detailed in Chapter Four, suggest that it is worth 

considering whether the current WSE questionnaire validly measures what it is 

supposed to measure. Critically, students must be able to understand the questions in 

the way the Inspectorate intends and the varied interpretations captured in this study 

indicates that this is not the case. While there has been wide consultation with various 

education partners in the creation of and subsequent amendments to the WSE 

questionnaire, children have not advised on the content of the questionnaire; an 

omission that should be rectified. This study illustrates the capacity of primary-school 

students to critique and constructively engage with the official WSE questionnaire and 

the benefit of engaging students in the drafting of future questionnaires to better 

ensure validity and pertinence.

In relation to child-suitable communication, participants were of the view that 

appropriate advance information is needed to alleviate any fears or misconceptions 

students may have before the commencement of a WSE and to show respect for and 

facilitate better-informed participation by them. It was considered important that the 

purpose of inspection and the role of the inspector be understood by students. Under 

section 13(3)(e)(i) of the Education Act, the Inspectorate is required to disseminate 

infonnation relating to the performance of its functions and should now do so for 

students, having previously done so for school management, teachers and parents. As 

GC12 advises, ‘adequate time and resources should be made available to ensure that 

children are adequately prepared and have the confidence and opportunity to 

contribute their views’ (para 134(e)).

The ability to listen and to facilitate students to speak was identified as a critical skill 

for an inspector with whom students would wish to consult during WSE. 

Respectfulness, sensitivity and openness were also identified as essential attributes. In 

its Code (2015), as discussed in Chapter Two, the Inspectorate declares its 

commitment to respectful engagement with others and an intent to ‘work co

operatively and fairly with learners’ (page 5). However, neither the Code nor the WSE 

guidelines outline with sufficient clarity how inspectors will engage with students; an 

omission that might usefully be remedied.
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The participants’ view that there was need to provide students with rapid and clear 

post-evaluation feedback on the impact of their involvement in WSE is one worthy of 

consideration; despite the additional administrative burdens this will present. This 

accords with the guidance provided by GC12 which states that ‘children are also 

entitled to be provided with clear feedback on how their participation has influenced 

any outcomes’ (para 134(i)).

In respect of inclusivity, most participants were of the opinion that younger students’ 

views should be heard during WSE. If the Inspectorate were to consult with younger 

students, participants posited that it would need to create appropriate and quality tools 

to enable younger students to express their views as part of the WSE process. Indeed, 

GC7 states that
To achieve the right of participation requires adults to adopt a child-centred 
attitude, listening to young children and respecting their dignity and their 
individual points of view. It also requires adults to show patience and creativity by 
adapting their expectations to a young child’s interests, levels of understanding 
and preferred ways of communicating. — CRC/C/GC/7, 2005

To ensure safety for students and fairness for teachers in any inspector-student 

consultation, participants advocated that inspectors need to create a suitable 

environment to enable students to participate. Participants were of the view that 

Crucially, the objectives and approaches of any consultation initiative should be made 

clear to teachers and students. A reification of students’ perspectives as producing 

‘better’ or more ‘honest’ knowledge was evident in the data. As discussed in Chapter 

Two, while students have a unique perspective on what happens in their schools and 

classrooms (Cook-Sather and Shultz, 2001a; Weis and Fine, 1993), their testimony 

should not be privileged as truer than the accounts of teachers (Gallacher and 

Gallagher, 2008; Nieto, 1994). The participants considered that the presence of a 

teacher during inspector-student consultation unsatisfactory as it would inhibit 

students’ open discussion. Current DES policy, requesting that a member of the 

school staff be invited to sit in on any inspector-student meetings, counters that view.
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5.3 Moving forward: the rights of students and the obligations of inspectors

In this section, three issues arising from the data and pertinent to inspector-student 

consultation are discussed: the need for a rights-based approach, the obligations of the 

Inspectorate as duty-bearer and respecting the rights of younger students.

5.3.1 Adopting a rights-based approach to inspector-student consultation

As discussed in Chapter Two, the state is recognised as the primary duty-bearer to be 

held to account in meeting children’s rights obligations (Lohan, 2012, Kennan, 2011, 

UNICEF, 2007) and the Committee has affirmed that states parties must ‘see their 

role as fulfilling clear legal obligations to each and every child ... rather than seen as 

a charitable process, bestowing favours on children’ (GC5, 2003, para. 11) thereby 

recognising them as ‘rights bearing individuals’ rather than perceiving them as 

‘objects’ in need of assistance (GC13, 2011, para. 3). This requires the development 

of laws, administrative procedures, and practices and mechanisms to ensure the 

fulfilment of entitlements (UNESCO and UNICEF, 2007). In 2006, the Committee 

documented its concern that in Irish education ‘the views and specific needs of 

children are not always adequately taken into account' (para 58). It highlighted the 

need to undertake ongoing measures to ensure that ‘children in schools have the right 

to be heard in all matters concerning their well-being’ (para 59). It expressed regret 

that some of the concerns and recommendations included in its report of 1998 had not 

yet been fully addressed, in particular those related to the adoption of a child rights- 

based approach in policies and practices (para 6).

Although WSE is a legislative requirement under the Education Act, there is no 

express provision for inspector-student consultation at primary-school level as part of 

that process either through a representative body or directly (Kilkelly, 2008). 

However, with the introduction in 2010 of questionnaires as part of mainstream 

WSEs, the Inspectorate indicated a commitment to students’ participation in the 

inspection process. While introducing legislative changes to protect and promote 

children’s right to participate in WSE would be the ideal situation (Lansdown and 

O’Kane, 2014; Kilkelly, 2008), in the absence of domestic legislation the rationale for
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inspector-student consultation requires greater elucidation. Arising from this study— 

both from a comprehensive review of the literature, UNCRC legislation, the 

Committee’s observations and from the data arising—it is advocated that the 

Inspectorate adopt a child-rights based approach to the development of its policies and 

practices in respect of student consultation. Accepting that children of all ages have a 

right to a have a say, to be listened to, and to have a reasonable expectation of action 

and reaction during WSE would move expectations of the consultation conversation 

beyond a paternalistic rationale for engaging with children’s perspectives to one that 

is enshrined in principles of respect (Lansdown, 2011; Devine, David and Menter, 

2010) and draw attention to students as persons who have rightful entitlements 

(Freeman, 2002).

There is no one formula for applying a rights-based approach (Kennan et al, 2011). 

However, principles—with slight variations on emphasis and range—to inform the 

process are documented extensively (see for example, Tobin, 2011; UNESCO and 

UNICEF, 2007; Save the Children, 2005). Participation of rights holders, 

accountability of duty-bearers and non-discrimination are acknowledged as the three 

main principles underpinning the adoption of a rights-based approach (Theis, 2013). 

(The participation of primary-school students as rights holders is the primary premise 

for this study; the latter two principles, referenced previously in Chapters Two and 

Four, are elaborated below.) The Committee, in a recent general comment (2011, 

para. 52), placed a similar emphasis on these principles in its interpretation of a rights- 

based approach, defining it as

One which furthers the realization of the rights of all children as set out in 
the Convention by developing the capacity of duty bearers to meet their 
obligations to respect, protect and fulfil rights (art. 4) and the capacity of 
rights holders to claim their rights, guided at all times by the rights to 
non-discrimination (art. 2), consideration of best interests of the child 
(art. 3, para. 1), life survival and development (art. 6), and respect for the 
views of the child (art. 12)

As outlined in Chapter Two, a rights-based approach differs from other approaches— 

such as an active-citizenship approach that highlights the preparation of citizenship by
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improving students’ knowledge and their social skills; the school-improvement 

approach that recognises that consultation with students can lead to better school 

performance; or the consumer approach that highlights the need for schools to meet 

the specific needs of students as consumers of education (Whitty and Wisby, 2007)— 

in that it acknowledges children's fundamental right to be part of every decision that 

affects them as a matter of principle. It would take their views seriously bearing in 

mind their age and maturity and recognise the unique and invaluable contribution that 

children can make to the inspection process. It would ensure appropriate conditions 

for enabling children to express views, however young they are, combat negative 

attitudes towards the participation of children and lead to multiple benefits including 

improved decision-making and outcomes (Lansdown, 2011).

However, there are many issues be worked out to ensure that children have 

appropriate opportunity to have their views sought, heard and acted upon in schools 

generally and in the inspection process. Aside from the legislative lacuna and the 

inadequacy of mechanisms for complaints, monitoring and advocacy (Kilkelly, 2007), 

there are also challenges within the education system with regard to the awareness and 

acceptance of children’s right to be heard. For example, research has found that 

teachers in Irish primary schools stress a nurturing and protective orientation over one 

that emphasises rights and autonomy for children in schools (Devine, 2004) and there 

is a lack of emphasis in curriculum documents in respect of children’s rights (Waldron 

et al, 2011). Furthermore, international research illustrates that there is a general 

unease amongst teachers about consulting students in respect of school and classroom 

matters (Flutter and Rudduck, 2004); such unease could only be compounded by 

inspectors consulting with them without widespread capacity-building having been 

undertaken in respect of children’s rights and participation.

By taking an informed and collaborative approach towards recognising the rights of 

students during WSE, the Inspectorate could play an important role in advocating for 

students’ rights in schools generally. Child advocacy involves raising the status of 

children, increasing their self-determination and the responsiveness and accountability 

of institutions affecting them (Smith, 2013; Melton, 1987). The UNCRC provides the
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Inspectorate with legal and ethical grounds to argue for changes to policy in favour of 

children's rights. As discussed earlier in Chapter Two, the key principles of the 

Inspectorate’s Code (2015) emphasise improving schools for learners stating that the 

Inspectorate shall ‘focus on students’ learning experiences’ and ‘seek and give due 

weight to the views and opinions of learners, according to their age and maturity’ 

(page 5). This commitment by the Inspectorate to seek and give due weight to the 

views and opinions of learners borrows directly from article 12. A review of the 

Inspectorate’s WSE-related publications and guidelines (see appendix 3) finds this to 

be its most explicit reference to children’s rights. If the Inspectorate should take the 

step to anchor its consultation work with students within a rights-based agenda and 

make explicit reference to the UNCRC in its future publications, the awareness of 

children’s rights in schools would be raised in a very powerful way.

There is possibility too of the Inspectorate heralding the need for change in 

consultation/participation practices in individual schools and commenting on that 

change through the WSE process. This would accord well with the NPF. Therein, the 

Government commits to creating mechanisms to provide children with the 

opportunity to be heard in primary schools through student councils or other age- 

appropriate mechanisms (DYCA 2014). However, as highlighted in Chapter Two, the 

research literature indicates a need for caution in assuming that the establishment of 

student councils provides the panacea for the right to be heard in schools. In the UK, 

for example, student councils have become the most popular formal mechanism for 

children’s participation in school-wide decision-making (Children in Scotland, 2010). 

However, most research finds students to be dissatisfied by the overall involvement of 

councils in decision-making (Wyness 2005; Cleaver et al. 2005; Borland et ah, 2001).

One of the most common and cogent criticisms levelled at article 12 is that it is easy 

for adults to comply with the various outward signs of consultation and ultimately 

ignore children’s views (Lundy, 2007). Alderson (2000b) found that tokenistic school 

councils had as much or more negative impact than having no council at all. Indeed, 

tokenistic participation is a breach of article 12 (Lundy, 2007). In the UK, legislation 

requires schools to consult with students and inspectors to report on how a school

141



seeks and acts on the views of its students (Kellett, 2013:27). It has been suggested 

that since the introduction of the self-evaluation form, requiring schools to report on 

how they seek students’ opinions in school-related issues, there has been a tendency 

for some schools to listen to students for accountability reasons rather than with a 

genuine interest in the views of students with rights-based and democratic citizenship 

motivations (Czemiawski, 2012; Robinson and Taylor, 2007, Fielding, 2001). There 

is the possibility that something similar could occur within Irish primary schools with 

the emergence of Inspectorate-endorsed SSE (discussed previously in section 2.8.4) 

with its, as yet, insufficiently elaborated focus on providing opportunities to students 

to ‘voice’ their opinions rather than addressing the full ambit of article 12. The 

Committee urges states parties to avoid tokenistic approaches, that limit children’s 

expression of views, or that allow children to be heard, but fail to give their views due 

weight.

By both modelling and setting the competencies for student consultation in schools, 

the Inspectorate, due to its advisory remit, could have considerable impact in respect 

of both external and school self-evaluation processes. In developing and sharing 

evaluation criteria for student participation, the Inspectorate could provide valuable 

support for schools in meeting their NPF commitment. Employing a rights-respecting 

approach to engagement with students during its evaluative work could oblige an 

acceptance of the student as more than mere consumer of services and data source and 

promote engagement based on participative, emancipatory practice (Bragg, 2007).

Participants in this study identified many features of rights-based participation for 

children during WSE. They identified that it should be informative, voluntary, 

respectful, child-suitable, inclusive, and safe and sensitive to risk. In addition, GC12 

identifies that it should be supported by training and accountable (detail provided in 

appendix 31). As to training, there is need for greater awareness of the wider 

implications of article 12 amongst inspectors so that the discourse and practice may 

move beyond the ‘rhetoric of encouragement for student voice’ (Rudduck and 

Mclntrye, 2007:137) as an accountability and performativity check. Cook-Sather 

(2002) refers to the need to ‘authorize’ students’ views (page 9) by which she means
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the need to create a legitimate and valued space for students to speak, learning to 

listen to what they say and redirecting actions in response to what is heard.

To develop meaningful participatory practice, the Inspectorate will need to develop a 

vision for children’s participation. It must establish the infrastructure that will 

promote and support new ways of working. This means becoming a learning 

organisation that experiments and reflects on children’s rights practice (Kirby et al, 

2003). Collaboration with the OCO will be an important element of this learning. 

There is need to integrate partnership with students into the culture of the 

Inspectorate, to create forums for ongoing support and reflection and to develop a 

process for recruiting student consultants. Such actions would help the Inspectorate to 

broaden its approach to listening to students for what Margaret Carr (2011 :i) describes 

as ‘knowledge creation’ rather than ‘knowledge extraction’.

5.3.2 The Inspectorate as duty-bearer

While taking a rights-based approach during WSE will further the realisation of 

children’s rights, it places concurrent obligations on the Inspectorate, as duty-bearer, 

to respect the students’ enjoyment of their rights, to protect against the denial of their 

rights and to aid those whose rights have been violated (Shue, 1996). In its efforts to 

respect, protect and fulfil students’ rights, the Inspectorate must also make itself 

accountable and responsive to students; it is their entitlement to demand rights from 

the Inspectorate as duty-bearer.

Recommendation CM/Rec(2012)2 asserts that all public services should have 

mechanisms in place to receive feedback from children and young people. Such 

mechanisms might include evaluation forms, surveys or complaints procedures, which 

are easily accessible and adapted to children of different ages. As discussed in Chapter 

Two, ‘accountability and responsibility’ is one of the key principles of Inspectorate 

practice {Code, 2015:6). In its quality-assurance work, the Inspectorate has asked 

school management, parents and teachers for their views about how the Inspectorate 

might better conduct WSE (MORI, 2005) and has recently introduced on-going 

teacher and principal feedback surveys. However, students have not been included in
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any quality-assurance initiatives and this should be remedied. Once implemented, 

efforts to inform students of the impact of their input to the quality-assurance process 

should be made also, for example through providing a dedicated children’s website to 

inform of the changes made in response to the feedback received (COE, 2012).

The Inspectorate should also self-evaluate its progress in respect of student 

consultation. In the absence of specific tools for monitoring and measuring students’ 

consultation/participation (Lansdown and O’Kane, 2014; Lansdown, 2010; Hobbs, 

2012), Lundy’s (2007) four-part model (described in section 2.6) could help evaluate 

the opportunities offered to primary-school students to express their views during and 

about WSE. Formal student consultation currently—that is, the completion of 

questionnaires in third to sixth classes—does, to a certain degree, provide space and 

voice to students of a certain age. Although students will be largely unaware of it, 

they are provided with audience and influence in respect of post-evaluation feedback 

for the adult school community; questionnaire findings are provided to schools in 

electronic format, discussed at feedback meetings and often included in WSE reports. 

However, the absence of an appropriate child-suitable post-evaluation feedback 

process and appropriate access to information for students about WSE require 

correcting. For many, without doing so, the current consultation process might appear 

more ‘an illusion of participation’ than an actuality (Coppock, 2011:444).

