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Introduction
Gaining a deep understanding of what occurs in a school that was attempting to improve the learning opportunities and outcomes for students was a complex undertaking. This research project documented and explored in-depth one schools’ journey of improvement and their effort to engage students in a greater role in their learning. The school was attempting to use instructional approaches that involved students more directly in their learning. The school staff was also attempting to create opportunities for students to have a greater voice in the effort to improve learning in the classrooms. This research project traced the development of three strands of inquiry that the school engaged in over a three year period as a result of their involvement with the Carpe Vitam Leadership for Learning Network
. Ultimately, this inquiry led to the creation of the opportunity for students to share their perceptions of learning and teacher action around learning in this school. 
The Context of the Classroom

Capturing the essence of what occurs at the classroom level in a school posed a significant challenge. The classroom is a very subjective realm and observations are subject to interpretation. Students and staff have different perceptions of the classroom experience. It was this perception of the classroom from the vantage point of the student that this study attempts to discover. Wilson and Corbett (2001) in a major study of reform in Philadelphia middle schools concluded that “for reform to be successful it has to touch students’ classroom lives noticeably—and students are in the best position to let us know that this has occurred” (2001, p.4).
Definitions of Key Concepts and Terms

In this study, the inquiry of a school is documented over time. Inquiry in this case is the dynamic process of posing questions, gathering information, taking action and reflecting on the action and outcomes in on-going cycle (Joyce & Calhoun, 1995). Inquiry in education has a long tradition in education going back to John Dewey (Dewey, 1991).  Joyce and Calhoun (1995) promote schools “where faculties continuously examine and improve teaching and learning, and where students study not only what they are learning in the curricular sense, but also their own capability as learners” (Joyce & Calhoun, 1995).

A term that is central to this study and the work with the students is quality learning. Quality learning was given an operational definition for the students at the introduction of the group interviews. 

Quality learning is a time when you really understand a skill, idea or concept.  Think of things like learning to ride a bike, knowing your times tables, reading your first chapter book, or understanding the phases of the moon.  You may learn these things at home from a parent or family member, or in school from a teacher or fellow student.

The students were redefining the concept of quality learning during the interviews and validation of the statements of finding in this study. The UNESCO Education for All Global Report Team differentiates between defining quality learning in absolute and relative terms (UNESCO, 2005). Defining quality learning in absolute terms is compared to some fixed standard that is an outcome measure (UNESCO, 2005). On the contrary is a definition that is relative which “emphasize that the perceptions, experiences and needs of those involved in the learning experience mainly determine its quality”(UNESCO, 2005, p. ii).The conception of quality learning generated by the students is a relative definition of quality learning. 
Student Voice is the final term that I wish to define at the outset of this study. Student voice was also given an operational definition at the outset of this study. 

Student voice is the active opportunity for students to express their opinions and make decisions regarding the planning, implementation, and evaluation of their learning experiences.
The literature on student voice shows several dimensions to the term. It certainly reflects the idea that students have something to say about schools (MacBeath, Myers, & Demetriou, 2001; Rudduck, Chaplain, & Wallace, 1996; Wasley, Hampel, & Clark, 1997; Wilson & Corbett, 2001); respect for the integrity of what students have to say is important  (Cook-Sather, 2002; Fielding, 2001; Oldfather & West, 1999);  and it can serve as a means to engage students (Baldwin, 2004; MacBeath, Demetriou, Rudduck, & Myers, 2003; Prieto, 2001).
A Problem of Practice
The school’s involvement with the Carpe Vitam Network served as a catalyst and backdrop to this research study. One of the practices promoted by the Carpe Vitam Network was involving constituents in reflecting on issues of school improvement and planning. Another line of inquiry of the Network is the concept of student voice, students having a meaningful role and involvement in the leadership and planning of a school. As the school became more involved in the network they focused on three strands of inquiry: 

· To gain an understanding of who was academically failing in the school;

· To engage students more actively in the learning and improvement processes; 

and

·  To discover instructional approaches that would be more effective at involving and engaging students in learning and produce better outcomes. 

To that end, the focus of this study was to construct a case history of the school’s involvement in the Carpe Vitam Network over a three-year period of participation. This case history documented the school’s participation in a series of international and national conferences, their collaboration with other schools and universities in the project and the resulting actions taken in the school. This study also documents in-depth the process and result of one of the strands of inquiry, student voice. The work on student voice resulted in a series of group interviews with students where they shared their perceptions of quality learning and what teachers do to create quality learning experiences.

