
An alternative approach to 
programme development  

Co-constructing leadership curriculum with students 

Rachel Saunders - University of Waikato 



Sarah shufßes into the hostel meeting room, her
 slippers scufÞng the already worn carpet as she
 slowly and deliberately moves across the ßoor. 
 With a Milo carefully balanced on top of a Cosmo
 magazine, she looks at me and exhales a sigh of,
 what could only be read as frustration.  Placing
 her mug on the coffee table, she looks over to
 one of her peers, rolls her eyes and plunges
 herself into a space on the awaiting couch. 
 ÒHow long will this take, IÕve got study,Ó her eyes
 piercing mine, ÒÉAND IÕve got better things to
 do.Ó  

(Research Journal, 2005) 



Background to this presentation…… 

¥! Attempt One - Ôdeliver leadership programmeÕ to high school
 students 

¥!Student dissatisfaction with adult created leadership programme - content,
 learning styles, delivery 

¥!Unsuccessful Ð not well received, did not meet needs, decontextualized 

¥! Attempt Two - Ôco-construction of leadership curriculumÕ with
 high school students 

¥!Involvement in planning of programme, increased ownership of learning, 

¥! Increased sustainability of programme, motivation and engagement 

¥!Learning was transferable and  moved leadership Ôbeyond the school gates 



Youth leadership is a complex concept which is difÞcult to  
deÞne  - contextually dependent and one-size-Þts-all  
approaches do not meet needs (for example, Bisland, 2004;  
Fertman & van Linden, 1999; Gronn, 2003; Harris, 2003;  
Komives, Lucas & McMahon, 1998; Lakomski, 1999). 

 Researchers have failed to conceptualize youth leaders  
outside of adult models of leadership. Youth leadership  
programmes and opportunities are often constructed and  
constricted by adult perceptions and fail to meet the  
leadership needs of youth today (for example, Boatman,  
1999; Boulasi, 2002; Gibson & Pason, 2003; Kress, 2006;  
MacNeil, 2006; van Linden & Fertman, 1998). 

Key Themes- Youth Leadership 



There are minimal opportunities for progressive leadership learning 
(for example, Funk, 2002; Karnes & Stephens, 1999; Ricketts &  
Rudd, 2002). 

Leadership action is restricted to inside the school gates and  
formal leadership roles, with skills not seen as transferable to  
other situations (for example, Arendt & Gregoire, 2006;  
Gibson & Pason, 2003; GrifÞn-Bonnaire, 2003). 

Many students  learn about leadership through building and testing  
relationships and having opportunities to speak their minds, 
 however, the contexts provided in schools to do this are not  
always ideal (for example, Blackmore, 1989; Denner, Kezar & Moriarty,
 2000; Hurty, 1995; Meyer & Bean, 2000; Saunders, 2005).  

Key Themes- Youth Leadership 



This presentationÉ 

! Illustrates how co-construction was used as 
alternative model for designing curriculum 
in schools 

! Investigates the use of student voice in 
curriculum design 

!Examines the possibilities and challenges of 
creating learning communities to situate 
student voice-based initiatives. 



ÒProfessionals are still providing the solutions for
 dependent users, albeit in a more personalised fashion.

 What would happen if we started to imagine
 personalisation at a ÔdeeperÕ level, whereby users began
 to take on some of the role of the producers in the actual
 design and shaping of the education system? Here, we
 can imagine users not only having a choice between
 pre-deÞned services or packages or services, but also

 having a voice in what those services looked like in the
 Þrst placeÓ.  

Leadbeater (2004), Learning about Personalisation: How can we put the learner at
 the heart of the education system. 



Co-construction through adult / student partnerships is  
increasingly being used as effective curriculum development 
 tools in secondary schools as young people bring knowledge 
 that adults cannot fully replicate (for example, Fielding, 2006;  
Hargreaves & Giles, 2006; Levin, 2000; Lodge, 2005; Mitre, 2005;  
Stoll, 2003; Watkins, 2005; Zeldin, Larson, Camino, OÕConnor, 2005). 