5.3.3 Respecting the rights of younger students

A rights-based approach to inspector-student consultation during WSE would be 

inclusive. As discussed in Chapter Two, the Inspectorate does not gamer the views of 

students in the first four grades of primary school (infants to second class) during 

WSE; they are omitted from the questionnaire process utilised with more-senior 

pupils. Article 12 expresses that all children must be involved in decision-making 

processes on matters that concern them. It acknowledges that children, similar to 

adults, have different levels of competence at different stages of their lives (Parkes, 

2008) but does not define these capacities nor the circumstances and course of their 

development (Daiute, 2006). Therefore, as outlined in Chapter Two, competence or 

immaturity are not conditions for participation in WSE. The UNCRC does not impose
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a lower age limit on the right to participate, and the Committee, in GC7, discourages 

the introduction of age limits that restrict the child’s right to participation in decision

making.

As one of the most debated areas of professional practice is about adapting practices 

to children’s maturity and understanding, their evolving capacities (Lansdown, 2005), 

the Inspectorate’s commitment to give due weight to the views and opinions of 

learners, according to their age and maturity (Code, 2015) will require further 

elaboration for students, teachers and inspectors alike. The data from this study 

indicate that WSE could provide a platform for all students to speak out regardless of 

class level. There is potential to engage beneficially in both what Lansdown (2010) 

describes as consultative participation and collaborative participation with students. 

The former typifies consultation with students during WSE in individual schools; it is 

adult-initiated, led and managed; recognises that students have a valuable perspective 

to contribute; and allows them to influence outcomes but maintains control in the 

hands of adults (Lansdown and O’Kane, 2014b, 2011). Although students are 'largely 

passive’, consultative participation ‘demonstrates respect for their expertise and 

perspectives’, recognises that they have a significant contribution to make that cannot 

be provided by adults alone and enables decisions to be influenced by children’s 

views and concerns (pages 20-21). On the other hand, collaborative participation is 

where the Inspectorate, having identified a problem that needs to be addressed, 

involves students in helping to work out what needs to be done and how. Other 

agencies have already employed the support of children advisors to very beneficial 

effect, for example, the OCO (OCO, undated). Student consultants could assist in 

ensuring that Inspectorate policies and practice are child-proofed so that they fully 

realise the rights of the child and reflect a conceptualisation of children, including 

younger children, as social actors and rights holders (Waldron et ah, 2011). The 

invaluable contribution of student consultants as the CRAG to this study (see section 

3.3.4) corroborates this point.
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5.4 Acknowledging limitations

Every study, no matter how well constructed and conducted, has limitations (Simon 

and Goes, 2013; Merriam, 2009). For this study, an exploratory approach was 

selected and research was undertaken in one school because this was considered 

appropriate to the nature of the research questions being asked. While this is a small 

study, it has resulted in a rich account of the ways in which inspectors might better 

engage with students during WSE. While the aim was on producing research that 

could inform and enhance others' understandings of the topic (Myers, 2000), it is 

acknowledged that, because it was undertaken in one particular school context, there 

is a limit to what can be known in such circumstances (Greene and Hill, 2005). The 

extent to which findings from research such as this can be applied to other situations 

is determined only by the people in those situations (Simon and Goes, 2013; Basil, 

2010; Meriam, 1995; Winston, 1979).

The decision to undertake a snapshot study (Jensen and Rodgers, 2001), with data 

collected during a fixed period rather than longitudinally, precluded the gathering of 

extensive data on the perspectives of children about being heard during WSE. While 

the data gathered were illuminating in many respects, more data could have been 

gathered over a longer period of time, with larger numbers of teachers and children 

providing for more in-depth analysis. In extending the study, work with research 

participants of a younger age could have been undertaken and the perspectives of 

inspectors could have been incorporated. However, while these options would have 

provided interesting data, they were considered beyond the scope and scale of the 

study.

While written data from the children’s art activity were analysed (as outlined in 

Chapter Three), their drawings were not. As much research literature advises that 

projective adult interpretation of children’s art is unsuitable (Thomson 2008: Leitch, 

2008; Prosser, 2006), it was intended at the design stage that participating children 

would provide individual interpretations of their drawings (as outlined in section 

3.3.3). However, due to the large numbers who volunteered to participate, and prior 

agreement with gatekeepers in respect of the duration of children’s withdrawal from
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formal teaching time to accommodate the research, there was insufficient opportunity 

to undertake in-depth individual discussions about their drawings. Doubtless, the 

inclusion of the children’s individual interpretations would have enriched the study.

However, despite its limitations, this study contributes to an opening of ‘a bigger lens’ 

(Clarke, 2011:12) on children’s perspectives not previously studied in Ireland. In so 

doing, it makes a contribution to the literature in respect of children’s rights, in this 

instance their right to be heard during WSE.

5.5 Disseminating the research

Pring (2004) maintains that ‘the purpose of undertaking research is the production of 

new knowledge’ (page 46). Dissemination consists of the purposive, goal-oriented 

communication of that knowledge (Louis and van Velzen, 1988). In educational 

research, the intent of dissemination is not simply to disperse information, but to do so 

in ways that promote its use (Turnbull, 2009; Gardner, Holmes and Leitch, 2008). In 

fulfilling the requirements of my doctoral studies, I hope to contribute new knowledge 

to academic knowledge generally but also to enable improvement in current practice 

through contributing to the knowledge-base for policy development within the 

Inspectorate. Interim oral and written updates were provided to the DBS and to 

Inspectorate management throughout the research process. Further, a copy of the 

thesis will be provided to both and findings shared by contributing to the continuous 

professional programme of inspectors in respect of children’s rights and inspection. 

HRBA principles include a requirement to build the capacity of duty-bearers—in this 

instance, the Inspectorate—to fulfil their obligations and this will be my foremost 

intention at dissemination stage.

While ideally it would be more appropriate to engage children directly in 

disseminating findings through for example ethnodrama (Saldana, 2008) or readers’ 

theatre (Mienczakowski et ah, 2002, 2008), the limitations of time and resources 

within my doctoral study does not facilitate direct engagement. However, their views 

have substantial influence on the recommendations included in this chapter and are
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included in booklet format as appendix 21: Children's right to be heard during school 

Inspection - Your views. Additionally, examples of their write-and-draw work are 

included throughout the thesis as evidence of their contribution.

5.6 Concluding comments

The aim of this study was to explore, from the perspectives of primary-school 

children and their teachers, how inspectors could better engage with children’s views 

during WSE. Borrowing from Stoecklin (2012), the primary-school student ‘remains 

an actor with rather limited agency’ (page 3) within schools and WSE currently and a 

multitude of issues remain to be worked out to ensure that school inspections are 

rights compliant, not least widespread capacity-building and awareness raising for 

teachers. However, the possibility to do more, far more, for students is within the 

Inspectorate’s capacity if not strictly within its legislative remit under the Education 

Act. The challenge will be to do so in an informed, systematic and joined-up way, 

learning from and with other agencies such as the OCO.

The best organisations learn externally as well as internally (Fullan, 2007); and 

hearing the perspectives of children, through this thesis, offers a learning opportunity 

for the Inspectorate. It is acknowledged that student consultation is not easy or 

administratively expedient but as one participant declared sagely “Everything isn’t 

easy in life. Sometimes things have to be a little bit hard” (Child, fifth class, 

Et/FG02/p6). We all have a right to freedom of expression but only children have the 

right to have their views given due weight (Lundy and Stalford 2013). The study 

presents a strong argument for the importance of facilitating children to express their 

views freely and to have their views given ‘due weight’ during inspection. Drawing 

on the participants’ observations, it makes a number of recommendations as to how a 

children’s rights-respecting consultation process—compliant with article 12—might 

best be accommodated. A consultation process that perceives students as more than 

mere consumers of services and a data source for accountability and performativity 

but one that presupposes engagement based on participative, democratic practice as 

part of a larger emancipatory project (Bragg, 2007).
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While the introduction of students’ questionnaires began the process of consulting 

with students, there is much more to be done to ensure what Gerald Grace (1995) 

called, ‘the ideology of immaturity’—which constrains our view of what students can 

contribute to the WSE process—is countered. It is worth applying Fullan’s (1991:170) 

trigger question, 'what would happen [to WSE] if we treated the student as someone 

whose opinion mattered? ’ At an individual school level, it is most likely that what 

students say to inspectors will not change the findings of WSE dramatically but the 

opportunity for students to offer an opinion will undoubtedly assist the inspector in 

formulating judgements and will open up the WSE conversation beyond the adult 

voice. At a system level—if the strong views of the participants in this study in 

respect of better ways for inspectors to engage with students are indicative—there is 

potential for what students say to contribute significantly to the development of the 

WSE process.

Both the UNCRC and NPF provide the challenge for the Inspectorate to ensure that 

students’ entitlement to have their views sought, listened to and taken into account in 

respect of WSE. The Inspectorate’s response to that challenge will have considerable 

influence in Irish education generally. It is recommended that a rights-based approach 

extend to all evaluative work undertaken by the Inspectorate from its short 

unannounced inspections to its targeted thematic inspection visits. Child proofing 

future policies and practices will be an important step in the journey to do the right 

thing by students (Kilkelly 2007:3). Critical to success will be defining and 

articulating a clear set of standards against which the work of schools in respecting 

the rights of students can be judged. The publication of these standards would 

facilitate schools to develop as organisations where children are involved as rights- 

holders.

Dillon’s (2011) study found that the WSE process, whilst it acknowledges parents and 

students as key stakeholders in the work of the school, values the voices of principals 

and teachers over theirs. McNamara et al., (2002), following their assessment of the 

pilot phase of WSE, noted that including the perspectives of all stakeholders in WSE
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would be a challenge for those determining inspection policy; Dillon suggests that this 

challenge still remains to be met. As Chapter Two illustrates, children may be viewed 

in different ways according to the ‘lenses’ adults use to see children and childhood 

(Clarke, 2005:489). To date, the WSE child is seen as a silent stakeholder; it is now 

appropriate that this be remedied. Students who are equipped to participate and give 

their views, and who know those views will be listened to and given due weight, have 

greater confidence in voicing concerns. In the long run, this will benefit not only WSE 

process and schools but it makes children and young people less likely to be victims 

of exploitation, deprivation or abuse (Walsh, 2013).

Through promoting and fulfilling children’s rights obligations to be heard during 

WSE, the Inspectorate would also assist the State in fulfilling its international 

commitments to secure children’s rights in education (Lundy and McEvoy, 2009). 

WSE, and inspection generally, is a means of holding schools to account and, thereby, 

to keep improving the quality of education. In constructing primary-school students as 

agentive and competent and by providing them with purposeful ways to speak about 

their experience of schooling during the inspection process, students would be 

provided with a redress mechanism to hold specific schools accountable and, in so 

doing, contribute to the process of progressive realisation in respect of the 

improvement of schools and education generally. This study highlights the important 

contribution children have to make to debates on a wide range of issues including 

WSE. It seems most appropriate to finish with the wise words of a participant of the 

study:
Let us speak, our voices areu ’1 weak... Be silent and listen, you don 7 know what
your missin — Child, slogan, Sl/6/5

Addendum
In autumn 2014, I was invited to join a working group within the Inspectorate to 

develop a protocol around children’s involvement in inspection generally. There is a 

commitment to look at ways to involve children more appropriately in the inspection 

of schools and in the development of consultation tools for use in schools.
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Appendixes

Appendix 1: Selected articles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 

Article 2

1. States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Convention to each 

child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the child’s 

or his or her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or 

other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status.

2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that the child is protected 

against all forms of discrimination or punishment on the basis of the status, activities, 

expressed opinions, or beliefs of the child’s parents, legal guardians, or family members.

Article 3

1. In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare 

institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests 

of the child shall be a primary consideration.

2. States Parties undertake to ensure the child such protection and care as is necessary for his 

or her well-being, taking into account the rights and duties of his or her parents, legal 

guardians, or other individuals legally responsible for him or her, and, to this end, shall take 

all appropriate legislative and administrative measures.

3. States Parties shall ensure that the institutions, services and facilities responsible for the 

care or protection of children shall conform with the standards established by competent 

authorities, particularly in the areas of safety, health, in the number and suitability of their 

staff, as well as competent supervision.

Article 5

States Parties shall respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of parents or, where

applicable, the members of the extended family or community as provided for by local

custom, legal guardians or other persons legally responsible for the child, to provide, in a
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manner consistent with the evolving capacities of the child, appropriate direction and 

guidance in the exercise by the child of the rights recognized in the present Convention.

Article 12

1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the 

right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child 

being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in 

any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a 

representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of 

national law.

Article 13

1. The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to 

seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either 

orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child's 

choice.

2. The exercise of this right may be subject to certain restrictions, but these shall only be 

such as are provided by law and are necessary:

(a) For respect of the rights or reputations of others; or

(b) For the protection of national security or of public order (ordre public), or of public 

health or morals.

Article 17

States Parties recognize the important function performed by the mass media and shall 

ensure that the child has access to information and material from a diversity of national and 

international sources, especially those aimed at the promotion of his or her social, spiritual 

and moral well-being and physical and mental health.

To this end, States Parties shall:
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(a) Encourage the mass media to disseminate information and material of social and cultural 

benefit to the child and in accordance with the spirit of article 29;

(b) Encourage international co-operation in the production, exchange and dissemination of 

such information and material from a diversity of cultural, national and international sources;

(c) Encourage the production and dissemination of children's books;

(d) Encourage the mass media to have particular regard to the linguistic needs of the child 

who belongs to a minority group or who is indigenous;

(e) Encourage the development of appropriate guidelines for the protection of the child from 

information and material injurious to his or her well-being, bearing in mind the provisions of 

articles 13 and 18

Article 19

1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational 

measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, 

neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in 

the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child.

2. Such protective measures should, as appropriate, include effective procedures for the 

establishment of social programmes to provide necessary support for the child and for those 

who have the care of the child, as well as for other forms of prevention and for identification, 

reporting, referral, investigation, treatment and follow-up of instances of child maltreatment 

described heretofore, and, as appropriate, for judicial involvement.

Article 29

1. States Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to:

(a) The development of the child's personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to 

their fullest potential;

(b) The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and for the 

principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations;
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(c) The development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, 

language and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, the 

country from which he or she may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her 

own;

(d) The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of 

understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, 

national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin;

(e) The development of respect for the natural environment.

2. No part of the present article or article 28 shall be construed so as to interfere with the 

liberty of individuals and bodies to establish and direct educational institutions, subject 

always to the observance of the principle set forth in paragraph 1 of the present article and to 

the requirements that the education given in such institutions shall conform to such minimum 

standards as may be laid down by the State.

Article 42

States Parties undertake to make the principles and provisions of the Convention widely 

known, by appropriate and active means, to adults and children alike.

The full version of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child can be found at: 

http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/crc.htm
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Appendix 2: Functions of the Inspectorate

The functions of the Inspectorate are set out in Section 13 of the Education Act 1998. They 
may be summarised as follows:

• To support and advise schools, centres for education and teachers on matters relating 
to the provision of education

• To evaluate the organisation and operation of schools and the quality and 
effectiveness of the education provided in them, including the quality of teaching and 
effectiveness of individual teachers

• To evaluate the quality and effectiveness of the provision of education in the State

• To advise teachers and boards in respect of the performance of their duties, and, in 
particular, assist teachers in employing improved methods of teaching and 
conducting classes

• To advise parents and parents’ associations

• To conduct research into education and to support the formulation of policy

• To promote excellence in the management of, teaching in and the use of support 
services by schools and in the procedures for consultation and co-operation within 
and between schools

• To disseminate information relating to the performance by the Inspectorate of its 
functions, and successful educational initiatives that have been implemented by 
schools

• To evaluate the effectiveness of the teaching, development, promotion and use of 
Irish in schools

• To advise the Minister on any matter relating to education policy and provision, 
including the curriculum taught in schools, assessment and teaching methods.

(DES, 2013)
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Appendix 3: A review of inspection codes and guidelines to ascertain the integration of the 
UNCRC

Document Reference to the UNCRC 1989

Code of Professional 
Practice for the 
Inspectorate (Draft,
2013)

This document sets out the general principles in accordance with which 
members of the Inspectorate carry out their work. The Inspectorate’s work is 
underpinned by four key principles:

1. A focus on learners

2. Development and improvement

3. Respectful engagement

4. Accountability

In elucidating its ‘focus on learners’, this document makes explicit reference
to Article 12 of the UNCRC stating that: “...we will....... seek and give due
weight to the views and opinions of learners, according to their age and 
maturity.’’ (p. 2). However, the UNCRC or article 12 are not named in the 
document.