Early in this school’s affiliation with the Carpe Vitam network the issue of students who were not engaged in their learning and failing classes was perceived to be a critical issue. The school, through analysis of their student performance data by a committee of teachers and administrators, had identified a persistent problem of twenty to twenty-five percent of their students failing two or more core classes (Rogers, 2003). This pattern had been consistent for over five years. One of the questions that emerged from the work with the Carpe Vitam network was: “How can we engage more students in their learning, particularly those that appear to be in a pattern of failure?”
Realizing that approximately twenty-five percent of the students in the school were failing two or more core academic classes over the last five years (Rogers, 2003) provided the impetus to a deeper examination of what was happening in the school and classrooms. A deeper understanding of where this pattern of failure was leading and some of the reasons for the failure was a goal of the inquiry. One of the most defined and widely studied groups of students who are perceived as failing is dropouts. In reviewing studies and reports on dropouts, students who are in a pattern of failure in middle school, failing multiple classes for more than one term,  are at high risk of dropping out (Roderick, 1993; Shannon & Bylsma, 2003).  An excellent source of information about why students drop out is the students themselves. Some of the specific reasons students cited for dropping out are listed:
Table 1: National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 First Follow-up Study 

	REASONS 
	Total
	Male
	Female

	School related (% of students citing reason):
	       
	
	

	Did not like school
	51.2 
	57.8
	44.2

	Could not get along with teachers
	35.0
	51.6 
	17.2

	Could not get along with students 
	20.1 
	18.3
	21.9 

	Was suspended too often 
	16.1 
	19.2
	12.7

	Did not feel safe at school
	12.1 
	11.5
	12.8

	Was expelled 
	13.4
	17.6 
	8.9

	Felt I didn't belong 
	23.2
	31.5
	14.4

	Could not keep up with school work
	31.3 
	37.6
	24.7

	Was failing school 
	39.9
	46.2
	33.1

	Changed school, didn't like new one
	13.2
	10.8
	15.8

	Job related:
	
	
	

	Couldn't work and go to school at same time 
	14.1 
	20.0 
	7.8

	Had to get a job 
	15.3
	14.7
	16.0

	Found a job
	15.3 
	18.6
	

	Family related
	
	
	

	Had to support family
	9.2 
	4.8
	14.0 

	Wanted to have family
	6.2
	4.2
	8.4

	Was pregnant 
	31.0
	
	31.0

	Became parent 
	13.6 
	5.1
	22.6

	Got married 
	13.1 
	3.4
	23.6

	Had to care for family member 
	8.3
	4.6
	12.2

	Other:
	
	
	

	Wanted to travel
	2.1
	2.5 
	1.7

	Friends dropped out
	14.1 
	16.8
	11.3


(NCES, 1990)
Students cited not liking school, failing school and not getting along with teachers as the three most frequently cited reasons for dropping out. These three were certainly relevant to the concerns and questions raised about student failure at the school in this study. The school’s inquiry into students who were in a pattern of failure gave insight and understanding for action to prevent student failure. 
The school examined what instructional approaches might lead to increased success for all students. The development of pedagogies such as constructivism and authentic pedagogy was a central part of this school’s effort to improve the dynamic and relationship between students, teachers and content (Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 1992; Perkins, 1999; Scherer, 1999) These efforts relate to students’ attitude towards school, learning and relationship with teachers that are contributing factors to students who eventually drop out. These three factors are also centrally located in the classroom. Students spend the majority of their school day in the classroom. The interaction between students and teachers primarily occur within the context of the classroom. This study viewed what occurs in the classroom as the primary unit of analysis due to these factors.
Inquiry into Instructional Improvement
The school believed that improving learning opportunities and instructional practice was a means to different outcomes for students. The classroom was the setting for the changes necessary to improve learning outcomes. The strand of inquiry around the improvement of instructional practice was seen as a vehicle to improvement. In examining schools that were high performing Haycock and Chenoweth (2005) report that schools “choose to improve. Then they started asking questions about the whys underneath their achievement data and began making changes in policy and practice necessary to get better results” (Haycock & Chenowith, 2005). The school had chosen to engage in collective inquiry around instructional improvement as a result of learning that occurred in the initial Carpe Vitam conference (Joyce & Calhoun, 1995). The inquiry into instructional practice was not occurring in isolation. It was intertwined with the inquiry into failing students and student voice.

Research Questions

The primary research question of the study was: 

· How did students perceive quality learning and what teachers did to create it in the classroom?
There are supporting research questions that examined:

· What led this school to consider student voice as a means to greater involvement of students in their learning and school improvement? 

· How student perceptions of voice and involvement in learning varied? 

· Was there evidence linking the efforts of the teaching staff to improve learning in the classroom that was observable to the students?