When effective partnerships are created, the power shifts  
from a place where the adult holds most of the power, to a  
shared power arrangement (for example, Bishop & Glynn,  
1999; Gunter & Ribbins, 2003; Levin, 2000; Morrison & Helfman,  
2003; Putnam, 1995).   

Key Themes- Co-construction 



Key Themes- student voice   

Student voice requires space and opportunity in school  
planning processes if it is to be used effectively (for example,  
Hargreaves, 2006; Morgan & Streb, 2001; Rudduck, 2000; Winter, 
1998).  

The voices of young people are under-rated and under  
utilized in curriculum development (for example, Brooker,  
1999; Fielding, 2004; Fine, 2004; Holdsworth, 2000; Rudduck,  
2006; Scratchley, 2003).  

Some approaches lead to tokenistic practices and a lack  
of authenticity (for example, Cook-Sather, 2006; Rudduck &  
Fielding, 2006; Thiessen, 2006).  



ÒItÕs like no one cares what we think.  Sometimes,
 it feels that theyÕre [teachers] so out of touch with

 our lives, what we go through, what we face
Éjust being able to offer stuff makes me want to
 get involved, like Ôcause I set it up, not someone
 else, itÕs real.  Even just being asked, that makes

 me want to do stuff too.Ó 

(Jenna - Age 17) 



Students are more likely to engage as learners if they  
have been involved in the consultation and planning 
processes (for example, Flutter & Rudduck, 2004; Lodge, 2004; 
Thomson & Gunter, 2005) 

Alternative discourses in student voice emphasize that 
 assumptions about student voice are dangerous (for  
example, Fielding, 2004; HadÞeld & Haw, 2001). 

Key Themes- student voice   



We all begin somewhereÉ 
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(Adapted from Boomer, 1992) 



Then what? 

Shared 
intentions 

Individual and 
group learning 

Negotiated 
content and 

intent 

Core learning 
and 

knowledge 
creation 

Shared constraints Incidental learning Related, unforeseen 
 outcomes 

Reflection 

(Adapted from Boomer, 1992) 



So how might this look in practice? 
! To create the leadership programme – Collaborative Inquiry 

! Co-construction 
! Focus group discussions 
! Individual Interviews 

! Unpack understandings, create content, structure, delivery 
approaches, learning/teaching styles 

! To evaluate the leadership programme – Action research 
! Create, participate in, evaluate, reßect, change, participate 
! Focus groups 
! Semi-structured interviews 

! Evaluate effectiveness, process, programme 



Understanding the school contextÉ 

! Prescribed leadership roles based on traditional 
models, a future orientation - Ôour future leadersÕ 
! ÔOwnedÕ as a possession 
! Incapable of leading now, a need to prepare 

! Senior Prefect system 

! Sports teams 

! Minimal training/preparation/progression 
! Leadership taught as a set of skills to develop and 

show when needed eg: public speaking, problem solving, 
decision-making, time management, communication) 



! Leadership opportunities/access  
! Reserved as a role for senior students 
! Peer voting = peer popularity 
! Staff approval = character suitability 

! Leadership development to address an issue/
problem 
! Often used as a Ôone-offÕ tool to Þx problem 
! Ad hoc and non-sustained approaches 

! Situated within the school gates 
! Minimal links outside of school 

! Little consideration of existing leadership knowledge 
! Contextual/restricted leadership views 



Re-shaping leadership learning 
with students 
! Challenge of exploring existing beliefs about 

leadership/expanding leadership knowledge 
! Challenge of working within existing leadership 

culture(s) of the school and making change in the 
school community 

! Creating a meaningful learning approach with 
relevant leadership curriculum (REVOLUTION) 