A Guide to Whole-
School Evaluation in 
Primary Schools 
(revised, June 2010)

This policy document explains WSE as a collaborative process involving 
students amongst others (p.l). It clarifies that inspectors will interact with 
students in classrooms and learning areas through the use of targeted or open 
questioning, the provision of appropriate tasks or the evaluation of skills 
(p.14). It states that inspectors may collect the views of students on the work 
of the school through the use of questionnaires (in 3rd to 6th classes), focused 
discussion with the students’ council (where this exists) or through a 
discussion with a group of students selected by the inspectors (p.l4) and that 
data obtained from an analysis of questionnaires can be a key source of 
evidence as part of the evaluation used to corroborate findings from other 
sources or to confirm the views established during the evaluation.

There is no explicit reference to or integration of the UNCRC.

Guidelines on Inspection 
procedures for Whole 
School Evaluation - 
Management,
Leadership and
Learning (WSE-MLL) 
(Pilot phase) (2012 
Internal Document)

This policy document explains WSE-MLL; as an adaptation of whole-school 
evaluation. There are three areas of focus during WSE-MLL: the evaluation of 
management, leadership and learning. This five-day model was introduced to 
expedite the WSE process in small and medium-sized schools. While there is 
use of a closed-type questionnaire with senior students (in 3rd to 6th classes) 
to ascertain their perspectives on the school and learning, there is no reference 
to specific discussion with student committees/groups.

There is no explicit reference to, or integration of, the UNCRC.
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An Introduction to
School Self-Evaluation 
of Teaching and
Learning in Primary 
Schools: Inspectorate 
Guidelines for Schools 
(2012)

This brief information document explains school self-evaluation; an aspect of 
school practice evaluated during whole-school evaluation. The document 
highlights the importance of ‘pupils’ voice’ (p.16) recommending that schools 
collect and consider the views of students as a possible source of information 
for evaluating teaching and learning (p.7). It suggests the use of surveys and 
focus-group discussions and interviews (no examples are provided). The 
school’s efforts to gamer students’ perspectives about school provision are to 
be evaluated during a WSE.

There is no explicit reference to the UNCRC.

School Self-Evaluation 
Guidelines for Primary 
Schools: Inspectorate 
Guidelines for Schools 
(2012)

This detailed guideline document explains school self-evaluation (SSE). 
Amongst the principles outlined are collaboration and inclusivity (p.13) and 
one of the stated aims of SSE is ‘to support, in a practical way, the inclusion 
of the voice of pupils in school self-evaluation processes’ (p.9).

In providing evaluation criteria for student ‘voice’, there is explicit reference 
to Article 12 of the UNCRC: ‘Pupils’ contributions and questions are 
encouraged and respected in the Classroom; Due account is taken of pupils ’ 
views and opinions in accordance with their age and maturity.' (p. 42). A 
quality statement on the management of pupils describes a school with 
significant strengths as one where: ‘The pupil voice is strong in the school. 
Pupils ’ contributions and questions are welcomed in the classroom. Their 
views and opinions are listened to in accordance with their age and maturity 
and taken into account in the organisation of classroom activities and in the 
devising of relevant policies ’ (p.43).

The document advocates the use of surveys with students (an example is 
provided in the appendix of a survey about literacy) and focus-group 
discussions and interviews (no examples are provided) as means to ascertain 
student disposition (motivation, attitudes and engagement in learning) (p.17), 
to inform schools about the quality of students’ experience of learning (p.23) 
and to ascertain whether students feel they have a say on how things are done 
in the school (p.52). This is consistent with Article 12 of the UNCRC and the 
right of the young person to have their voice heard on issues that affect them.
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Appendix 4: Time-line for school-situated research

Research activity in Ballybeg (Pilot school and CRAG)

17/06/2013 Phone call to principal to outline the study

24/6/2013 Visit to school to meet principal and answer any questions. Consent form and information

letter for the board of management left with the principal

25/6/2013 Consent received from chairperson of the board to proceed with the study

05/09/2013 Visited the fifth and sixth-class students’ classroom. Presented slides about WSE, UNCRC

and article 12, and the purpose of the research. Encouraged questions and comments.

Disseminated information packs/consent forms to every child (thirty-one in total) inviting

them to put their name forward for inclusion in a CRAG

Spoke with the teaching staff collectively at break-time and then individually, by way of

classroom visits, to explain the project and to seek their participation

06/09/2013 Visit made to the school to meet with any parents who wished to discuss participation in the

CRAG

12/09/2013 Open draw held to select the eight-member CRAG. First working session undertaken with

the newly selected CRAG. Conducted pilot focus group with six teachers (six out of seven

consented to participate)

12/05/2014 Second session with the CRAG

26/06/2014 Third session with the CRAG

27/06/2014 Agreed summary of activity with the CRAG disseminated to the school

Research activity in Ballymore (Research school)

17/06/2013 Phone call to principal to outline the study

24/06/2013 Visit to school to meet principal and answer any questions. Consent form and information

letter for the board of management left with the principal

24/06/2013 Consent received from chairperson of the board to proceed with the study

23/09/2013 Visited the fifth and sixth-class students’ classrooms. Spoke about WSE, UNCRC and

article 12 and the purpose of the study. Encouraged questions and comments. Disseminated
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08/10/2013;

09/10/2013

24/04/2014

22/05/2014

information packs/consent forms to every child (thirty-seven in total) inviting them to be 

involved in the research activity

Spoke with the teaching staff collectively at break-time and then individually, by way of a 

classroom visit, to explain the project and to invite participation

The research was conducted over two days (sixteen hours approximately); research with 

children was undertaken during official school time and research with teachers after school 

hours

All volunteer children (thirty-six out of thirty-seven consented) were included in the whole- 

class activity session. Additionally twenty-four of the children (twelve from each class 

selected randomly from the volunteer list by means of an open draw witnessed by children) 

participated in focus groups. Each day followed a similar fonnat. On 8 October, sixth class 

participated and fifth class did so on 9 October. Firstly, a capacity-building session was 

undertaken comprising an oral and visual presentation (twenty minutes) about how WSE 

operates—the children had received a summary leaflet about WSE in their information 

packs but it was not assumed that they had read this—and children’s right to have an adult 

listen to their opinions under article 12. Thereafter, group and individual write-and-draw 

activities were facilitated (1.5 hours approximately). Later, two groups, with six children in 

each, partook in focus groups (subdivided into one-hour and forty-minute sessions). 

Sessions were audio-taped and pupils’ work was photographed with participants’ permission

Focus-group sessions were held with the nine (out of twelve) teachers who volunteered to 

participate. On day one, a focus group with four teachers was undertaken and on day two 

five teachers participated

An account of their focus-group sessions was posted to teachers with notice of a future 

school visit to discuss the account

Visit to school to discuss findings from the research activities with children in fifth and sixth 

classes (separate classroom visits). Thereafter, an agreed summary of activity was 

disseminated to the children and principal. Meetings were undertaken with the principal and 

teachers individually to see whether there was any feedback about the account of the focus- 

group discussion issued to them on 24/4/14
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Appendix 5: Pilot study - question menu for teachers

The principal and teachers received the following a week in advance of the focus groups:

0 WSE guidelines for schools (DES, 2010)

0 Discussion themes

Focus group prompt questions

• Do inspectors acquire pupils’ views and opinions during the whole-school evaluation 

process? How?

• Are these sufficient means by which to gather pupils’ views?

• Why do inspectors seek out pupils’ views?

• What are the advantages in taking heed of pupils’ views during an inspection? For the 

school? For the inspector? For the pupils?

• What are the challenges for the inspector in seeking pupils’ views during an inspection?

• What are the challenges for the pupils in the inspector seeking their views during an 

inspection?

• What are the challenges for the teacher in the inspector seeking the pupils’ views during 

an inspection?

• Are there other ways that an inspector could use to gather pupils’ views?

• What would be the advantages of using these other ways? What would be the challenges?

• What might children want to talk to inspectors about?

• What can inspectors do to make children feel comfortable and safe in sharing their views 

with them?

• How might the inspector facilitate choice for pupils in sharing their views?

• How might the inspector accommodate difference, for example pupils with special 

educational needs, in seeking the views of pupils?

206



• Considering the questionnaire used currently by inspectors in third to sixth classes, what 

are its strengths? Are there any areas of weakness?

• How about other pupils being involved outside of 3rd to 6th classes?

• What do you think happens with the results from these questionnaires? What should 

happen?

• Would you have any concerns about inspectors seeking pupils’ viewpoints through the 

use of focus groups?

• Is there enough information available for pupils about WSE?

• Should pupils be informed about the findings of the inspection? (Prompts: If so, how 

might inspectors facilitate this? Can you see any difficulties about doing that?)

• Any further questions that you consider might be useful to inform my research?
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Appendix 6: Record of, and reflections on, the pilot study

Date: 12 September 2013 Time: 15.15 - 16.45 Participants: Six teachers

General feedback from pilot focus group with teachers

• Letter of invitation was thought to provide a good summary and to be clear and 

friendly. The use of colour and pictures makes it easy and inviting to read and it 

answers the questions well in advance of the focus group

• The consent form is clear and the use of bullet points is good - providing a quick 

reminder about what one is consenting to

• Providing the themes in advance is a very good idea as it allows participants to 

prepare for discussion and takes away any anxiety about not knowing what will be 

discussed

• The information pack is very useful overall

• The students’ information pack is very effective. The students enjoyed reading the 

letter. The information sheet was very useful but the WSE leaflet needs to be clearer 

in respect of the following: What is a WSE? Who does the inspector work for? What 

is the Department of Education and Skills?

Specific feedback about the question set

1. How do inspectors garner pupils’ opinions during WSE? (Participants considered 

the question to be clear and useful). As a response they stated that inspectors gather 

their views:

- informally as they work in the school

- through the WSE questionnaire, however, the teachers were of the view that pupils 

have no opportunity to expand on their answers in the questionnaire

- by speaking to pupils in their classrooms about their learning

2. Should inspectors seek to extend how it gathers pupils’ views? (Participants 

considered the question to be clear and useful). In response they stated:
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• Yes. The curriculum is child centred and children are the reason that schools exist

• The children have the right to speak to the inspector

• Children could tell the inspector if they feel safe and content at school

• It would be a good way to remind teachers that pupils have a voice and that teachers 

should listen too

3. What are the challenges should inspectors listen to pupils’ views? (Participants 

considered the question to be clear and useful). In response they stated:

• It would be hard to pick a fair sample if inspectors wanted to use discussion groups. 

Some solutions were suggested: (a) The teacher could pick half of the pupils for each 

focus group: (b) in small schools, it would it be better for the inspector to speak with 

every pupil while conducting inspection work in the classroom

• Some pupils will dominate the conversation and others might not respond well to a 

stranger asking them questions

• Need to have an option for less verbal children to share their views

• Some children would love to be involved but others would not; there needs to be free 

choice for pupils

• Some pupils might find it hard to say ‘bad’ things about the school in front of peers 

and teacher

• If children had time to reflect on their answers would they give the same response to 

the inspector? The wisdom/experience of the inspector would be an important factor 

in deciphering responses

• It would be important to use more than one way to garner children’s views, perhaps a 

questionnaire and focus groups, so that there is enough evidence about things

4. Is there enough information for pupils about WSE? (Participants considered the 

question to be clear and useful). In response they stated:
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• Schools themselves could do more to inform pupils about WSE. They could give out 

more questionnaires and get them ready for and familiar with answering 

questionnaires during WSE

• It would be useful if there was a ready download for use in the classroom about WSE 

e.g. how does an inspection help a school and how pupils might help the inspection 

process

• Pupils need to know why an inspection is being carried out in a school because that 

information will help them voice an opinion about it

• It would be important to explain to children why their opinions matter and to build 

their knowledge about WSE

• It would be a good idea to have a website to inform teachers about children’s rights 

and why inspectors listen to pupils. Teachers might then start to incorporate learning 

about children’s rights within the SPHE programme

5. Are there any challenges for pupils in sharing their views honestly with the 

inspector? (Participants considered the question to be clear and useful). In response 

they stated:

• Pupils are not used to speaking out

• Pupils are prone to peer pressure and peer consensus. They will try to emulate pupils 

they consider to be cool

• Pupils might end up being chastised for their responses by the teacher or bullied by 

other pupils for speaking out about certain things for example behaviour in the 

playground

6. How about other children being involved outside of 3rd to 6th classes?

(Participants considered the question to be clear and useful). In response they stated:

• For first class up, it is feasible to use focus groups. It would be a good idea to have a 

junior and senior group so that the younger pupils don’t copy the older ones’ 

responses
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• Adapted questionnaires using ‘smiley’ faces could be used with infants and junior 

classes

• The inspector could use a suggestion box with something like fmish-the-sentence:

‘‘Our school is..... ’ While children could draw pictures, art is hard to interpret;

perhaps they could bring their work to the focus group to help them chat with the 

inspector

• Having casual chats with the younger pupils during break-times would provide an 

ideal opportunity for the inspector to hear pupils’ views

7. What might children want to talk to the inspectors about? (Participants 

considered the question to be clear and useful). In response they stated:

• About getting too much homework

• About playtime and friendships but probably home and pet stories too

• They would not speak negatively about the quality of teaching unless they heard 

things from home

• About who they ‘liked’ and what they ‘liked’ which encapsulates elements of 

teaching. Unfortunately, WSE is a pressurised time in schools; not the best time for 

pupils to talk about what they ‘like’ about school as it would have been a pressure- 

filled time getting ready for WSE

• About the school’s provision for Physical Education

8. Should pupils be informed about the findings of the inspection? (Participants 

considered the question to be clear and useful). In response they stated:

• Yes. They should get a child-friendly report about the school including commentary 

on the things that are important to them

• Children love to know what their school is good at

• A letter to the students’ council would be good; the pupils’ representatives might go 

from class to class and read the letter to the pupils

Reflections on the pilot study

Strengths
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• Teachers were extremely co-operative, pleasant and deliberative

• Teachers found the ‘information pack’ to be highly useful and were pleased to have 

the themes in advance. Most had prepared notes based on the themes and this helped 

to focus their responses

• They had no additional questions or themes to add to those provided

• The audio-recorder worked well as did my naming of speakers so that they could be 

identified on reviewing the recording

• I recapped well and checked that I had understood what participants meant

Areas for improvement

• On reviewing the audio-recording, I found that I had spoken too much; often 

elaborating questions rather than merely asking them

• On occasion, I tried to build capacity around WSE and article 12 during the interview 

when that should have been done more comprehensively at the beginning

• There should be better encouragement of intra-group discussion; on occasion, I added 

to responses and did not leave sufficient pause after responses and this inhibited 

discussion flow

• I hope to cover more questions during work in Ballymore, ideally 10-12

Going forward

• Need to do more systematic capacity building with teachers at the beginning of the 

session around the substantive issues of the study

• Need to avoid elaborating questions or adding to responses

• Need to explain how focus groups ‘work’ to teachers; need to encourage intra-group 

discussion more effectively

Overall comment

• Interviewing is hard! Asking questions and getting answers is much harder than I 

thought! I must stop offering ‘asides’ to elaborate questions: this habit does not
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sit well with being a good researcher. Today, 1 think the difficulty during the 

pilot session was less with the teachers knowing that 1 was an inspector ... and 

more with the fact that, at times, I did not seem to remember I was a researcher 

rather than an inspector! Absurdly, 1 felt the need to ‘fill in’ where I thought the 

teachers might have given other examples. I need to be, and resolve to be, more 

vigilant in Ballymore.
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Appendix 7: Day 1 - Schedule of activities with the Children’s Research Advisory Group 
(CRAG)

On a separate day, one week earlier, the children—with their whole-class unit—received a presentation 
about WSE, children’s rights, the UNCRC, article 12 and the role of the CRAG. They also received 
information leaflets about the study and WSE to read at home.

Introduction

♦ Re-introduce myself

♦ Remind about the purpose of the study, the UNCRC and article 12

♦ Remind about the role of the CRAG: to help make the research better; to give advice about what will 

work best with their peers including language and activity use)

The guiding questions (included in the information leaflet) are revisited and displayed on a flip chart:

♦ : How could Suzanne make the research fun? How could Suzanne explain to children about WSE?
■Hf What are the best ways to help children share their views? What resources will work best?

To get started and to help ease into the process, the 

CRAG undertakes Activities 1, 2 and 3.

Activity 1: Warm-up

The Hobbies Game — concentrate on the initials of 

your first name and surname making up an 

imaginary hobby with the same set of initials e.g. 