Theory of Action

Student voice in this research project was intended to serve as a medium or bridge to a changed role, relationship and outcome for students. Nieto uses the metaphor of a bridge to describe how teachers can be effective with students of diverse backgrounds (Nieto, 1999). The bridge allows students to go places in their learning that they were unable to before. Student voice can serve as a bridge to deeper learning and understanding and different outcomes for students. Figure 1  illustrates, using the bridge metaphor, student voice and the supporting structures necessary for it to create more powerful learning for students:
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Figure 1: Student Voice as a Bridge to Learning

If student voice is a bridge, then what is the result of greater voice in the matters of a classroom and school? Ideally, student voice would result in greater engagement:
Although students have a lot to say about schools and learning, their perspectives frequently are not sought. Listening to students can reveal whether they perceive schools as responsive or unresponsive to them and why. Students’ views have important implications for educational reform because their insights can prove to be important for developing meaningful, liberating, and engaging educational experiences. (Nieto, 1999, p.123)
This research project is aims to cast the students in a different role than they have traditionally held in the study school. The principal and school staff was committed to finding active roles for students in the learning of the school at the classroom level. This involved determining ways to actively engage students in a new, more featured role. The Carpe Vitam Leadership for Learning Network was designed to address this dynamic and reconsidering underlying principles and beliefs that guide our actions:

Our concept of leadership is democratic rather than hierarchical. While naturally including school principals we see it as extending to teachers, students, and to others who may play a role in making their schools better places for learning. Our concept of learning is a democratic one. We see learning as shared enterprise, as crossing the boundaries of classrooms and subjects and traditional divisions between “teachers” and “learners” (MacBeath, 2002, p.1).
Recasting students’ roles and relationship to their learning and their teachers is one of the principles that emerged strongly in the study site as a result of their involvement in the Carpe Vitam Network. How much involvement and power a student has is dependent, to a large extent, on the willingness of the adults within the school to share or relinquish power and influence to students. Students can tend to be relegated to more passive roles. Enhancing, or changing entirely, students’ position of power would require changes in the roles, relationships and activities within the classroom and school.
The context for the changing of this relationship is firmly embedded in the learning community
. How a learning community functions has a tremendous influence on all participants’ learning. Greater inclusion of students as full members of the learning community has the potential to contribute to better outcomes for students.  I believe that attending to the conditions and nature of students’ involvement in a learning community has important potential for creating meaningful learning. 

My theory of action rests on an inclusive community working together towards a common learning-centered goal. Included in this theory of action is the idea that inclusion of students rather than exclusion or marginalization creates more powerful and equitable learning opportunities for students. The theory of action also presumes certain things about the communication pathways that need to be developed to allow for learning-focused interaction within the community.
Informing Literature

It is an adjustment for students and teachers to function in this type of learning community. How the learning community is conceived and functions express underlying values about the role of students. Another significant aspect of a powerful learning community is a focus on learning rather than a primary focus on teachers’ action. A framework that elaborates what this would look like is the learner-centered community model(McCombs & Whisler, 1997). A learner-centered community is defined in this way:

Generally this means that (1) learners are included in educational decision-making processes, whether those decisions concern what learners focus on in their learning or what rules are established for the classroom; (2) the diverse perspective of learners are encouraged and respected during the learning experiences; (3) the differences among learners’ cultures, abilities, styles, developmental stages, and needs are accounted for and respected; and (4) learners are treated as co creators in the teaching and learning process, as individuals with ideas and issues that deserve attention and consideration. (McCombs & Whisler, 1997, p.11)
This description shows several critical elements to the idea of a learning community. It identifies meaningful involvement, a focus on learning, respect for individuals and their differences, and a changed relationship between students and teachers. This ongoing learning for the staff and students is a means to a deeper understanding of the work, function, and purpose of schools. McCombs and Whisler (1997) identify many of the practices that create this type of learner focused experience:
Students are challenged, are given an explanation of what is expected, have choice and control, may work cooperatively with others, see activities as personally interesting and relevant, believe that they have the personal competence to succeed, believe that they are respected and that their opinions are valued, have individualized attention to personal learning preferences and needs, are trusted to be responsible for their own learning, and have some input into what standards and methods will be used to evaluate their learning (p.33). 
Postmodern Community

Traditionally, we have defined community to be “based in commonalities – the shared values, “visions”, and purpose typically mentioned in the education literature.” (Furman, 2002, p.59) This view of community is not sufficient to the task of creating quality learning. Furman (2002) describes a different view of community that serves as a new model of what a school learning community could be: 

Postmodern community is a community of difference. It is based on the ethics of acceptance of otherness with respect, justice, and appreciation, and on peaceful cooperation within difference. It is inspired by the ‘global community’ metaphor of an interconnected, interdependent web of people and cultures. It is fostered by processes that promote among its members the feelings of belonging, trust of others, and safety (p.61).
This concept of a postmodern community captures a fundamentally different purpose for the community. It accepts difference without attempting to homogenize the community. It is important to expand this definition of community to be inclusive of students as well. This type of community features inclusion and validating a student as a unique and worthy member of the community (Dei, 2003; Furman, 2002). Creation of these types of learning communities would involve students as active participants in the larger learning community.
Instructional Pedagogies that Promotes Voice and Involvement