! Ensuring the approach to leadership learning was 
sustainable and balanced 



RESPECT ENERGY VISIONARY OPEN LEADING UNIQUE
 TRANSFORM INSPIRE OPPORTUNITY NEVER ENDING 



The Beginning of RevolutionÉ 
! Explore leadership perceptions  

! Unpacking existing 
leadership beliefs 

! Challenge perceptions of 
leaders/leadership 

! Broaden and deepen 
understanding of leadership 

! Developing our leadership 
platforms  



The Beginning of RevolutionÉ 
! Content of programme 

! Student negotiated content 
and planned sessions 

! Shared discussions on 
individual beliefs, needs and 
aspirations 

! Structure of programme 
! Restricted by school context 
! Developed around student 

ideas for access, timing 



The Beginning of RevolutionÉ 
! ÔShape of learningÕ 

! Student devised learning 
approaches 

! These were extended and 
developed  

! Planning of sessions 
! Suggestions of content 
! Facilitation of content 



Some questions to askÉ 

!Who provides, describes and exempliÞes the
 criteria for success in this learning, when is
 this done and how? 

!Who is responsible for the assessment ;
 when and how is it done? 

!Who records the outcomes: where, when
 and for what purposes? 



Some questions to askÉ 

!Who decides what is to be taught, and on
 what basis are such decision made? 

!Who determines the starting point of the
 teaching, and on what evidence? 

!Who decides how the learning is to be
 organised; what teaching and learning
 methods are to be employed? 



Revolution Outcomes 
! Individual growth 

! Personal leadership understanding 
! Self conÞdence bigger than ÔleadingÕ 

! Group dynamics 
! Changing social arrangements 
! Doers and Cruisers 

! Commitment 
! To self, to others, to programme 

! Programme attrition/popularity 
! Crowding, illness, initial perceptions, mystery 



ItÕs not about the badgeÉbutÉ 
! Increased understanding of what leadership can be 

! Beyond Ôtools and skillsÕ 
! Acknowledging different views of leadership 

! Evidence for expansion of leadership practice beyond 
the school walls 
! Community groups, leadership breakfast 

! Recognition of leadership in others 
! ÔEveryone has a taongaÕ 

! The desire to be involved in the future 
! Returning to plan and facilitate 



Revolution 2008 
!2007 graduates (year 13) facilitated 2008 

programme with 20 year 12 students.  
Twelve students completed Revolution 

!Students designed curriculum 
!Students planned sessions - created a 

template, accountability 
!Programme modiÞcations 
!Ôdo myself out of a jobÕ 



Research DilemmasÉ 
!Student voice  

! Power and access 

!Co-construction  
! Honesty and appropriateness 
! DifÞculty of Ôletting goÕ yet staying connected 



Ethical DilemmasÉ 
! Tension between developing student understanding of 

leadership and existing school leadership culture  
! To serve, sacriÞce  
! Gate keeping of school leadership opportunities 
! Lack of school recognition/embrace but happy to take recognition 
! The Ôpower of the badgeÕ 
! Frustration 

! Leaving the learning community 
! ÔBreaking upÕ 
! What now? 



Implications for teachersÉ 

!Teacher ÔknowledgeÕ 
!Challenging existing beliefs of teaching and

 learning 
!Sustaining the negotiation processes 



Challenges of co-constructing
 learning experiences 

!Time 
!Disrupts traditional views of ÔeffectiveÕ

 teaching and learning Ð students,
 colleagues, parents 



ÒÉschools are complex settings,
 with many voices clamouring to
 be heard.  Teachers strive to
 balance the demands.  Some
 are conservative and find it
 difficult to take the childÕs voice
 seriously.  Those of us who work
 in the listening field find it both
 demanding and rewarding.   
We find that children are  
our best teachers and that
 teachers need also to be
 learners.Ó 

(McLaughlin, Carnell & Blount, 1999, p. 111) 



ÒLeadership is not just about a 
name, a badge, or a title or even 
an imageÉbut this is how it gains 

value in our schoolÉsad, I 
knowÉ I believe itÕs bigger than 

thatÉLeadership is about 
people...actionÉ changeÉand 
having the belief in yourself and 

others around you - that you really 
can make a differenceÓ!

Caitlyn - 2007 Revolution Graduate 
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