Anne Scott - Answering Sums; Ryan Byrne -

Options from the name jar

Red slips for girls: Lily, Emily, Sophie, Olivia, Jessica, 
Chloe, Mia, Ava, Grace, Siobh&n, Evie, Lucy, Holly, 
Emma, Rosie, Molly, Zoe, Amy, Katie, Beth

Yellow slips for boys: CbarWe, Ethan, Jacob, Max, 
Samuel, Dylan, Oscar, Lucas, Eamon, Isaac, Freddie, 
Archie, Finn, Jake, Elliot, Colin, Evan, Tom, Kyle, Joe, 
Frankie, Luke, Shane

Racing Biros

Activity 2: Select ‘new’ names (gender specific) from a jar 

and create name labels

Activity 3: Group agreement

Read through the pre-prepared agreement poster 

Add any other suggestions to the agreement

Explain confidentiality agreement
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Group agreement

Everyone has the right to

• Be listened to and respected
• Say what you think
• Disagree with others
• Ask questions
• Make mistakes
• Choose not to talk or do something else

• Have fun
Everyone has the responsibility to

• Listen to others

• Respect the views of others

• Protect yourself by keeping things private
Other suggestions



[nti oduce the speaking object

Explain the use of the audio-recorder and photographs of completed work 

Explain how to opt-out of activities and use of traffic lights 

Activity 4: Reflection and discussion about Activities 1, 2 and 3

0
©

G*

The CRAG discusses whether Activities 1, 2 and 3 would work with their peers and 

make suggestions to improve the activities.

Activity 5: Whole-school activity - think/pair/share activity

Brief reminder about whole-school evaluation and how it operates

CRAG participates in a Think/Pair/Share activity about the suitability of the leaflet about WSE and the 

PowerPoint presentation (Prompt questions: What do I need to describe whole-school evaluation? Is this a good

way-’)

Activity 6: Considering the suitability of various activities for use with peers

Activities A, B, C, D are outlined and the CRAG advises on their suitability. An option to try out any of the 

activities is given.

A: Draw-and-write activity in small groups

• Create a bad inspector? Image and words 

B: Create-a-web activity in small groups

• Think about what a good inspection would be like? Create a web using who, when, where, how and 

what questions (see overleaf)

WHO.....Which pupils

should the inspector 

talk to? Why?

WHAT....What should 
the inspector ask the 

pupils about? Why? During a whole- 
school

evaluation.......

]

WHERE...Where would 
the inspector speak 
to/work with pupils? 

Why? 1
HOW...How would the 
inspector gather pupils' 

views? Why? I WHEN....When would 
the inspector talk to 

pupils? Why? I
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C: Draft questions for focus-group interviews

The CRAG advises on the suitability of the following questions (Prompt: Here are some of the questions 

lam thinking about... any thoughts on these? Any extra questions you can think of?)

- What are inspectors doing when they visit schools and classrooms during a whole-school evaluation?

- What should pupils know about whole-school evaluation before it starts? Who should tell them? How?

- Should inspectors listen to pupils when they are carrying out a whole-school evaluation?

- What could pupils tell an inspector about a school?

- What would be the best ways for an inspector to listen to pupils’ views?

- What would be the best way for pupils to say what they think and have it taken seriously?

- Where (what room) would the inspector talk to pupils and who would be there?

- How could inspectors make it safe for all pupils to speak?

- How could inspectors include all pupils’ views safely and completely?

- Would a questionnaire help to gather all pupils’ views?

- Can you think of any problems there might be for pupils if they want to talk to an inspector about the 

school? How could we fix those problems?

- When the inspector has listened to the pupils’ views during a WSE, what should happen next?

- What should pupils be told after the whole-school evaluation is finished in a school? Who should tell 

them? How?

Are there any other questions that you think would be suitable?

D - Creating slogans

Create slogans for inspections with the lead line ‘Welcome to the very best school inspection ...’

Activity 7: The whole-school questionnaire

Individually, members of the CRAG complete the official WSE questionnaire (under conditions similar to those 

during a WSE). General discussion on the questionnaire content and format:
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What do you like about it? What do you dislike? What could be better?

Activity 8: Recapping

o CRAG considers whether there is anything further that I should remember when working with 

their peers. Do they think that the activities will work and be fun for their peers?

o CRAG is thanked for its participation and reminded of my intention to return for a second and 

third consultation visit within the school year.

Activity' 9: Concluding game - Fortunately, unfortunately

I begin the first line of a story beginning with ‘Fortunately’.......Fortunately, the inspector called into the

school to see what was happening there. The next player adds a second line, this time beginning 

‘Unfortunately’. The story continues around a circle in this way.

An unannounced confectionary reward is given to the whole-class unit (including the CRAG)
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Appendix 8: Record of, and reflections on, visit 1 with the CRAG

Date: 12/9/13

Time: 09.20 - 12.20 (including selection of CRAG)

Venue: Learning-support room in Ballybeg Primary School

Selection of CRAG

Twenty-five (out of thirty-one) children completed appropriate consent procedures to 

participate in the CRAG. The eight-member CRAG was selected by open draw from the 

volunteer list with the whole class as witness. I was mindful that I had equal numbers of boys 

and girls in the CRAG.

The importance of ongoing consent was respected. While, no child changed their mind about 

being involved, some used the traffic-lights provided to ‘pass’ on certain questions or 

activities.

Feedback from the CRAG on the activities reviewed (See activity sheet - appendix 8)

Activity 1 - They appreciated the option to opt out and felt that there was no pressure to 
partake. They felt there was a need to give more time to complete the activity. One child 
suggested that it might occur too soon in the session but the others disagreed

Activity 2 - They suggested a choice for students: either choose their own pseudonyms or 
pick a name from the name jars. They suggested that there should be an option to change 
names if wished

Activity 3 - They found the group agreement, traffic lights and speaking object to be 
effective

Activity 4 - No additional recommendations

Activity 5 - A number of recommendations made in respect of a WSE information leaflet. 
For example, there is need to explain what the board of management and the parents’ 
association do

Activity 6A - This activity was found to be enjoyable; they were of the view that it should 
be completed in groups of four ideally

Activity 6B - The CRAG was of the view that this activity would work best using posters 
and coloured post-its. Again, it was opined that groups of four would work best; that way, 
some students could write and others didn’t have to
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Activity 6C - They suggested the need to alter the language of some questions and to re
arrange the order (see below)

Activity 6D - It was recommended that there be an option to work in twos if students wish 
and a choice to draw a picture or to write a slogan

Activity 7 - It was felt that there needs to be plenty of space to do this activity and the 
students should tear up the questionnaire afterwards; that way they know it has been 
destroyed. The questions about likes/dislikes/what could be better were considered suitable. 
The CRAG felt that a better explanation of the purpose of the questionnaire within WSE was 
required as well as greater clarity as to who is informed of the findings (the CRAG thought 
teachers looked at the children’s questionnaires).

The CRAG completed the questionnaire in circumstances similar to those in a WSE and 

discussed what they liked/disliked/could be better about the questionnaire.

Liked....

o that it asks questions to collect views 

Disliked....

o not suitable for younger children 
o not fair that it is only used from third to sixth class 
o some of the statements needed to be clearer and easier to understand 
o three choices of responses are very restrictive. It would be good to have 

‘usually’ or ‘sometimes’
Improvements....

o have a questionnaire for younger children too
o have different questionnaires for different levels in the school - perhaps, one 

for infants, one for juniors and one for seniors 
o have more response options, for example maybe or / think so or sometimes 
o share the results with teachers and help make the school better for children 
o tell children the results from the questionnaires and put them up on the 

website with the report

Activity 8 - No further suggestions made. CRAG members were of the view that the 
students would enjoy the activities and especially the games and making the posters.

Activity 9 - Concluding game - CRAG found these to be fun and felt it should remain 
unchanged
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Reviewing the questions for focus groups

The CRAG read through the question set in pairs and suggested the following amendments:

• Question 6 is not sufficiently clear. It would be better if it read ‘say what they think 

and to have the inspector listen to them’ (rather than ‘ say what they think and have it 

taken seriously)

• Sometimes there are too many parts to the questions for example Question 2 and 13. 

For example: What should pupils know about WSE before it starts? Who should tell 

them? How?

• It would be a good idea for children to read out the questions rather than me

The CRAG tried out a number of questions with one child asking the questions and the 

others responding. In responding to Question 2 (What should the pupils know about WSE 

before it starts?), they provided a range of answers

o inspectors should send a letter to pupils/the teacher should tell you or the 

inspector should call in and tell them what is happening/there should be a 

website with child-friendly information about WSE/the inspector could send 

material for the school’s website so that parents and children could read about 

the WSE

In responding to Question 4 {Wliat kinds of things could pupils tell an inspector about a 

school?), they stated that

o children could tell the inspector about bullying/about different projects the 

school does/about competitions and how the school does at them/about 

teaching/about things they do in Science or PE

In responding to Question 8 {How could inspectors make it safe for pupils to speak?), they 

stated that

o the teacher should not be present as he or she might prompt the children’s 

answers, get upset or be angry with them afterwards/children should be able 

to talk in private or in small groups to the inspector/children could put notes 

in a suggestion box without putting their name on it/the inspector could tell 

the teacher what the children said but not who said what
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In responding to Question 12 (When the inspector has listened to pupils ’ views during WSE,

what should happen next?), they stated that

o the children should get a special report/the inspector should tell the principal 

and board of management what needs to be done about the children’s ideas/ 

changes should be made to how things are happening in a school

Reflections on visit 1

Strengths

• School co-operation was excellent - including giving us a space to work in with the 
CRAG while the teacher worked elsewhere in the school

• The CRAG was highly co-operative albeit quiet initially; they build on each other’s 
ideas very well and provided very good advice throughout

• The CRAG enjoyed the opportunity to take on a pseudonym and this helped them 
open up more

• The CRAG appreciated being able to listen to themselves on the audio-recorder at the 
beginning of the session

• Initially, the children had difficulty with seeing beyond their own views and 
experiences. Taking the opportunity to try out some of the activities helped them to 
‘see’ the purpose of their role more clearly

• I was comfortable in the school setting and had prepared and resourced the activities 
thoroughly

• Almost all of the activities worked well and the CRAG felt they were suitable

• The advice offered by the CRAG was very useful and operable

Areas for development

• The working space was quite restrictive for eight children to move about - a different 
location will be sought for next visits

• Pupils had forgotten much of what I had covered in the information session the week 
previously. I needed to revise the substantive issues with them again - I will need to 
build this into the work in Ballymore

• It was difficult to keep up with note-taking during the session; consequently, it will 
be necessary to rely primarily on audio-recording

• In reviewing the audio-recording, I noted that I spoke too quickly at times
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Going forward

• Need to watch time more carefully
• Need to speak more slowly
• Need to decide what activities are more suited to whole-class group session and to the 

focus-group session during the work in Ballymore
• Need to use the presentation as part of the capacity-building work rather than on the 

introductory visit
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Appendix 9: Information letter and consent form for the Board of Management of
Ballymore Primary School

My address

School name and address

24/06/2013

A chathaoirligh, a chara,

I am a senior inspector employed by the Department of Education and Skills and I work in 
primary schools. I am completing an Ed.D (Doctorate in Education) with the Graduate 
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast. As part of my Ed.D, I am seeking to 
carry out research in your school into the children's views about some aspects of whole- 
school evaluation. My supervisors at Queen's University Belfast for this project are:

Professor Laura Lundy E-mail: XXXXX Tel: XXXXXXXX

Professor Jannette Elwood E-mail: XXXXX Tel: XXXXXXX

Before you make a decision it is important for you to know why the research is being 
conducted and what it will involve for your school. If you agree to permit teachers and 
children in your school to take part, I will ask you to sign the enclosed consent form and 
return it to me.

Information about the research

Focus and purpose of the research

The title of my research is Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation in 
Irish primary schools: students' and teachers' perspectives. Primarily, the research aims 
to explore children's views about how WSE might be made more meaningful for them. 
Furthermore, it seeks to explore how inspectors in conducting WSE might best garner the 
views of children thereby giving them a chance to contribute to the process. This study is 
being conducted in a private capacity as part of my Ed.D. However, it is being carried out 
with the approval of the Inspectorate. It is anticipated that the research will provide a 
critical reflection of current inspection practice in primary schools. In so doing, it is hoped 
that it will contribute to our inspection knowledge thereby directly benefitting children, 
schools and the Inspectorate. This study has received the approval of the Ethics 
Committee at Queen's University Belfast.
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How research will be conducted

The research will take place over two days. The research participants will be children in 
the fifth and sixth classes, their classroom teachers and the school principal. The 
reszarch will include an information session for the children to inform them about 
children's rights and how whole-school evaluation operates (30 minutes approx.). It will 
also involve writing and drawing activities (1.5 hours approx.) and focus-groups discussions 
(60-90 minutes approx.) with small groups of children. I will also hold focus-group 
discussions with the teachers outside of school hours. The discussions with the teachers 
will take 90 minutes approximately and discussion themes will be given to participants in 
advance. It is hoped to use the general-purpose room or a classroom (depending on 
availability) for large-group activity with children and a small support classroom for 
discussion work. I will audio-record these sessions and photograph the children's work. As 
appropriate, the outputs from the sessions including the art work, children's writing etc., 
will used in the thesis.

Consent

I would like to seek the permission of the board of management to carry out this 
research. I would be very grateful if you could bring this letter to the attention of the 
board at your convenience. A consent form is attached. Should the board agree to this 
request, information letters with consent forms will be issued to children, parents and 
teachers. I will visit the school to explain to teachers and children about the research and 
give opportunity to parents to put questions to me if they should wish. All participants will 
be given time to read about the research intention and to consider the implications of 
their involvement.

Withdrawal of Consent

Participation is completely voluntary. My day-to-day evaluative role as a school inspector 
will be set aside in the conduct of this research. I will be working with and alongside 
teachers and children to learn from them. You are assured that the school's decision to 
participate or not in the research project will not impact on the school's relationship with 
myself or with Queen's University Belfast. Participants will have the choice to opt out of 
this project at any time without adverse consequences. Likewise the school has the 
freedom to withdraw at any stage without having to justify the reason for doing so.

Confidentiality

The identity and location of the school will be protected in the published thesis. 
Participants will not be named and all information from the study will be treated with 
confidence and anonymity. All data gathered will be safely stored and destroyed in a 
confidential manner after completion of the research. A hard-bound copy of the final 
thesis will be filed in Queen's University Belfast. The findings may also be presented to 
colleagues or published in relevant educational journals.
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Further clarification

Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to read this letter and to consider 
participation in this project. Please do not hesitate to contact me at the e-mail address or 
phone number provided below should you require any further clarification.

Furthermore, any concerns or tensions arising before or during the research can be raised 
with my research supervisors by e-mail or by telephone. Contact details for both 
supervisors are provided above.

Yours sincerely,

Suzanne Conneely

Telephone: XXXXXXX 

E-mail: XXXXXXX

Enclosed: A consent form
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Board of Management Consent Form

Research Project: Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation 

Name of university: Graduate School of Education at Queen's University Belfast 

Name of researcher: Suzanne Conneely (Ed.D Student)

1. I understand that the letter is asking me to consent to pupils and teaching 
staff from my school participating in a research project.

2. I understand that all the information gathered will be kept strictly 
confidential and that the name of the school, pupils or teachers will not be 
included in any write-up.

3. I understand that in addition to participation being voluntary, teachers and 
pupils are free to withdraw from the research activities for whatever reason. 
I also understand that I may withdraw my consent for the school to 
participate at any time and for whatever reason.

4. I understand that this research will be published in form of a report and 
potentially in academic journals.

Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you give your consent:

□ I AGREE to the research being conducted within our school

□ I DO NOT AGREE to the research being conducted within our school

Signed: Date:

Chairperson of the Board of Management

Please return this to me via the school principal

Queen's University
Belfast
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Appendix 10: Information letter and consent form for the 

Primary School

University

My address

23/09/2013 

Dear principal,

I am a senior inspector employed by the Department of Education and Skills and I work 
in primary schools. I am completing an Ed.D (Doctorate of Education) with the Graduate 
School of Education, Queen's University, Belfast. As part of my Ed.D, I am seeking to 
carry out research in your school into the children's views about some aspects of whole- 
school evaluation. My supervisors from Queen's University Belfast for this project are:

Professor Laura Lundy E-mail: XXXXXX Tel: XXXXXX

Professor Jannette Elwood E-mail: XXXXXX Tel: XXXXXXX

Your board of management has granted permission for me to conduct this research. 
However, before you make your personal decision to participate, it is important for you 
to know why the research is being done and what it will involve. If you agree to 
participate, please sign the enclosed consent form and return it to me.