The notion of an inclusive community can extend to the instructional pedagogy of the school as well. Pedagogies that involve students more in their learning would be reflected in communities that feature greater student voice and involvement. Both constructivism and authentic pedagogy purport to change the relationship between teachers, students, and the learning experiences in the classroom. Students need to actively engage with each other, the content, and the teacher to create and demonstrate understanding. Students and teachers are often co-learners in a constructivist or authentic classroom (Gardner, 1993; Newmann et al., 1992; Perkins, 1999).
Student Engagement
Creating a more featured and active role for students would involve creating a greater sense of student engagement in their learning. Engaging students involves finding ways to capture their attention, getting them to expend energy in a learning experience, and engaging in activities over time that add to their understanding (Goslin, 2003; Medicine, 2004; Newmann et al., 1992; Willms, 2003). This involvement includes both behaviors and emotions (Medicine, 2004). 


It is important to create the necessary conditions for students to engage intellectually with learning. The figure below shows the factors associated with academic engagement. The first box addresses the context or learning environment and the second box shows the values and beliefs represented in the community. For academic engagement to occur the conditions of the context and values expressed in the community have to align. Attending to student engagement changes the dynamics and role of students in the classroom and school. The Committee to Increase High School Students’ Motivation to Learn synthesized the research on engagement in the following figure:




Figure 2: Factors leading to Student Engagement (Medicine, 2004)
Methodology

This project documented the developmental process of one school’s improvement efforts with an overarching emphasis on their work with empowering student voice. It examined the development of an active role for students in the planning, implementation and evaluation of learning experiences. The school was involved in an international reform network for several years that is focused on developing more democratic schools and classrooms. This study followed the development of the school’s movement towards finding new ways to involve students in their learning, one of the principles promoted by the network(CarpeVitam, 2002; MacBeath, 2002). 
It also documented the students’ perspectives about learning in the school and what teachers did to promote quality learning. In this research project, I focused on the students’ perception of quality learning in the school. I did not attempt to make any connections between the perceptions of students and school performance. The case history is intended to explain how the principal and school reached the point of considering student voice as a strategy for continued improvement, rather than as a basis to any claims. I have also interviewed students in groups and written collective statements of finding that were validated by all of the student participants.  Finally, I made every attempt to maintain the integrity of the students’ voice in the interviews and findings.
This study is an action research case study (Mills, 2003; Sagor, 2005; Stringer, 2004; Whyte, 1991; Yin, 1994).  I approached this project as a form of participatory action research. The school was trying to foster an “environment in which participants give and get valid information, make free and informed choices (including the choice to participate), and generate internal commitment to the results of the inquiry” (Whyte, 1991, p.86). The inquiry focus toward gaining an understanding of this school, what has occurred during the schools developmental process, and the insights of the students fits well the aim of an action research case study approach (Cohen & Manion, 1989; Mills, 2003).  Action research provided a tool for this school to reflect on practice, engage greater participation and use the information gained to plan future action that will result in better outcomes for the participants (Mills, 2003; Sagor, 2005; Stringer, 2004).
Stringer outlines a particular type of participatory action research that fit the aims and interests of this research project, community-based action research.  This approach to research seeks to engage all “subjects” as equal and full participants in the research process (Stringer, 1996). “Community-based action research is always enacted through an explicit set of social values. In modern, democratic social context, it is seen as a process of inquiry that has the following characteristics:

· It is democratic, enabling the participation of all people.

· It is equitable, acknowledging people’s equality of worth. 

· It is liberating, providing freedom from oppressive, debilitating conditions. 

· It is life enhancing, enabling the expression of people’s full human potential. (Stringer, 1996, p. 9-10)
The methodology aligned well with the principles of student voice as a means of empowerment, the democratic ideals of leadership presented in the Leadership for Learning network, and the relationship between leadership and learning where students served as co-creators of the learning experiences.

The Setting and Participants

The school that was the setting of the study is a middle school serving approximately seven hundred students in grades seven and eight. It is located in a suburban/urban neighborhood outside of Seattle and serves a diverse student population. The school in this study was a part of an international research consortium entitled the Carpe Vitam Leadership for Learning Network. This project is an international network of schools representing seven countries with three schools and a university partner in each country. The focus of the network was on school improvement through the creation of more democratic school leaders and democratic practices in classrooms. This type of school improvement relies on the involvement of the various stakeholders (staff, students, and parents) engaging in dialogue, reflection, planning, and action. Due to the setting, participants, objectives of the research project and guiding principles of the Leadership for Learning network that the schools are affiliated with, it made sense to approach this research project as an interpretive study using qualitative strategies. This approach is well-suited to the objective of gaining a deeper understanding of the situation, meaning, and context of their change process (Merriam, 1998). How this particular school approaches the enhancement of student voice was deeply embedded in the context, relationships and experience of the members of the community. 
Components of the Study

There are three components to this study: 1) A history of the school’s involvement with the Carpe Vitam Leadership for Learning Network documenting how the school reached the point where they were committed to exploring the concept of student voice; 2) A series of group interviews with students where they explored the concept of student voice, quality learning and what teachers do to create quality learning in the classroom; and 3) The findings on student perception of quality learning and what teachers do to create quality learning that were shared with the instructional staff of the school to inform and enhance their improvement efforts. 

The Sources of Data and the Procedures for Collecting Data
The figure on the following page depicts the ongoing cycle of inquiry and action in an action research process (Stringer, 1996). The look phase involves gathering information about an event or phenomena. An example from this research project is the group interviews with students about quality learning. The thinking phase is making sense of the data and information gathered. The analysis of the interview transcripts and statements of finding was an effort to make sense of the information gathered. The action phase is the time when changed actions or behavior occur as a result of the new perceptions and information. The case history of the school’s involvement shows several instances where the school acted in new ways based on new learning and information. An excellent example of this was the introduction of the tuning protocol to create the opportunity for teachers to collaborate around student work. 






Figure 3:  Action Research Spiral (Stringer, 1996)
The two primary sources of data in this study were the case history of the school and its developmental process and the perceptions of students reflected in the findings from the interviews. The case history was a summary from the collection of documents, reviewing conferences, and documenting meetings and action taken as a result of the school’s involvement in the Carpe Vitam Network. The case history was reviewed for accuracy by the other participants in the Carpe Vitam Network from the school and university critical friend who was involved in the work from the beginning. 

The interviews, analysis and interpretation of student perceptions were conducted in ways that were designed to preserve the integrity and validity of the students’ voice (Fielding, 2001; MacBeath et al., 2003). The transcripts of the interviews were the actual words and phrasings of the students. The initial findings by the researcher were taken back to the students to rate for accuracy and importance. This step was an opportunity for the students to check the accuracy of the translation of the statements of finding. These steps are designed to maintain the integrity of data and are reflected in the principles of community-based action research. “Community-based research seeks to develop and maintain social and personal interactions that are non-exploitative and enhance the social and emotional lives of all people who participate. It is organized and conducted in ways that are conducive to the formation of community (Stringer, 1996, p.25).” This statement of principle has served as a litmus test to the quality of the inquiry. 

The coded data was summarized into key statements of finding that were a reflection and synthesis of the comments made by the students in the interviews. They were organized by the themes and patterns that emerged during the open and axial coding processes. The statements were reviewed and rated by the students using a Likert scale rating each statement for accuracy and importance. Based on the students’ perception of the accuracy and importance of the statements of finding, a final list of statements was created. The student review of the statements was intended to validate the findings (Schwalbach, 2003). The statements were organized into three groups based on the review by the students.

The statements of finding on quality learning were determined to be strongly supported, supported or intriguing. None of the fourteen statements generated were viewed as inaccurate or unimportant by the students. The strongly supported statements of finding were rated as very accurate and very important. The supported statements were rated lower in one or both of the domains, but no lower than supported in their mean and mode responses. The intriguing finding was rated as very important and somewhat accurate, the lowest rating of any of the findings. 
Data Analysis and Results

The interviews resulted in a set of statements that provide a very clear conception of what students perceived to be quality learning in the classroom at this school. Thirteen statements that were supported or strongly supported provide a picture of learning that serves well the purpose of understanding student perception and having a data set to share with the school as they continue their learning improvement work. It also served well the interest of assessing the question of whether or not students see evidence of the learning improvement work of the staff.  

This study also created the opportunity for student voice to be an active and real part of the school improvement efforts. Students were able to share their perceptions and participate in the research with their contributions to the effort to enhance validity. It was a means for students to become more than just subjects of the research. They were participants in the research.

Below, I outline and discuss some of the major contributions from this inquiry. Several emerged, which will be described in more detail.These include: 

· Student perception of quality learning and teacher action
· Evidence of the school staff’s instructional improvement efforts validated by students’ perception, with a particular emphasis on constructivist theories of learning

· Student perception surrounding their level of voice in learning
The primary research question of the study was “How do students perceive quality learning and what teachers do to create it in the classroom?” The student-generated conception of quality learning and what teachers do to create these quality learning experiences became the core development of this research project as well as the professional learning of one middle school. Content analysis of the transcripts showed a degree of sophistication and self-knowledge that was unexpected – unexpected in that these students seemed to be able to construct clear perceptions of what quality learning looks like for them. These students seemed to be able to construct clear perceptions of what quality learning looks like for them.  For example, Student G noted that “because you are learning something new that you hadn’t known before.  It’s kind of exciting to learn something that might be really new” (March 9, 2005).The validated statements of finding  on quality learning created a quite comprehensive view of what constitutes the conditions, interaction and results of quality learning. If you look at just the strongly supported findings (developed using the axial coding method of Strauss and Corbin, 1998) it presents a compelling portraits of how these students think about their learning. 
Influencing Conditions of Quality Learning