Information about the project

Focus and purpose of the research

The title of my research is Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation in 
Irish primary schools: students' and teachers' perspectives. Primarily, the research aims 
to explore children's views about how WSE might be made more meaningful for them. 
Furthermore, it seeks to explore how inspectors in conducting WSE might best garner 
the views of children thereby giving them a chance to contribute to the process. This 
study is being conducted in a private capacity as part of my Ed.D. However, it is being 
carried out with the approval of the Inspectorate. It is anticipated that the research 
will provide a critical reflection of current inspection practice in primary schools. In so 
doing, it is hoped that it will contribute to our inspection knowledge thereby directly
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benefitting children, schools and the Inspectorate. This study has received the approval 
of the Ethics Committee at Queen's University Belfast.

How research will be carried out

The research will take place over two days. The research participants will be children in 
fifth and sixth classes, teachers and you as principal. The study will include an 
information session for children to inform them about how WSE operates and about 
their entitlement to be heard under Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (1989) (30 minutes approx.). It will involve writing and drawing activities (90 
minutes approx.) and focus-group discussions (60-90 minutes) with small groups of 
children. The research activities have been reviewed by a children's research support 
group to ensure that they are meaningful and enjoyable. I will also hold focus-group 
discussions with teachers. It is hoped to have the use of the general-purpose room or a 
classroom for large-group activity with children and a small support classroom for 
discussion work. I will audio-record discussions so that I can be as accurate as possible in 
writing up the findings and I will photograph the children's work. As appropriate, the 
outputs from the research, including the art work and writing etc., will used in final 
research thesis.

Consent

You are invited to participate in a focus-group interview on either the 8th or 9th of 
October. The interview will place after school hours and last for 90 minutes approx. A 
schedule of discussion themes is included in this information pack. Also included are a 
guide to WSE and a consent form.

Withdrawal of Consent

Participation in this research is completely voluntary. My day-to-day evaluative role as a 
school inspector will be set aside in the conduct of the research. I will be working with 
and alongside you, the teachers and children to learn from you all. You are assured that 
your school’s decision to participate or not in the research will not impact on the 
relationship with myself or Queen's University Belfast. Individual participants will have 
the choice to opt out at any time without adverse consequences. Likewise, the school has 
the freedom to withdraw at any stage without having to justify the reason for doing so.

Confidentiality

The identity and location of the school will be protected in the published thesis. 
Participants will not be named and all information from the research will be treated with 
confidence and anonymity. All data gathered will be stored safely and destroyed in a 
confidential manner after the completion of the research. A hard-bound copy of the 
final thesis will be filed in Queen's University Belfast. The findings may also be 
presented to colleagues or published in relevant educational journals.
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Further clarification

Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to read this letter and to consider 
participation in this project. Please do not hesitate to contact me at the e-mail address 
or phone number provided below should you require any further clarif ication.

Furthermore, any concerns or tensions arising before or during the research can be 
raised with my research supervisors by e-mail or by telephone. Contact details for both 
supervisors are provided above.

If you are interested in participating in a focus-group discussion, please indicate 
your interest by completing the consent form overleaf and returning it to me when I 
call to the school.

Yours sincerely.

Suzanne Conneely 

Telephone: XXXXXX 

E-mail: XXXXX

Enclosed: A consent form, discussion themes and a guide to W5E
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Principal’s Consent Form
Research Project: Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation 

Name of university: Graduate School of Education at Queen's University Belfast 

Name of researcher: Suzanne Conneely (Ed.D Student)

1. I have read and understood the attached information letter giving details of the 
research project.

2. I have had the opportunity to ask Suzanne any questions that I had about the 
project and my involvement in it, and I understand my role in the project.

3. My decision to give consent is entirely voluntary and I understand that I am 
free to withdraw at any time without giving a reason and without prejudice.

4. I understand that the focus-group discussions will be audio-taped.

5. I understand that the data gathered in this research may form the basis of a 
report or other form of publication or presentation.

6. I understand that my name will not be used in any report, publication or 
presentation, and that every effort will be made to protect my confidentiality.

Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you give your consent:

□ I AGREE to participate in the research project

□ I DO NOT AGREE to participate in the research project

Principal's signature:________________________ Date:__________

Please return this consent form to me when I next call to the school

Queen's University 
Belfast
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Appendix 11: Information letter and 
consent form for teachers in 
Ballymore Primary School

Q
Queen's University
Belfest

My address

23/09/2013 

Dear teacher,

I am a senior inspector employed by the Department of Education and Skills and I work 
in primary schools. I am completing my Ed.D (Doctorate of Education) with the Graduate 
School of Education, Queen's University, Belfast. As part of the Ed.D, I wish to carry 
out research in your primary school into the children's perspectives of aspects of whole- 
school evaluation (WSE). I wish to learn from them and from their teachers about how 
the WSE process could be made more meaningful for children. My supervisors from 
Queen's University Belfast for this project are:

Professor Laura Lundy E-mail: XXXXXX Tel: XXXXX

Professor Jannette Elwood E-mail: XXXXXX Tel: XXXXX

Your board of management has kindly agreed to allow me to conduct my research in the 
school. However, before you make your personal decision to participate, it is important 
for you to know why the research is being done and what it will involve. If you agree to 
participate, please sign the enclosed consent form and return it to me.

Information about the project

Focus and purpose of the research

The title of my research is Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation in 
Irish primary schools: students' and teachers' perspectives. Primarily, the research aims 
to explore children's views about how WSE might be made more meaningful for them. 
Furthermore, it seeks to explore how inspectors in conducting WSE might best garner
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the views of children thereby giving them a chance to contribute to the process. This 
study is being conducted in a private capacity as part of my Ed.D. However, it is being 
carried out with the approval of the Inspectorate. It is anticipated that the research 
will provide a critical reflection of current inspection practice in primary schools. In so 
doing, it is hoped that it will contribute to our inspection knowledge thereby directly 
benefitting children, schools and the Inspectorate. This study has received the approval 
of the Ethics Committee at Queen's University Belfast.

How research will be carried out

The research will take place over two days. The research participants will be children in 
fifth and sixth classes, teachers and you as principal. The study will include an 
information session for children to inform them about how WSE operates and about 
their entitlement to be heard under Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (1989) (30 minutes approx.). It will involve writing and drawing activities (90 
minutes approx.) and focus-group discussions (60-90 minutes) with small groups of 
children. These groups will be randomly selected from the list of children who wish to 
partake. The research activities have been reviewed by a children's research support 
group to ensure that they are meaningful and enjoyable. Children can only participate if 
they have signed a consent form and also have a signed consent form from their 
parent/guardian. I will also hold focus-group discussions with teachers. I wish to also 
ascertain teachers’ opinions about ways that inspectors might gather the views of 
children during WSE. It is hoped to have the use of the general-purpose room or a 
classroom for large-group activity with children and a small support classroom for 
discussion work. I will audio-record discussions so that I can be as accurate as possible in 
writing up the findings and I will photograph the children's work. As appropriate, the 
outputs from the research, including the art work and writing etc., will used in final 
research thesis.

Consent

You are invited to participate in a focus-group discussion on either the 8th or 9th of 
October. Please indicate your preference to the principal. The discussion with teachers 
will place after school hours and last for 90 minutes approx. A schedule of discussion 
themes is included in this information pack. Also included is a guide to WSE and a 
consent form. The interviews will be audio-taped so that I can be as accurate as possible 
in writing up the findings from the interview.

Withdrawal of Consent

Participation in this research is completely voluntary. I wish to reassure the school 
community that my evaluative role as a school inspector will be set aside in the conduct 
of the research. I will be working with and alongside teachers and children to learn from
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them. You are assured that individual participants will have the choice to opt out of this 
research at any time without consequences. Likewise, the school has the freedom to 
withdraw at any stage without having to justify the reason for doing so.

Confidentiality

The identity and location of the school will be protected in the published thesis. 
Participants will not be named and all information from the research project will be 
treated with confidence and anonymity. All data gathered will be safely stored and 
destroyed in a confidential manner after the completion of the research. A hard-bound 
copy of the final thesis will be filed in Queen's University Belfast. The findings may be 
presented to colleagues or published in relevant educational journals.

Further clarification

Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to read this letter and consider 
participation in this research project. Please do not hesitate to contact me at the e-mail 
address or phone number provided below should you require any further clarification.

Furthermore, any concerns or tensions arising before or during the research can be 
raised with my research supervisors by e-mail or by telephone. Contact details for both 
supervisors are provided above.

If you are interested in participating in a focus-group discussion, please indicate 
your interest by completing the consent form overleaf and returning it to me via the 
school principal.

Yours sincerely.

Suzanne Conneely 

Tel: XXXX 

Email: XXXXXXX

Enclosed: A consent form, discussion themes and a guide to WSE
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Teachers1 Consent Form
Research Project: Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation 

Name of university: School of Education at Queen's University Belfast 

Name of researcher: Suzanne Conneely (Ed.D Student)

1. I have read and understood the attached information letter giving details of the 
research project.

2. I have had the opportunity to ask Suzanne any questions that I had about the 
project and my involvement in it, and I understand my role in the project.

3. My decision to give consent is entirely voluntary and I understand that I am free 
to withdraw at any time without giving a reason and without prejudice.

4. I understand that the focus group discussions will be audio-taped.

5. I understand that the data gathered in this project may form the basis of a 
report or other form of publication or presentation.

6. I understand that my name will not be used in any report, publication or 
presentation, and that every effort will be made to protect my confidentiality.

Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you give your consent:

□ I ASREE to participate in the research project

□ I DO NOT A6REE to participate in the research project

Participant's signature: _________________________ Date:__________

Please return this consent form to me via the school principal

Q
Queen's University
Belfast
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Appendix 12: Information letter and consent form for parents of Ballymore Primary School

Queen's University
Belfast

My address

23/09/2013

Dear parent/guardian,

I am a senior inspector employed by the Department of Education and Skills and I work in 
primary schools. I am completing a doctoral degree in education (Ed.D) with Queen's 
University Belfast. As part of my Ed.D, I am carrying out research in your school. The board 
of management has granted permission for me to conduct this research. My research is being 
supervised by:

Professor Laura Lundy E-mail: XXXXX Tel: XXXXX and 

Professor Jannette Elwood E-mail: XXXXX Tel: XXXXX.

Both are from Queen's University Belfast.

If you think your child/children might like to help me by participating in the research 
then please read this information sheet carefully. It will answer questions you might 
have about what I will be doing.

Information about the project

Focus and purpose of the research

My research aims to explore children's views about aspects of the current model of school 
inspection and about how it might be made more meaningful for them. Furthermore, it seeks 
to explore how inspectors in conducting school inspections might best garner the views of 
children thereby giving them a chance to contribute to the process of evaluation within a 
school. This study is being conducted in a private capacity as part of my Ed.D. However, it is 
carried out with the approval of the Inspectorate and it is anticipated that the research will 
provide a critical reflection of inspection practice in primary schools. In so doing, it will 
hopefully contribute to our inspection knowledge thereby directly benefitting children, 
schools and the Inspectorate. This study has received the approval of the Ethics Committee 
at Queen's University Belfast.

235



How the research will be carried out

It will occur during school hours with children from fifth and sixth classes. My interactions 
with the children will include an information session to inform them about how whole-school 
evaluation operates and about their right to have an adult listen to their opinions under 
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. There will be writing 
and drawing activities (90 minutes approx.) where the children will work together in small 
groups. Using a random selection, I will invite some children in groups of six to partake in 
discussion groups about how school evaluation works and how it could be more meaningful for 
children (60-90 minutes approx.). The research activities have been reviewed by a children's 
research support group to ensure that they are meaningful and enjoyable. Furthermore the 
children will be assured that they can stop and withdraw from the activities at any stage.

I will be working in the school on the 8th and 9th of October and will work with fifth class on 
one day and with sixth on the other. I will audio-tape the sessions and photograph the 
children's work and, as appropriate, outputs from the sessions will be used in the final thesis.

Confidentiality

The identity and locality of the school will be protected in the published thesis. Children will 
not be named and all information from the research project will be treated with confidence 
and anonymity. No photographs will be taken of children. All data gathered, both word and 
art, will be stored safely and destroyed in a confidential manner on completion of the 
research. A hard-bound copy of the final report will be filed in Queen's University Belfast. 
The findings from the research may be presented to inspector colleagues or published in 
relevant educational journals.

Does your child have to take part?

No - it is up to you and your child/children to decide whether you wish to take part. If you 
want your child/children to participate, please talk it through with them to be sure that they 
understand what is involved and really want to take part.

Giving your consent

I would be grateful if you could indicate on the enclosed consent form if you consent to your 
child/children participating in the research. Once you have given your consent, your 
child/children will need to sign their own consent form.

Can you change your mind later?

You can change your mind at any time during the project and decide that your child/children 
will not take part anymore. You do not have to provide a reason why your child/children will 
not be taking part and your withdrawal will have no negative consequences for them. 
Likewise, the children themselves can withdraw for all or any part of the research activities 
with no negative consequences.
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Further clarification

Please do not hesitate to contact me at the e-mail address or phone number provided below 
should you require any further clarification.

Furthermore, any concerns or tensions arising before or during the research can be raised 
with my research supervisors by e-mail or by telephone. Contact details for both supervisors 
are provided above.

Many thanks for taking the time to read this letter and for giving this matter your 
consideration. Your co-operation in this research would be greatly appreciated.

Yours sincerely,

Suzanne Conneely 

Tel: XXXXXX

Email: XXXXXXX

Enclosed: A consent form



Parental Consent Form

Research Project: Children's right to be heard during whole-school evaluation 

Name of university: School of Education at Queen's University Belfast 

Name of researcher: Suzanne Conneely (Ed.D Student)

I have read and understood the attached information letter giving details of the research 
project.

My child's name is:

Please tick one of the boxes

YES I give my permission for my 
child to participate in writing/art 
research activities and in focus-group 
discussions with Suzanne Conneely and 
for photographs of my child's work to 
be published anonymously in the final 
thesis.

NO I do not give my permission for 
my child to participate in writing/art 
research activities and in focus-group 
discussions with Suzanne Conneely or 
for photographs of my child's work to 
be published anonymously in the final 
thesis.

Signed: Date:

Parent/Guardian

Q
Queen's University
Belfast
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Appendix 13: Information leaflet and consent form for children in Ballymore Primary School

Hearing the views and opinions of children about whole-school evaluation

Htetlo! My kvakvce Is Suzcu^m ComMely. I wouLd LUze you to help 

kue with so^ue worfe thnt l am. dotvig. I wfliAt to hear ijour views awo( 

optwlows about whole-school evaluation.

I have just started a research project about whole-school evaluation. I am looking for children's views 
and opinions because we don't know much about what children think about how whole-school 
evaluation works.

Right now, you might think that you don't know much about whole-school evaluation but don't worry 
because I will explain it all to you before we begin our work together. In your pack, your will find 
a leaflet about whole-school evaluation which you can read if you like but I will go over all of it 
with you anyway!

If you think you might like to help me with my research then please read this information leaflet 
carefully and ask your parent/guardian to read over it too! It will answer questions you might 
have about what I am going to do.

Information about the project

What will happen if you take part?

Firstly, I will talk to the full group of children who want to take part in the research project. I 
will tell them all about whole-school evaluation and about children's rights especially their right 
to have an adult listen to their opinions. We will all work together in the general-purpose room 
but later we might use the learning-support room for small-group discussions. You will have 
the same breaks as you always do and you will go home at the same time as normal. Here are 
some of the things we will do together:

Activity 1: Writing/art work

We will work together in groups to write and make art/pictures 
using markers, crayons and other materials and we will also write 
down some ideas. This will take about one and a half hours. I will 
give you clear directions about what to do so you don't need to 
worry at all about anything. We will also brainstorm and talk about 
our work and chat about different ideas that come from the group. If 
you do not wish to answer questions you can say "pass" and stop 
at any time.

Parent/Guardian: Please 
read this information 
leaflet with your child 239



Activity 2: Discussion groups

Later on in the day, I will meet with groups of six children in the 
learning-support room. We will talk about different things to do 
with whole-school evaluation. Again you will have the same breaks 
as you always do and you will go home at the same time as you 
normally do.

Will things that you say be kept private?

Yes - only the other children helping us from your class and I will know what you 
say. I will be writing some things down and I will use a tape-recorder in case I 
don't have time to write all your ideas down. I won't use your name in my 
report. In fact, I will help you to pick a different name for yourself and will use 
that name whenever we are talking! I will take photographs of your art and 

written work. I will destroy all my notes and recordings when my research is 
finished.

Do you have to take part in this research?

No - it is up to you and your parents or guardians to decide whether you take part.

What if you say yes and then change your mind?