Three of the strongly supported findings relate to influencing conditions, those described as causal by Strauss and Corbin (1998) that set the stage for the phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I use the term influencing rather than causal due to the choice to create a “relative” definition of quality learning described earlier.  Here are the three strongly supported findings that were influencing conditions: 

1. Teachers who care about their students, are excited about their subject and prepare for their classes are perceived as more likely to create quality learning.

2. Students view work that they perceive as interesting as increasing motivation to do the work.

3. Discovering new ideas or material makes learning more exciting.

These students saw that the teacher played an important role in creating the conditions for quality learning to occur. The students were able to contrast differences in learning opportunities that were attributed to the teacher action. The student responses showed their ability to differentiate between teacher action that did or did not enhance the opportunity for quality learning.

they knew the subject and it was the passion that they wanted to teach and they didn’t just stand up there and they made sure that we were learning 



(Student C, March 8, 2005)

I don’t think she realized that the majority of the class was so far behind it made no sense and she was hoping that they would catch up on their own, and they should, but they didn’t  







(Student B, March 8, 2005)

Students also expressed that work that they perceived as interesting served as a catalyst to motivation. During the interviews they tended to categorize their responses in either/or terms. There was one section of the interviews where students were discussing the issue in terms of learning that is fun versus learning that is boring. They also expressed their views on work that was interesting in this same either/or continuum. Fun versus boring and interesting versus not interesting were related concepts in their thinking about learning and motivation. These two statements were a part of an extended dialogue about learning and motivation during one of the sessions:

Like when a teacher makes you read a book it’s not fun when you pick a book out it’s fun 

(Student F, March 23, 2005)

If it is interesting he will do the work. But if it is not interesting then he won’t care
(Student H, March 23, 2005)

The final influencing condition of learning that was strongly supported related to the concept of discovering new ideas or materials. Throughout the process of data analysis I was struck by the differing ideas of this finding in contrast to the supported finding related to repeated practice being a condition for quality learning. Discovering new ideas and material has an element of novelty, yet repeated practice means going over material more than once. A deeper look at the actual statements showed some differentiation by the students between learning about a concept or phenomena and skill acquisition. 

but in science, you do like experiments, so we have like the first knowledge of what happens instead of learning from textbooks

(Student A, March 8, 2005)
Because you are learning something new that you hadn’t known before.  It’s kind of exciting to learn something that might be really new.

(Student L, March 9,2005)

I think I learned it better because, like in math, the equations, we practiced them a lot over and over again, so I learned better

(Student E, March 15, 2005)

In English when we do like the writing workshops and stuff, and we learn different writing techniques and we have to write a whole essay using just that technique.







(Student D, March 15, 2005)

Action/ Interaction during Quality Learning

There were three supported findings that were related to the action and interaction of the phenomena of quality learning as described by students (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). They clearly show what occurs during the actual learning experiences in a dynamic sense. Here are the three statements of finding related to action and interaction:

1. Active learning creates more involvement and engagement.

2. Students see the opportunity for choice in content (example: which book to read) and learning approach (examples: different methods for solving equations, stations) as higher quality learning.

3. Students prefer learning experiences where there are different ways of learning materials and different ways of demonstrating their learning  Examples cited include demonstrations, posters, pictures in text, different methods to use, choice of textbook or activity.
One of the most prevalent responses in the interviews and the highest rated in importance in the validity by the students was the notion of active learning. Over and over again and in different forms the students articulated the need to be more active in their classes. 

I find that I do better in classes like science rather than like math and social studies because we actually do experiments and don’t just sit and read textbooks which everybody falls asleep and doesn’t pay attention






(Student B, March 8, 2005)

In some of the classes, like drama, everything you know is a whole lot easier because you get to move around a lot and other classes you just have to sit and be quiet.  







(Student J, March 16, 2005)

Getting outside and doing something









(Student E, March 22 , 2005)

doing hands on, what I’m trying to say is hands on is with out a doubt the best












(Student C, March 15, 2005)

I would be all confused, but when I actually do it, I understand it.






(Student B, March 8, 2005)

The two findings on choice and variety are closely related in that there needs to be a certain amount of variety rather than just one approach, option of assignment and way of demonstrating learning for choice to exist. The students to be aware of their own need for variety and choice as well their peers. The first student response listed below indicates that teaching in different ways will help because kids “learn it better other ways” (March 22, 2005).