You can change your mind at any time and decide not to take part anymore. You don't 
even have to give a reason why and no one will think any differently of you if you want to pull 
out of the project or even if you don't feel like doing some of the activities.

If you would like to take part in the research, then what happens next?

If you would like to take part please bring home your information pack. In the pack, 
you will find

Si a consent form that you must complete and sign 
B! a letter to your parent/guardian and a consent slip that they must sign 
M an information sheet about whole-school evaluation in case you want to 

read something about it before we start

IMPORTANT: I will only have time to talk to 12 children from your class during Activity 2. So, to be as 
fair as possible all the names will go into a hat and we will pick out 12.

So.... ■ If you would like to be involved in this research, please read over everything carefully and 
sign the consent form. This gives me permission to talk and work with you. Please remember to 
remind your parent/guardian to sign their consent form too!
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Consent form for children to join the research project

My Name is_________________________

I have read the information sheet and understand what I am being 
asked to do.

Please tick one of the boxes

Yes I would like to help 
Suzanne Conneely with her research

No I do not want to help 
Suzanne Conneely with her research 
(and that is perfectly okay!)

Sign here:_____________________

The date is:________________

Queen's University
Belfast
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Appendix 14: An information leaflet prepared for the child participants about WSE

Information about Whole-School Evaluation in Primary Schools*
What is whole-school evaluation?

The Minister for Education has the job of making sure all the schools in Ireland are working well. The Department of 
Education and Skills helps him to do this. The Department has inspectors who visit every school in Ireland. One type 
of visit they make is called a whole-school evaluation (or WSE). During that visit, they spend time in each classroom 
to see what the teaching and learning are like.

Who comes to the school during a WSE?

Small schools are usually evaluated by one inspector. In larger schools, a team of two or three inspectors carries out 
the evaluation.

Who is involved in the WSE? During the WSE inspectors meet with the following groups:

■ the board of management (a group of people who help the principal to run the school)
■ the parents’ association (a group of parents who help with different things in the school)
■ the student council (if the school has one)
■ the principal and teachers

What happens during a WSE? During a WSE inspectors:

■ visit classrooms to see the teachers and children at work
■ talk to the children in their classrooms about what they are learning
■ look at samples of children's work
■ look at different school documents
■ give a questionnaire to all children from third to sixth classes to collect their views about the school and 

their learning
■ give a questionnaire to parents to collect their views about the school

What happens after a WSE?

When the inspectors finish their evaluation, they write a report about the school. They meet with the teachers, the 
board of management and the parents' association to talk about what is in the report. After that, the report goes up 
on the Department’s website for everyone to read. The report will say what the teaching and learning are like and it 
will make some suggestions about how things could be even better.

Here is some of the information you can find on the Department’s website about WSE:
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Appendix 15: Information letter and consent form for the Children’s Research 
Advisory Group

5th Sept 2013

The Children's Research Advisory

jHQri Htllo\ My t'vaK/ce Is suza^vie Cokvkveely. l would li\z& you to 

loelp vu,t with som.e research that I am. dolwg. I am studying 

with GZueew's Kwlverslty Iw B-elfast.

I have just started a research project about whole-school evaluation. I am looking for children's views and 
opinions because we don't know much about what children think about whole-school evaluation.

I would really like a group of children to help me plan how to do this - since children know best how to find out 
what other children think! Would you like to be part of this group?

If you think you might like to help me then please read this information sheet carefully and ask your 
parent/guardian to read over the sheet too! It will answer questions you might have about what I 
am going to do.

Information about the project

The Children's Research Advisory Group: things to know

What is it? I am inviting you to take part in a new group called 'The Children's Research Advisory

Group'. Because it isn't exactly a catchy title, let's just call it the CRAG. The CRAG will 
be made up of a number of children from your classroom and together you will help me 
with my research.

I have some ideas about how I will do my research but with your ideas I could 
make it much better. Right now, you might think that you don't know much about 
whole-school evaluation but don't worry because I will explain it all to you before we 
begin our work together.

Why? I want my research to be really good so that it can be used to help other people. I would 
like to get your ideas before I start so that I can the research as good as I possibly can.

How? I will meet the CRAG three times in total over the school year and I will try to make it 
interesting. We will always meet during school time and have the same breaks as we 
always do and go home at the same time we always do. Our first meeting will be on 
Thursday, 12th September for about two hours.

243



Here are some of the things we could discuss:

How would Suzanne explain 
about whole-school 
evaluation to children?

How can 
Suzanne make 
research fun?

What are the best 
ways to ask children 
their views and 
opinions?

What are the best 
resources to use with 
children?

Where? We will be working in the learning-support classroom or GP space and I will run the group.

What will happen at the meetings?

At our first meeting, we'll do some things to learn about children's rights, 

especially article 12 of the UNCRC and about whole-school evaluation. We will 

talk about some ideas for carrying out research with children and how we can 
make it better. I will give you clear directions about what to do so you don't 
need to worry at all about anything. If you do not wish to answer questions or 
take part in something you can say "pass" and stop at any time.

The second time I come, I will need your help sorting out some of the things 
that I find in my research. On the third visit, I will share the research findings 
with you and get some more advice about what to do next.

Will things that you say be kept private?

Yes - only the other children in the CRAG and I will know what you say. I will 

be writing some things down and I will use a tape-recorder. The notes 

and tape recordings are just for me to listen to in case I don't have time to write 

all your ideas down. I won't use your name in my report, in fact, i will 

help you to pick a different name for yourself and we will use that name 
whenever we are talking! I will use the information you give me to help make 
my research better for other children. I will destroy all my notes and recordings 
when my research is finished.

Do you have to be in the CRAG?

No - it is up to you and your parents or guardians to decide whether you take 
part.
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What if you say ycs and thcn chan9e Y° . t take part anymore. Vou
You can change and^no one wilUtS any '* ^

rpr: ofCro^ or even if yoo don't feei iihe doing some

If y0U W0U,d 7^rtoCr^se tahe home the -inforntation pack.

In the pack, you will find

» a consent form which you must that they mu5t sign
• a tetter to your ^^g^^^ji^chr^eraluation in case you want to

* ::r—g"forewestart ^

s„........

remember to remind your parent/g

IMPORTANT: If more than 8 chtten ^ ^ ^ ^ ^

peas fair as possible all the names Wing 
De will pick out 8.
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Consent form to join the Children’s
Research Advisory Group

My Name is

I have read the 
asked to do.

information sheet and understand what I am being

Please tick one ot the boxes

Yes I would like to help
Suzanne Conneely with her research

No I do not want to help
Suzanne Conneely with her research

(and that is perfectly okay!)

My signature:

Date:

&Queen's University
Belfast
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Appendix 16: Presentation for ehildren (capacity-handing activity)

What is a whole-school 
inspection ?

Suzanne Conneely f 

8 & 9 October 2013 School inspectors

School inspectors

A

It is an inspector s job to see bow 

schools are doing
Inspectors visit every school in Ireland 

One type of visit inspectors make is 

called a whole-school evaluation

During the whole-school 
evaluation..... .......

The inspector meets with: 
the board of management (the group of adults 
who help to run the schoof) 
the parents' association (the group of parents 
who help the school with different activities)
the student counci (if the school has one)

the principal and teachers
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During the whole-school 
evaluation......

After the whole-school 
evaluation visit...... CV \ '

The inspector also. The inspector: ^ \
visits classrooms writes a report on the work of the school ^
talks to the teachers about ther teaching meets with the teachers, the board of

talks to the chidren about what they are 
(earning
looks at samples of children's work 
gives a questionnaire to children from

management and the parents' association to 
talk about what is in the report
puts the report up on the website for everyone 
to read

third to sixth classes The report says what the school is doing well
gives a questionnaire to parents YCj£?5i and gives suggestions about how things

V could be better in the school J

Information on the web site about 
whole-school evaluation.......

/

r "\

I want to know about

the best ways for inspectors to find 
out pupils' views and opinions 
during a whole-school evaluation

V J

( w
What are children’s ri9hts?p^i^^

In 1989. the Dreed Nations General Assembly 
adopted thecwfa ------
This very important treaty is now ratified by 
almost al countries on earth

V

it sets out the rights o( all children to health 
to education, to an adequate standard of Irving, 
to leisure and play to protection from 
exploitation, to express the* own opinions 
and many more 
AS children have these rights

J
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r
Article 12

What type of things will we do 
together?

Especially mtefesled m you nghl 
to express your opinions and lo 
be listened to (Article 12)
Video

V _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ J

•Chat
•Think
•Draw
•Wnte

V J

r r
To help me with the research

About the research.......

Fifth and sxth classes • 8"' or 9n October 
Durmg school time - usual breaks 
Activities and discussion 
Confidentality
Audio-recording and photographs

V J

Consent (you and your parent/guardian) 
Voluntary - your choice to join 
Can change your mind 
Names in a hat for focus 
groupl All for morning 
activites!

Thanks for listening.

Any questions or comments?
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Appendix 17: Schedule of activities with children in Ballymore 

Activity Sheet for 8 and 9 October: Fifth and Sixth Classes

Two weeks earlier, the children received information leaflets to read at home about my research and WSE.

1. Morning activity - involving all who consented to participate

Work completed here will inform the focus group discussion later in the day.

A. Welcome, introduction and capacity-building

♦ Re-introduce myself 
Revise the purpose of my research, the UNCRC and article 12 (using presentation) (audio recording 
comments/responses)

♦ Inform about 'opt-out' card
♦ Inform about early-finishers' booklet

Introduce WADT? (What will we be doing today)....Using a flipchart, children are taken through the list of
activities for the morning session

B. Group agreement

Read through the pre-prepared agreement poster 
Add any other suggestions to the agreement 
Explain confidentiality agreement 
Explain the use of the audio-recorder and photographs

C. Draw-and-write activities in self-selected groups of 4

• Create a 'bad' inspector: image and words

• Create-a-web activity - Think about what a good inspection would be like. Create a web using 
who, when, where, how and what questions (see overleaf)

Group agreement 
Everyone has the right to
• Be listened to and respected
• Say what you think
• Disagree with others
• Ask questions
• Make mistakes
• Choose not to talk or do something else
• Have fun
Everyone has the responsibility to
• Listen to others
• Respect the views of others
• Protect yourself by keeping things private 
Other suggestions
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D. Creating slogans (in pairs). Lead line! Welcome to the very best school inspection ... OR Draw picture of the very best 
inspection in pairs and write an interpretation of it.

E. Conduct open draw for 12 children to take part in the focus groups

2. Afternoon activity - two focus groups of six

welsomf to very best 
school Inspection......

Warm-up: The Hobbies Game

WADT? (What will we be doing today)....  Through the use of a flipchart, children are taken through the list of
activities for the afternoon session.

Remind of 'opt-out' card and double-check children wish to participate (ongoing consent)

Activity 1: Select 'new1 names (gender specific) - their own choice or from the name jars and create name labels

Group agreement

Revise the contract agreement from this morning 
Explain confidentiality agreement 
Introduce speaking object 
Re-explain use of the audio-recorder

Explain use of traffic lights

Activity 2: Talk about our work

Options from the name jar

Red slips for girls: Lily, Emily, Sophie, Olivia, Jessica, 
Chloe, Mia, Ava, Grace, Siobhan, Evie, Lucy,
Holly, Emma, Rosie, Molly, Zoe, Amy, Katie, Beth

Yellow slips for boys: Charlie, Ethan, Jacob, Max, 
Samuel, Dylan, Oscar, Lucas, Eamon, Isaac, 
Freddie, Archie, Finn, Jake, Elliot, Colin, Evan, 
Tom, Kyle, Joe, Frankie, Luke, Shane

Children chat about an activity they enjoyed from the morning session

Core activity A: The question-and-answer panel (based on a well-known TV series)

Children take turns to MC/asks questions (questions provided on individual cards)

• What do you think inspectors are doing when they visit schools and classrooms during a whole-school 
evaluation?

• What should pupils know about whole-school evaluation before it starts? Who should tell them? How?
• Should inspectors listen to pupils when they are carrying out a whole-school evaluation?
• What kinds of things could pupils tell an inspector about a school?
• What would be the best ways for an inspector to listen to pupils' views?
• What would be the best way for pupils to say what they think and have the inspector listen to them?
• Where would the inspector talk to pupils and who would be there?
• How could inspectors make it safe for all pupils to speak?
• How could inspectors include all pupils' views safely and completely?
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• Can you think of any difficulties there might be for pupils if they want to talk to an inspector about the 
school?

• How could we do to fix those difficulties you talked about?
• When the inspector has listened to the pupils' views during a whole-school evaluation, what should 

happen next?
• What should pupils be told after the whole-school evaluation is finished? Who should tell them? How?

Break and refreshments

Core activity B: The WSE questionnaire

Remind of 'opt-out' card and double-check children wish to participate (ongoing consent)

Children complete the official WSE questionnaire (under conditions similar to those during a 
WSE). General Q&A on content and format: What do you like about it? What do you dislike? 
What could be better?

Finishing up: Concluding game - Fortunately, unfortunately...

Fortunately, the inspector called into the school to hear what was happening there....

An unannounced confectionery reward is given to the whole-class unit 
A certificate of participation is presented
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Appendix 18: Question menu for focus group with teachers

The principal and teachers received the following two weeks in advance of their focus-group 

discussion:

0 WSE Guide for primary schools 
0 discussion themes

That morning, they received statements to consider from the official students’ WSE questionnaire 
before the focus-group discussion

0 Activity 1: Introductions and explanation of how focus groups operate 
0 Activity 2: Explanation of ‘ground rules’

Ground rules

- I want you to do the talking and I may call on you if I haven’t heard from you in a while

- There are no right or wrong answers; it is your perspective that matters. Speak up 

whether you agree or disagree. I would like to hear a range of opinions

- What participants say in this room should stay in this room (Re-explain public 

confidentiality and anonymity. Exception in respect of child-protection disclosures)

- 1 will not identify anyone by name in the thesis nor name the school

- Select pseudonyms and create name labels

- Complete teaching-experience questionnaire individually using pseudonym

- I will be audio-recording the session so as to capture everything that is said

Questions

• Do inspectors acquire pupils’ views and opinions during the whole-school evaluation 

process? Are these sufficient means by which to gather pupils’ views?

• Why do inspectors seek out pupils’ views?

• What are the advantages in taking heed of pupils’ views during an inspection? For the 

school? For the inspector? For the pupils?

• What are the challenges for the inspector in seeking out pupils’ views during an inspection?
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• What are the challenges for the pupils in the inspector seeking out their views during an 

inspection?

• What are the challenges for the teacher in the inspector seeking out the pupils’ views during 

an inspection?

• Are there other ways that an inspector could use to gather pupils’ views? What would be the 

advantages of using these other ways? What would be the challenges?

• What might children want to talk to the inspectors about?

• What can inspectors do to make children feel comfortable and safe in sharing their views?

• How might the inspector facilitate choice for pupils in sharing their views?

• How might the inspector accommodate difference, e.g. pupils with special educational 

needs, in seeking out the views of pupils?

• Have you any thoughts on other children being involved outside of 3rd to 6th classes?

• Considering the questionnaire used currently by inspectors in third to sixth classes, what are 

its strengths? Are there any areas of weakness?

• What do you think happens with the results from these questionnaires? What should 

happen?

• Would you have any concerns about inspectors seeking pupils’ viewpoints through the use 

of discussion groups?

• Is there enough information available for pupils about WSE?

• Should pupils be informed about the findings of the inspection? (Prompts: If so, how might 

inspectors facilitate this? Can you see any difficulties about doing that?)

• Any further comments that you might like to make?
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Appendix 19: Discussion themes for teachers

Distributed to teachers two weeks before the focus-group activity in their information packs

• Ways in which inspectors gather the views of students during evaluation

• Opinions on why and how inspectors gather and use the views of students

• The advantages and challenges in seeking out students’ views during whole-school 

evaluation

• Alternative means for seeking out students’ views during whole-school evaluation

• The dissemination/sharing of students’ views after a whole-school evaluation concludes

• Informing students about the whole-school evaluation process
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Appendix 20: Record of, and reflection on, research activity in Ballymore

Dates of in-school activity: 8th and 9th October 2013

Time-table
09.20 - 11.15 Working with the whole-class unit in classroom
11.15 - 15.00 Working with two focus groups (two sessions with each); learning-

support room
15.15 - 16.45 Focus group with teachers

1. Working with the children from fifth and sixth classes

What worked well

• The activities worked well; especially the "And while you are waiting...., Early- 

finishers’ booklet. Although the children told me that they were unused to working with 

post-its and making group charts, they appeared to both enjoy the activity and manage 

the activities very effectively. They expressed their enjoyment of the ‘bad inspector’ 

activity especially and of the creation of slogans and posters

• Children appeared to take participation very seriously; almost all were highly engaged 

in all activities

• They used my name ‘Suzanne’ freely throughout and seemed to enjoy the ‘novelty’ of 

doing so

• They enjoyed the novelty of using pseudonyms

• Staff were extremely helpful, for example they gave up teaching space allowing me the 

classrooms/support room for my research activity

• I felt comfortable in the school setting and had prepared and resourced the activities 

very well

• Opting to use the presentation as part of the capacity-building activity worked very well 

providing the children with a shared language and focus

• The use of the flip chart and WADT gave good structure to the research day
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• The speaking object, group agreement and traffic lights worked well

• Inviting children to ask the questions during the focus group sessions was effective

• They enjoyed the sign on the door which said "Please do not interrupt us! We are 

carrying out research ’

• It turned out that the children had been involved in debating competitions. They were 

confident in their interactions with me and showed ability to ‘argue’ their points during 

focus-groups in a very positive way. They proved to be very competent at intra-group 

discussion and required little prompting

What I wish were different

• I wish 1 had time to interview all the children individually about their work. A research 

assistant or more time could have facilitated this

• While I did my best to minimise interruption to the school, research activity is 

unavoidably intrusive. One teacher stated that she found it hard to proceed as normal 

with class work during the intervals when the six children were absent for focus-group 

discussion with me

• The children had been informed both in my oral presentation and in writing that only 

twelve from each class—selected by open draw—would participate in focus groups. 

However, some pupils expressed disappointment they were not selected to be in focus- 

group discussions. In order to keep the group size to six participants and the time in 

school to two days, it was not possible to include any more, unfortunately.

2. Working with teachers

What worked well

• Teachers were extremely co-operative and pleasant

• Teachers took pseudonyms and completed a brief form about themselves rather than 

speaking aloud about their teaching experience (I felt that this would be less intrusive 

for older teachers, particularly)
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• Most teachers named themselves before they spoke which made transcription easier

• Most areas I intended to cover were covered during focus groups although not all of the 

prepared questions

• Teachers remained after school for 1.5 hours to facilitate my research. They were very 

generous with their time

• Only one teacher had experience of being in a focus group before and my explanation 

of how focus-groups worked to aid the flow of discussion

• The capacity-building session in respect of the substantive issues of the research at the 

beginning of each interview worked well

• My familiarity in working with groups of teachers meant that I felt comfortable in 

conducting the discussions

• Teachers built on others’ responses well during discussion

• Teachers expressed the view that the questions were clear and they had nothing further 

to add outside of the information given in response to the questions posed to them

What 1 wish were different

The teachers were very much in consensus throughout both interviews. On occasion, two 

teachers articulated more contentious viewpoints on topics and, thankfully, this helped to 

broaden the debate.

Reflecting on the two days’ events

The research activities went very well, albeit I was exhausted as a consequence. Armed with art 

materials, flipcharts, discussion aids, early activity booklets, posters, post-its, writing resources, 

door-signs, cushions, audio-recorder and batteries, camera, traffic lights, speaking object, name 

jars, name tags, USB, WSE questionnaires, worksheets, focus-group questions, confectionery
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treats and certificates of appreciation (and many more little bits and bobs), I resembled a one- 

stop-supply shop when I arrived!

It was surprising that so many children opted to participate in the research (thirty-six out of 

thirty-seven). I wonder whether peer or teacher influence might have contributed to this. 

However, the significant advantage to such universal opt-in is that everyone, including those 

students identified by the school as having SEN, could participate. I checked regularly whether 

children wanted to continue; all did. I asked children to put their names in the ‘hat’ if they 

wished to participate in the focus-group discussions thereby providing a discrete option to opt- 

out unnoticed if they wished. I was mindful of the one child who elected not to participate. 

While she joined in the ‘treat’ session at the end of the day, during the whole-class activity, she 

decided to leave the classroom and work with her teacher in another location.

The children’s enthusiam was wonderful. Again and again, I was enthralled by their responses 

and impressed by their competence and earnestness in addressing whatever was asked of them. 

They manifested perfectly what children are capable of if given the chance. The principal and 

teachers were very supportive and although, initially in the discussion groups, some seemed 

tentative, most opened up and provided thorough and, what 1 believe to be, earnest responses. 

There was significant consensus in the data obtained from activities with the children and 

teachers and, indeed, between the research and pilot schools.

I was delighted with the capacity-building activity. It provided the children with a common 

language and focus and was a great leveller in terms of children’s potential to contribute. It 

enabled all children to contribute ideas with certain confidence. Working in groups also 

allowed children to learn from each other and support each other. The results of this were very 

evident later in the focus-group sessions when children had plenty to say and were happy to say 

it. As Mauthner declared (1997), when ‘when space is made for them children’s voices express 

themselves clearly’ (p.221). This research gave them that ‘space’.
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Appendix 21: Feedback to children
inclusion here)

in Ballymore* (*The layout of this feedback booklet was adapted for

Children’s Right to be heard 
during School Inspection

YOUR VIEWS



Child (about the right to have

In October 2013,1 visited your school to work with fifth and sixth 
classes as part of my research. I was looking for ideas about how 
inspectors could gather children's views during school inspection.

I talked to you about school inspection, children's rights and especially 
about Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

an adult listen to your opinions).

Firstly, we worked together on various drawing and writing activities. After that, some of you took 
part in discussion groups. In those groups, we talked about how the inspector could listen to children 
and about what he or she might learn from them.

It went really, really well. You were a pleasure to work with and you came up 
with some great ideas.

I want to give you some feedback about your ideas, so I have organised your 
ideas under five main headings. These are:

1. Learning from children
2. Child-suitable information before, during and after the inspection

3. Making it safe for children to talk to the inspector
4. Involving younger children
5. Using questionnaires; some ideas 
Let's look at each of these now.

1. Learning from children
There are two main reasons why inspectors should consult with 
children: they can offer a different perspective to adult thinking; and 
children have the right to have their views listened to by the 
inspector.
You felt that the inspector could gain important 'inside' knowledge 
about the school and about teaching and learning from children. You 
felt that they would know best about the quality of teaching because 
they experience it. You said that they also know about how good the 
learning is and whether children with different needs get the help 
they would provide good information to the inspector about things 
that happen in a school which teachers might not know about.
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You thought that they could improve the school by sharing their views and ideas with the inspector. 
You thought that children would be very 
knowledgeable about school facilities and 
any extra activities because they use the 
facilities and do the activities.

You felt that children know a lot about what 
the school was really like and about safety. In 
particular, they could say whether they got 
on well with others, bullying happened or 
children felt listened to by teachers.

2. Child-suitable information before, 
during and after the inspection 

Before the inspection

You felt that there should be child-suitable information available so that children could know what is 
going on and can participate fully and be less anxious about the inspectors coming to the school.

You suggested some ways to share information with children before an inspection:

• visits by the inspector to the school before the inspection starts
• oral presentations about inspection by either the inspectors or teachers
• a web site for children to look up about inspection and inspectors
• a letter from the inspector telling about the inspection
• information leaflets and presentations that teachers could download to use in the classroom

During the inspection

You provided a list of the ideal skills for an inspector. The ability to listen and to help children to 
speak out were two of the most important skills. You felt that inspectors should also be polite, 
respectful and kind in interacting with others. They should maintain confidences when told 
something.

Inspectors must be good communicators and know about children's rights including the right to 
speak and, sometimes, to be silent if that is what children wish.

You thought that the best ways for an inspector to engage with children would be to give them 
plenty of chances to speak (whole-class, small groups and individually), to write or draw their ideas, 
to use questionnaires and technologies.
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After the inspection

You felt that there should be some form of feedback for children after the inspection. A child- 
suitable version of the report or a letter to children were suggested. You thought that it would show 
respect for children to share what is in a school report with them as they were involved in the 
inspection process too. You thought that children might be able to help improve the school if they 
knew what the inspector had recommended in the report.

You felt that the inspector should also tell children about the findings from the questionnaires.

3. Making it safe for children to talk to the inspector
You felt that children need to be encouraged and helped to share ideas with the inspector.

If using discussion groups, you felt that the inspector must select the groups in an open and fair 
way. Some of you said that whether children needed to speak in private with an inspector 
depended on the matter to be discussed.

To make sure that they felt safe to speak with an inspector, you felt that 
there was a need to stop any chance that teachers or other children 
would get mad because of what was said to the inspector. Most of you 
thought that it would be better if the teacher was not present when the 
inspector spoke to the children about school-related matters. One 
reason given for this was that the teacher might be cross once the 
inspector was gone. Also, you thought that the teacher's presence 
might stop children from expressing their views honestly. Peer pressure 
or being humiliated in front of class mates were mentioned as things 
that might stop children speaking out to the inspector. So, you thought 
it was important that the inspector made it as safe as possible for 
children to speak out about things.

4. Involving younger children
Most of you thought that younger children should get the chance to talk to the inspector and to 
complete a questionnaire as well. The reasons you gave were:

• it was fair to include all children;
• everyone had opinions and they should get the chance to express them;
• inspectors would miss out on a great chance to learn about the school if they didn't talk to 

younger children too
While most of you thought the inspector should talk with children from every class, some thought 
that only senior classes should get to talk with the inspector. Some thought that senior pupils are 
the most informed about the school and the most capable of interacting with the inspector.

Z.ffroup yreetnertt 
3. Di'aw and' write 
4-- Word'
6 Sloj^vW iiruv
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5. Using questionnaires: some ideas
What was good? You thought that the questionnaire was easy to deal with and not overly 
demanding. You liked that you didn't have to sign it.

What was not so good? You thought there should be more than just three answer choices (Yes, No, 
Don’t Know). The 'don't know' choice was a bit confusing to use at times and some questionnaire 
statements were unclear.

Our speaking object!

I will send my final report to the 
University and hope that they will 

^ like it. They will love your ideas anyway!

So, what happens 

next?

I will share your suggestions with other inspectors including the 
^ Chief Inspector. I can't promise that the inspectors will do

everything you suggest but they are good listeners and they will appreciate your
ideas.

Your real name will not be used in the report. Remember how we chose different names in the 
discussion groups? Well, if I include what you said I will use initials from your made-up name. For 
example:

"I think there should be maybe a report for the children but a simplified version— because 
sometimes if someone is writing out a report and it is for the adults it might be written in a 
language that the kids wouldn't really understand" - Pupil, L/Fifth class

Also, I won't use the name of the school in the report or the names of your teachers.

Many thanks for helping me with my research, for your great ideas and your good humour. I really 
enjoyed visiting your school. Thanks also to the principal and teachers for giving me the space and time

to work with you.

Yours sincerely, suzawwe Cowweely 22 May 2014
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Appendix 22: Feedback to teachers in Ballymore* (*The layout of this leaflet was adapted for inclusion here) 

What the teachers said about inspectors listening to children during school inspection?

How do inspectors gather children’s views currently?

Two differing views expressed: (1) Inspectors gather children’s views incidentally—through 

talking to children about their learning, examining their work, observation in the classroom—and 

questionnaires (2) Inspectors do not seek children’s views other than to speak to them about 

learning in the classroom

Are current measures to gather children’s perspectives during inspection sufficient?

Most participants expressed a view that current practice was insufficient. Other suggestions were:

• A combination of a questionnaire and focus groups is needed

• Younger children’s views need to be incorporated

• More comprehensive analysis of ‘don’t know’ responses in questionnaires is needed

• Option of ‘don’t know’ to be removed

• Questionnaires can be complex for children with special educational needs (in terms of their 

understanding of abstract, stand-alone sentences)

Other than the questionnaire, what other possibilities are there for inspectors to collect 
children’s views?

In the main, participants felt that focus/discussion groups would provide a better opportunity for 

children to express themselves. They would complement the use of questionnaires. Other 

suggestions: art-based approaches like drama and drawing, audio-recording of children’s views

If using discussion groups with children, are there issues of concern?

While most participants expressed support for the use of focus groups during inspection, some 

participants warned that their introduction would not be welcomed by all teachers. Reasons given:

• There is no perfect way to gather children’s views

• The use of focus groups had its limitations - it was merely a snapshot in time of how 

children felt on a given day

• Fear of manipulation of the process by teachers and inspectors
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A number of other issues emerged from the discussions in respect of using focus groups with 

children

• Need for clarity and fairness in the selection and composition of groups

• Need to watch for peer influence on group dynamics

• Whether a single focus group represents a large school

• Children’s disappointment at not being selected to be in a focus group

• The time-consuming nature of focus group use for the inspection process

What benefits might there he in asking ehildren their opinions about the school?

• Inspectors would gain insider knowledge about the school

• It would show respect for children

• It would have a ripple effect encouraging schools to seek children’s opinions on other issues 

also

What might children tell an inspector about a school?

• Issues around school safety and climate

• The quality of teaching and learning

• Facilities and activities

• Homework

• The quality of provision for children with special educational needs

What issues should be considered when the inspector is garnering children’s views?

In using questionnaires, participants suggested two major issues:

• interpreting the ‘don’t know’ responses

• children’s perception of questionnaires as a form of assessment

Other issues:

• The inspector as stranger and authoritarian as a possible impediment to the use of 

discussion groups with children

• Presence of teacher during inspector-pupil consultation as an inhibitor to the open exchange of 

views
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• Teacher anxiety about the listening-to-children process

• The need for the inspector to interpret fairly what children say

• Catering appropriately for children with special educational needs

Strengths of the official WSE questionnaire

• It is brief and immediate

• It is confidential

• It is not overly demanding of children

• As all children from third to sixth class get to complete the questionnaire, it is fair and equitable 

Disadvantages of the WSE questionnaire

• There is need for greater clarity in respect of some statements

• Limited response choices (3 only: Yes, No, Don’t know)

• Absence of an option to provide additional information

• It seeks information deemed important by inspectors; maybe that is not always what would be 

viewed as important by others

• No provision for younger children

How can we ensure safety and security for children and teachers in facilitating children to 
speak with the inspector?

Most participants expressed the view that some children would be anxious to speak out for the 

following reasons:

• Fear in speaking honestly to an inspector in case the teacher found out what the pupil(s) said

• Fear of repercussion by the teacher should a pupil express a view that displeases him or her

To help children feel less anxious to share their views:

• Teachers should not be present during inspector-pupil discussions

• Children should have an opportunity to become familiar with the inspector

• Child-suitable materials about the inspection process should to be available
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The need for teachers to be able to trust the inspector to interpret children’s responses was 
expressed

Would teachers be anxious about the introduction of new approaches to gather children’s 
views? Why?

Participants expressed the view that in general teachers would be anxious about the broadening of 

methods, including focus groups, to gather information and views from children. The main anxiety 

would be around what might come to light about curriculum coverage in individual classrooms.

It was expressed that teachers often teach in isolation or ‘behind closed doors’ and are unused to 

having others comment on their classroom practice. Therefore, somebody coming in to listen to the 

children’s views about the provision in their classroom would be daunting. Some teachers would 

find the facility for children to comment upon classroom provision as a form of personal attack and 

a frightening experience.

Is post-evaluation engagement necessary for children and, if so, in w hat format?

Most said that that feedback of some type should occur. The reasons were that it would:

• show respect for children’s contribution

• bring ‘closure’ to the inspection process for children

• be worthwhile to share the findings about the school with children as part of an improvement 
plan

Two other views were also expressed:

• Some teachers would find it inappropriate to share the major recommendations of a report with 
children

• Some children would not care whether they received feedback

Format of feedback (two types suggested): a letter/card or a simplified version of the report

Would advance information about school inspection be helpful for children?

Yes, there should be some form of advance information for children — to ensure that information 

about all the aspects of inspection (for example classroom visits, the use of questionnaires or
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discussion groups) was provided in a consistent manner. Suggested format: a simple presentation 

that schools could download for use in classrooms

Miscellaneous comments

Miscellaneous comments referred to WSE as a form of ‘showcasing’; schools and teachers put on a 

performance atypical of their day-to-day practice

Many thanks for the gifts of your time and perspectives; both are very much appreciated.

Focus groups were carried out 6y Suzanne ConneeCy in October 2013.
The scfioofs name and location, and tie teachers’ identities will he anonymised in the research thesis.

If you would like to chat further about this account of our focus-group sessions, please, ring Suzanne at XXXXXX.
Many thanks, again.
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Appendix 23: Feedback on CRAG's work

The Children’s Research Advisory Group (CRAG) 
Summary of the work completed

What did we do?
Suzanne met us on four different days: 5 September 2013 (in the classroom, 
when she told us all about the research) and on 12 September 2013, 12 May 
2014 and 26 June 2014.