Yeah, because sometimes there is different ways you can teach stuff and some kids learn it better other ways so like if you could teach it different ways that would help people

 (Student A, March 22, 2005)

that was how I learned that was just because it was just the teacher brought out different ways of learning it a that and it was just easy to learn and I really didn’t have to struggle with it and it was just really simple.

(Student D, March 15, 2005)

Um, I think they should give us more choices of work and activities.

(Student E, March 22, 2005)

Well, the teacher could explain, like there should be a problem, and then the teacher could explain different ways of finding it out with the same answer

(Student B, March 22, 2005)

Looking at the statements of finding and the student responses in the action/interaction domain together creates a picture of learning in a classroom that is alive and flexible. There is movement, choice, variety and activity that are distinct features of the learning experience. 
Consequence/Result of Quality Learning

What is the outcome of these experiences that the students have described? There was one strongly supported description of quality learning about the consequence or result of the phenomena of quality learning. It is a clear and succinct definition of what students think about learning. Here is the one statement from the students that represents the consequences or result of quality learning:

1. Understanding the material and feeling like you have accomplished something are what happens when there is quality learning.
This statement is a very powerful and compelling statement of learning from a student perspective. Students focused more on understanding or making sense of the material than their grades as an indicator of the result of the learning. The responses reflect sense of accomplishment as feeling good or confident about what they have learned. The mention of grades as a measure of sense of accomplishment was absent. The concept of understanding is certainly central to the constructivist view of learning and teaching that the school had worked to integrate into their classrooms (Gardner, 1993; Perkins, 1999).  

I would be all confused, but when I actually do it, I understand it.






(Student B, March 8, 2005)
you do this now, so then you don’t really know what you are doing and then you actually understand it by yourself, you just feel like, I don’t know, you just are excited cause you learned it yourself I guess






(Student G, March 16, 2005)

In math I guess it was, I don’t know, just something, something you really don’t understand what is going on and then one time I was just totally into it writing down stuff and I knew what she was saying





(Student A, March 8, 2005)

The axial coding method of organizing the statements of finding create a more complete picture of how students perceive learning and teacher action in this school (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The causal or influencing conditions set the stage for this type of learning to occur. The action/interaction phase is the script that documents how things play out in the classroom. Finally we end up with the consequence or result of the experience, students experiencing a sense of understanding and accomplishment.
Links to Existing Efforts

There are two main areas where a convergence existed between what the school was implementing in the classrooms and what the students’ responses supported. The first area where there was evidence from the student interviews that provided some validation of the staff was efforts was in the area of constructivist learning. Perkins (1999) identifies three roles for students in constructivism: active learner, social learner, and creative learner. Constructivism requires active student involvement. They discuss, debate, build, and question. Constructivism also views knowledge as a socially constructed entity, it is co-constructed in dialogue with others. 
Constructivism also requires students to create or recreate learning and understanding (Perkins, 1999). Gardner (in Scherer, 1999) describes a constructivist classroom is one “that focuses on understanding, teachers are clear about the understandings that they want students to exhibit (Scherer, 1999, p.6).”  Gardner defines more clearly his conception of understanding in this passage: “An individual understands a concept, skill, theory, or domain of knowledge to the extent that he or she can apply it appropriately to a new situation” (Gardner, 1999, p.119).Throughout the previous analysis of the student-generated conception of quality learning and teacher action was evidence in the findings and excerpts of student responses of constructivist practices and experiences.
One other area that has been a focus more recently in the staff learning was differentiated instruction. Differentiated instruction is focused on offering multiple approaches to content, process, and product. Lessons, units, activities and products are modified to adapt to the learner (Tomlinson, 2003).

The findings around choice in content and learning approach and different ways of learning and demonstrating their learning discussed in previous sections of this chapter represent evidence of this work. The school has had study groups and whole-faculty learning opportunities in this area. The study group was initially formed by a group of teachers interested in exploring ways to engage more students in their learning. They worked for several months to find ways to modify their instructional approaches to meet the needs of all students. After working for several months, the small group shared their learning with the entire staff. Two of the major dimensions of this work were to incorporate different ways for students to demonstrate their learning and the opportunity to for students to choose the approach or project.
Limitations and Areas for Further Study