During the first visit with the CRAG (12 September), we talked 
about children's rights, especially article 12, and about WSE and how it works. 
We also discussed:

How could Suzanne explain 
about whole- school 
evaluation to children?

How could 
Suzanne make 
research fun?

What are the best ways 
to help children share 
their views and 
opinions?

What resources will work 
best for Suzanne?

We tried out different activities and advised Suzanne on ways to ask children 
for their views about things. We helped her to decide on how best to help 
children to select pseudonyms, to agree the rules for discussion, to undertake 
various poster activities and to conduct focus groups. We advised on questions 
to ask during focus groups, and completed and discussed the WSE 
questionnaire.

We also gave advice about the presentation to introduce the research in 
Ballymore NS, the research-information letter, the consent form for children 
and the WSE-information sheet.

During the second visit (12 May 2014), Suzanne needed our 
advice about different things that she had found out during her research.
In pairs, we sorted out children's quotes and, using posters, we decided on 
some main themes. We also completed the most-recent WSE questionnaire 
and discussed what was good about it as well as what could be better. We 
gave advice about the draft research feedback booklet for the children in 
Ballymore NS.
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During the third visit (26 June 2014), Suzanne gave us an update about how the 
children in Ballymore NS found the feedback booklet. She told us about 
the main themes that emerged from the research overall: child-suitable 
information, appropriate engagement with children, involvement of all 
children (not just older children) and safety and fairness for children 
and for teachers. We discussed why there was such similarity in ideas 
from teachers and children in the research. At the end, we talked about 
what we enjoyed most about being in the CRAG and what could have 
been better.

Suzanne has to finish writing up her thesis and then she will send it to Queen's University, 
Belfast. She will also share her research with inspectors including the Chief Inspector. They 
will appreciate the ideas provided by children during this research. She has used our ideas to 
make her research better and she will talk about that in her report. Suzanne hopes that some 
important changes will come about in how inspectors do things during inspections in the 
future. The main point of her research is to share children's ideas with others in hope that 
they will listen.

Will the things that we said be kept private?
^ Yes - only the other children in the CRAG and Suzanne knows who said what. The 

notes and tape recordings that she took are just for her to listen to so that she does
__ —^ J not forget what we talked about. She will not use our name or the name of our
•■•J (Qf teachers or school in her report. She will destroy all her notes and recordings when 

the research is finished.

Now what?

A note from Suzanne Conneely
Dear CRAG members,

Thank you for being in the CRAG and helping with my research about children's right to be 
heard during whole-school evaluation (WSE). I hope that I gave you lots of opportunities to 
express your views and I certainly took heed of what you said (Article 12, UNCRC).

Special thanks to your school and teacher for giving me the time and opportunity to work with 
you.

Your ideas and advice have helped to make my work much better.

It is now time to say good bye.

With thanks,

Sw.zflm'ue

26/6/14
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Appendix 24: Journal entry: considering bias

Journal 26/6/2014

Today was my final visit with the CRAG. The children were a little more gregarious than on my 

previous visits; probably more used to me at this point and it was the end of the school year, so, 

perhaps, they felt more at ease to chat.

In discussing why there might be such consistency of response in respect of inspector-student 

involvement in WSE, various reasons were proffered. On ranking the reasons, it was proposed 

that the participants either said things that they thought I would like best or when someone said 

something politically correct everyone agreed with their idea because most people do not like to 

disagree with what others say.

In seeking elaboration on the first reason, one of the CRAG members, perhaps sensing my 

disappointment that such a thing might have happened, attempted to console by saying that 

‘people always say some things that other people want them to say”. When asked if there was 

any way I could have stopped that happening, she responded ‘No, not really’ after a deliberative 

pause. Another CRAG member suggested that I should have interviewed everyone on their own 

so that they could not copy each other’s politically correct responses.

Thinking specifically about the possibility of participants simply telling me what I wanted to 

hear, I am reminded of Hendrick’s (2008) remark about the danger that the voices we hear in 

research are little more than the ventriloquising of our own expectations. Despite my genuine 

efforts, had the children (and teachers) in the research school been co-opted to my viewpoint? 

Had ‘researcher expectancy’ led to the unintentional reinforcement of desired responses? Drever 

(1995:31) reminds us that ‘people’s willingness to talk to you, and what people say to you, is 

influenced by who they think you are’. While I had invested time and effort in helping the 

participants become familiar with me, perhaps the identity of ‘inspector’ was too powerful to 

ignore. Had the participants just told this ‘inspector’ what she wanted to hear? I simply do not 

know. While that is frustrating, there is need to live with the unfinishedness (Friere, 1984b) of
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not knowing. I take solace from the fact that there were some dissenting voices in my focus 

groups, both teachers and children. These voices challenged the perspectives of other 

participants (and, thankfully, also mine).
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Appendix 25: Journal entry: writing as research

Journal 01/02/2014

In writing up my themes, 1 have determined on a very simple modus operandi: to just write! My 

normal approach would be to perfect as I go but that will take me an interminable length! 

Therefore, I have commanded myself to just write freely with the intention of checking sense 

later. In doing that, I risk the chance of it being complete gibberish. However, as I am 

interested in the potential of using writing as a method of inquiry: the notion of writing ‘to find

something out.......to learn something that I did not know before I wrote it’ (Richardson,

2000:501), I am appreciative of the central role writing plays in the thinking process (Clifford 

and Marcus, 1986) and so I will write to see what happens.

Smith (1982) suggests that ‘[wjriting separates our ideas from ourselves in a way that is easiest 

for us to examine, explore and develop’ (page 15). At this point in the process, there is just so 

much data waiting in various excel files that I hope the writing process helps bring some 

coherence to my thinking so that I can successfully see the wood (themes) from the trees (data)!
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Appendix 26: CRAG’s view of the research process

As part of the third visit to work with the CRAG, on 26 June 2014, an opportunity was 

provided to the CRAG to discuss their experience of being involved in the study. Using think- 

pair-share, members of the CRAG proposed several reasons for why they considered the 

process to be both enjoyable and successful. These were: the chance to learn new things about 

children’s rights and research; the opportunity to work with me; the chance to make posters and 

to work as a group together; the time out of class; and the treats provided. However, in their 

opinion, with a number of organisational improvements, the process could have been even 

better. They suggested the use of a bigger space to work in (the learning-support room was 

considered to be too small to move about in freely), the opportunity for more children to be 

involved (only eight out of the twenty-five children who volunteered were involved), and a 

better balance between fifth and sixth-class children in the CRAG (seven fifth-class students 

and one sixth-class student had been selected in the open draw for membership).

I take the opportunity here to respond to their recommendations/suggestions. Firstly, we made 

best use of the space available to us; the school had very limited free space. In fact, a teacher 

gave up her learning-support room to accommodate my work in the school. However, 

following the first session, and by agreement with the principal, I moved the CRAG sessions to 

a somewhat larger general-purpose area. Secondly, I opted to work with the same eight children 

throughout the process as this facilitated their familiarisation with the research but the whole- 

class unit was included in rewards. Thirdly, as all CRAG members were from the same dual

class setting, I was satisfied with the open-draw selection; however, I understand how children 

would have preferred to have more equal representation from each specific class.
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Appendix 27: Thematic analysis: sample of initial coding

Why should inspectors listen 
to pupils?

Direct quotes from children

Means to improve school I think it is important for the inspectors to listen to pupils because if 
nobody like voiced their opinions or said anything then like the school 
wouldn't be able to get better - R/FG01/p2

Because ...if the children don’t like something about school then the 
inspector just could tell the principal or the Board of Education - 
An/FG04/p4

The children could have ideas how to make the school better - Ar/FG04/p4

Possess ‘insider’ knowledge The teachers mightn’t tell everything about the school so if you ask the 
children they might say what happens on yard or what happens in class - 
J/FG01/p2

The teachers mightn’t know everything that is going on either ...like if 
someone is in trouble or something and the teachers don’t understand it...- 
E/FG01/p2

It’s important that they talk to the students because the students are the 
ones that are being taught ...so their opinions are basically the ones that 
matter...-D/FG01/p2

It would probably be a lot better if they [inspectors] did [speak with the 
pupils] because they ...like get more information if they asked it from 
everybody’s point of view not just the teachers...-A/ FG01/p2

The teachers might say it’s a great school and all that but the pupils might 
say like it is a good school but there are things that could be improved or 
this happens but teachers mightn’t know about it or something like that...- 
R/FG01/p3
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Appendix 28: Colour-coding in searching for themes: an example

Question Children's quotes
Why should 
pupils know what 
is in a report
about their There might be things that the children could improve
school? that the inspector said .... - P6/WGS01/pl

I think the children should be able to read the report 
because it is about them as well -P14/WGS 01/pi

If the inspector thinks it is not a good learning type of 
place...well... the kids then sort of know that it is not like 
a good .... they could kind of ... .hmm... .they could help
with the ...they kind of could make more...... ahm....l
can’t think of the word. . .they could make more...sort of
like ...to help to improve on.....things.....co-operate
maybe....- P15/WGS 01/p2

Maybe it should be a children’s right that they should be 
able to read the report of what the inspector is saying 
about them and the school as well..... - P17/WGS 01/p2

Maybe if the children could read it they could make more 
effort... in their work... .if they were doing something 
wrong....- P18/WGS 01/p2

If we weren’t able to read the report and the inspector 
said... let’s say that third class needed to work on their 
religion... if they couldn’t read that report how could
they....... fix it up and then it’d be the same every
year... next it would be bad in fourth class then fifth.....
P20/WGS 01/p2

Summary of quote

Help improve the school

About the children

Help improve the school

Chidlren's right to know

Help improve their own approach

Help improve their own approach
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Appendix 29: Colour-coding to indicate commonality in seeking sub-themes: an example

What the participants disliked about the questionnaire/disadvantages

Pupils Teachers

What the participants disliked about the current What are the disadvantages of the current WSE
WSE questionnaire? questionnaire?

• The provision of only three
------*—► Limited response choices (3 only:-----

choices of response Yes, No, Don 7 know)
• There was no opportunity to ___ ------•—► Absence of an option to provide

clarify answers additional infonnation
• Certain statements were unclear — » ► The need for greater clarity in respect
• Restricting the questionnaire to of some statements

older pupils was erroneous ~ •-----► No questionnaire for younger
• Dun 7 know response option was pupils

potentially misleading ----- Don 7 know response option was
• The use of questionnaires as the potentially misleading

sole means to garner pupils’ • ». The use of questionnaires as the
views sole means to gamer pupils’

• False and inaccurate responses

were likely in some

circumstances

views
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Appendix 30: Initial list of themes

Teachers Children

1. Inadequate measures to gather 
students’ perspectives currently; 
need to extend beyond use of 
questionnaires.

2. Better questionnaires
3. Making consultation work
4. What students know about a school
5. Providing appropriate information 

for students about WSE
6. Concerns regarding inspector- 

student consultation

1. The purpose of an inspector and 
inspection

2. Providing appropriate information 
for students; in advance, during, 
after WSE

3. The benefits of listening to students
4. Better ways to communicate with 

the inspector
5. Making it safe to speak with the 

inspector
6. Better questionnaires
7. Younger students should be 

consulted
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Appendix 31: Extract from General Comment No. 12 (2009)
The right of the child to be heard (para 134, pp. 26-27)

Basic requirements for the implementation of the right of the child to be heard

All processes in which a child or children are heard and participate, must be:

(a) Transparent and informative - children must be provided with full, accessible, diversity- 

sensitive and age-appropriate information about their right to express their views freely and 

their views to be given due weight, and how this participation will take place, its scope, 

purpose and potential impact;

(b) Voluntary - children should never be coerced into expressing views against their wishes 

and they should be informed that they can cease involvement at any stage;

(c) Respectful - children’s views have to be treated with respect and they should be provided 

with opportunities to initiate ideas and activities. Adults working with children should 

acknowledge, respect and build on good examples of children’s participation, for instance, in 

their contributions to the family, school, culture and the work environment. They also need an 

understanding of the socioeconomic, environmental and cultural context of children’s lives. 

Persons and organizations working for and with children should also respect children’s views 

with regard to participation in public events;

(d) Relevant - the issues on which children have the right to express their views must be of 

real relevance to their lives and enable them to draw on their knowledge, skills and abilities. In 

addition, space needs to be created to enable children to highlight and address the issues they 

themselves identify as relevant and important;

(e) Child-friendly - environments and working methods should be adapted to children’s 

capacities. Adequate time and resources should be made available to ensure that children are 

adequately prepared and have the confidence and opportunity to contribute their views. 

Consideration needs to be given to the fact that children will need differing levels of support 

and forms of involvement according to their age and evolving capacities;
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(f) Inclusive - participation must be inclusive, avoid existing patterns of discrimination, and 

encourage opportunities for marginalized children, including both girls and boys, to be 

involved (see also para. 88 above). Children are not a homogenous group and participation 

needs to provide for equality of opportunity for all, without discrimination on any grounds. 

Programmes also need to ensure that they are culturally sensitive to children from all 

communities;

(g) Supported by training - adults need preparation, skills and support to facilitate children’s 

participation effectively, to provide them, for example, with skills in listening, working jointly 

with children and engaging children effectively in accordance with their evolving capacities. 

Children themselves can be involved as trainers and facilitators on how to promote effective 

participation; they require capacity-building to strengthen their skills in, for example, effective 

participation awareness of their rights, and training in organizing meetings, raising funds, 

dealing with the media, public speaking and advocacy;

(h) Safe and sensitive to risk - in certain situations, expression of views may involve risks. 

Adults have a responsibility towards the children with whom they work and must take every 

precaution to minimize the risk to children of violence, exploitation or any other negative 

consequence of their participation. Action necessary to provide appropriate protection will 

include the development of a clear child protection strategy which recognizes the particular 

risks faced by some groups of children, and the extra barriers they face in obtaining help. 

Children must be aware of their right to be protected from harm and know where to go for help 

if needed. Investment in working with families and communities is important in order to build 

understanding of the value and implications of participation, and to minimize the risks to which 

children may otherwise be exposed;

(i) Accountable - a commitment to follow-up and evaluation is essential. For example, in any 

research or consultative process, children must be informed as to how their views have been 

interpreted and used and, where necessary, provided with the opportunity to challenge and 

influence the analysis of the findings. Children are also entitled to be provided with clear 

feedback on how their participation has influenced any outcomes. Wherever appropriate, 

children should be given the opportunity to participate in follow-up processes or activities.
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Monitoring and evaluation of children’s participation needs to be undertaken, where possible, 

with children themselves.

282



Appendix 32: Ethics committee (QUB) approval for the research proposal

School of Education

Queen's University 
Belfast 20 College Green

Queen’s University Belfast

Belfast BT7 1LN

Tel +44 (0) 28 90975923

Memorandum
Fax +44 (0) 28 90971084 www.qub.ac.uk

From

To Suzanne Conneely

Ulrike Niens, Chair, Ethics Committee

Date 12 June 2013

Distribution Supervisor, School of Education, Office File

Subject Ethics Approval for Research Proposal "Children's right to be heard during 
whole-school evaluation (WSE)" (submitted 13.5.2013)

The School of Education Ethics Committee has approved your proposed research. The reviewer(s) also 
felt that you might find the following comments or suggestions helpful to you.

This is a well-considered proposal. There are a few points that should be addressed before the 
distribution of information sheets/ consent:

Are the teachers/ principal required for one focus group only? This should be clarified in all 
relevant information sheets.

Consider your reference to 'research' and 'focus groups' in your CRAG documentation 
(Appendix 1). As you have stated the CRAG are not research participants, and presumably the 
information they provide is not data, therefore are the terms 'research' and 'focus groups' appropriate? 
nb consider if signed consent is necessary for the teacher advisory group also?

The pupil information sheet for the research schools (Appendix F) refers to CRAG; presumably 
this is a typo and should be amended?

Make sure to contain a statement within the information letters and consent forms that their 
decision to participate or not will not impact their relationship with yourself, your advisors, or Queen's 
University.

Finally, please provide QUB contact details on information sheets/ consent forms.

Note that this approval applies only to the procedures outlined in your submission.

Any departure from these must be discussed with your supervisor, and may require additional ethical 
approval.
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Note for the supervisor: it is the responsibility of the supervisor to add any research projects involving 
human participants, material or data, to the University’s Human Subjects Database for insurance 
purposes. (The Human Subjects Database is accessible through QOL under ‘My Research’).

The Committee wishes you every success with your research.
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