One of the features of the student interviews about quality learning that did not come to fruition was the disaggregation of the student responses by achievement level. The groups did have representation from categorical programs (special education and English-language learning) and a mix of high-achieving (all passing) and low-achieving students (failing two or more core classes). The hope was to be able to assess if there were differing perceptions between the groups of students about quality learning. Due to issues and concerns raised during the Human Subjects review process, the identification of students by these groups for analysis was not possible. The issue of stigmatizing students in the low-achieving group by identifying them in the analysis could not be overcome in this study. The representation in the groups does give a picture of quality learning that is not limited to a certain group of students. What remains unanswered is the question, “Are there differing perceptions of quality learning based on achievement levels?” Do students in a pattern of failure view quality learning and what teachers do to create it in different ways than students experiencing academic success? 
I considered attempting to synthesize the validated statements of finding into a synthesized definition of quality learning. Without the opportunity for students to validate this synthesis I realized this would be a misuse of the findings. One of the major considerations in conducting this study with students was to maintain the integrity of their voice (Cook-Sather, 2002; Fielding, 2001; Oldfather & West, 1999). The findings were based on their statements during the interviews and were subsequently validated by the actual students whose words they were based on. Any attempt to modify or synthesize these statements from their current state would erode this integrity.

There were two areas of this study that stood out in my mind for further study. The question of students’ perception of quality learning varying by some measure of success or achievement was unfortunately absent from this study. This issue is discussed in the limitations section above. I think to study perceptions of quality learning from differing viewpoints could shed further light on the possibly relative nature of quality learning within even the unit of one classroom. 

The other area for further study would be surrounding the statement of finding that I classified as intriguing. 

Students often do not participate in opportunities for voicing their ideas and opinions. Reasons cited include lack of caring about the topic, lack of belief that the teacher would take them seriously or letting other students share their ideas.

Students say this is very important, yet not accurate. I will accept that the writing of the statement of finding may have contributed to the variability of response. The statement contains too many variables that, in isolation, can trigger differing responses from students. Ironically, there were other statements of finding that were similarly combined and organized, yet this one ended up in a very different place after the student validity response. It would be interesting to try and unravel and understand the complex question of student engagement in voice and their reasoning. 
Conclusions

This study was really an expression of our shared inquiry into something that we cared about in our school, students and learning. Some personal thoughts and reflections that I believe are the implications for school and district leaders as they consider this research project are reflected below:
1. Believe in the Potential of Students

Fundamentally, the relationship with students, content and school staff is dramatically influenced by the belief systems of those in power. Our beliefs about students and their capabilities have a tremendous influence on their level of voice in the classroom and school. Students are very aware of what we think and believe about them as learners and people. Communicating confidence in their ideas and input will lead to more constructive involvement and dialogue with students. A starting point in increasing our belief in students is the creation of opportunities. Students will rise to the occasion and demonstrate their capabilities given the opportunity.
2. Start Where You Are

The opportunity in this study for students to share their perceptions about learning was a more involved and complex undertaking. Student voice does not have to be elaborate. In the classroom, simply asking a student how well they understand what they are learning is giving them voice. Talking with students about their learning and allowing them the opportunity to express their thoughts and develop their thinking and vocabulary to have greater voice. Simple reflection questions like “How well did this lesson work for you today?” create the opportunity for students and staff to engage in shared inquiry to effective learning.  

3. Pedagogy Matters

How learning is organized and instruction planned has a significant impact on student voice and learning. Students are very responsive to pedagogies that allow them to be more interactive. The descriptions in this study by the students of their experience show an awareness and commentary on pedagogy that is worth noting. Outcomes aside, if we value students as learners, pedagogy is a tool in our sphere of influence that can impact student attitude towards school, teachers and learning. 

4. Take Action

The issue of integrity is critical in the consideration of student voice. Do not ask students their thoughts, reflections and opinions if you do not want to hear what they have to say and take some form of action in response. Inaction on student voice can foster skepticism and cynicism that may build up as students continue their learning. The literature on student voice cautions clearly about engaging with students for their benefit and that it not be used as an opportunity to advance an adult cause. Meaningful action in response to student voice can serve to validate their voice and inspire confidence in students’ future participation.  

5. Inquiry for Students

The posing of effective questions and engaging students in inquiry change the dynamic in the classroom. Inquiry can be about posing questions about learning as well as content. A shared inquiry by students and staff into a question like “Why are students bored in school?” has the potential to engage students and staff in a changed relationship. Inquiry can provoke greater engagement and thinking if constructed well. Starting a lesson with a dialogue about what students think would be the most effective way to learn the topic or skill would move the responsibility for engagement from teacher to teacher and student. Inquiry is also a natural medium for the development of student voice.
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� Carpe Vitam is an international network of schools representing seven countries with three schools and a university partner in each country. The focus of the network is on school improvement through the creation of more democratic leadership and democratic classrooms. This type of school improvement relies on the involvement of the various stakeholders (staff, students, and parents) engaging in dialogue, reflection, planning, and action.


� Learning Community is defined as a group of people connected by time and place where meaningful involvement, a focus on learning, respect for individuals and their differences, and a dynamic relationship between students and teachers. Continual learning for the professionals and students is a means to a deeper understanding of the work, function, and purpose of schools.
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