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1Background
The Mary Erskine & Stewart’s Melville Junior School is a very

large independent Junior School in Edinburgh.  It is part of a

unique system of education in Scotland whereby a fully co-

educational Junior School leads on to two single-sex but closely-

twinned Senior Schools, a system which provides in our view the

best of all possible worlds.  Much work has taken place in recent

years to ensure that all members of our staff follow the same

consistent policy in their relationships with children.  We believe

that our girls and boys deserve and want to spend their days in a

structured and orderly environment in which they can feel valued

as individuals.  We also want to help them to understand that

they live in a community in which rights are very clearly balanced

by responsibilities.  The atmosphere in the Junior School is

positive and supportive at all times.  We accept that it is

important to have high but realistic expectations of each of our

children.  We know that children respond positively to high

expectations and as a result are more likely to become confident

boys and girls who will be able to exceed the expectations which

they set for themselves and which we have for them.

Our school’s Prospectus, which is reflected on walls throughout

the school, makes it clear that every child has a right to be happy

but also states explicitly that the right to be happy is balanced by

duty to ensure that every other child has the same right.  This

philosophy is one that has been actively and positively developed

over a number of years.  It arises from the fact that the

Headmaster and his colleagues believe that happy and confident

children who relate positively to their friends and to the adults

with whom they spend their day are much more likely to benefit

from all the opportunities and challenges which are provided for

them.  We wanted to see whether our beliefs were borne out by

a detailed analysis of children’s responses.

We believed that all members of staff shared the same ethos and

accepted the importance of having a shared sense of values across

the school which would help to ensure that children felt safe and

confident, but we wanted to be certain that this was in fact the

case before embarking on our research. We had already devised

a questionnaire, completed by all members of staff, which was

designed to allow us to collect information about the extent to

which work on school ethos had impacted on the school

environment.

2General Aims
The general aim of our research was to obtain specific answers

from children to a series of questions about themselves as

individual children, as members of the school community and as

learners.  We wanted to know what they liked and disliked about
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This case study outlines how The Mary Erskine & Stewart’s

Melville Junior School initiated a structured programme of

listening to children in order to find out more about what

young boys and girls value in themselves, their school and

their friends.  The work took the form of a 3 year research

programme which involved the construction, trialling and full

implementation of a detailed questionnaire issued to all

children in Primary 4 and Primary 6, followed by statistical

analysis and interpretation of the results.  All members of the

Junior School staff are convinced that it is only by listening to

children that we can truly understand what they think about

the environment in which they spend so much of their lives.  It

is the aim of the school to use this information to ensure that

children derive the maximum benefit from their time in our

school, both academically and socially.



themselves, what aspects of their school environment they found

helpful and unhelpful.  We also wanted to know more about how

they related to each other.

3Methods & Strategies
 employed

We set about constructing a questionnaire for pupils.  We began by

talking with the children in Primary 4 and Primary 6 individually and in

groups, asking them specific questions and listening carefully to their

answers.  We had originally considered making use of questionnaires

which had already been used in earlier research but decided that, as

we were working with young children, it would be more appropriate

to devise our own.  We realised that this would be very time

consuming but decided that we would end up with a more

appropriate questionnaire if we took the trouble to go through all the

processes required to develop our own set of questions.

We also considered using a series of closed questions rather than

open-ended ones as we knew that the former would be much easier

to analyse.  However, we realised that if we were to devise such a

questionnaire we would automatically be limiting the range of

answers which children could provide because we would have already

identified the answers from which they could choose.  We decided

that the validity which we hoped to achieve from the results of our

questionnaire required us to allow the children to answer a series of

open questions in the first instance which would then be analysed

statistically.  We were fortunate to be able to make use of the

expertise of a professional statistician who was able to code all the

children’s responses - a time-consuming but vital task.

Having listened to children over a period of time we then trialled a

series of questions and analysed the results to see which questions

were answered in a way which suggested that the children both

understood the questions and felt comfortable about answering.  All

this preliminary information was considered carefully before the final

questionnaire was devised.

The constructed questionnaire was then issued to all 400 children in

Primary 4 and Primary 6 and the results analysed by a statistician.

The task was difficult as the first requirement was to interpret all the

children’s answers so that they could be coded correctly for analysis.
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When the analysis was complete the results were studied by senior

members of staff within the school. Results gave a fuller insight into

work which will be taken forward in years to come as part of our

development planning.  Having given the children the opportunity for

open-ended answers we will however now use their responses to

devise a closed-response questionnaire which will be much easier to

analyse.  We are hopeful that this questionnaire might prove useful to

other schools who wish to find out more about what their children

think and feel.

4Issues & Problems Identified
 The purpose of the questionnaire was not only to help us to

understand what our children think but also to provide us with

evidence on which to base discussions about learning and teaching

strategies as well as the nature of our classrooms and the

arrangement of children within them.  We believe that this increasing

emphasis on values in the classroom is likely to have a positive effect

on the value which we can add to each child’s experience and we

intend to seek to discover a method by which we can measure this in

a valid way.

The research to date has been funded by the Gordon Cook

Foundation and, if we are to move forward with a longitudinal study,

we will need to look very closely at the time and resourcing

implications.  It is our aim to give the questionnaire to children at

different stages of their education so that we can see how their

responses differ as they work with different teachers and in different

groupings.  We realise that listening to children, whether in

conversation or through questionnaires, is time-consuming; any

analysis of written response, even to questions in a closed

questionnaire, takes time. However, we believe that the results make

the effort worthwhile.

5What have we learned so
far?

Many research papers and books include discussion about the nature

of values, whether or not values exist and, if they do, whether they

can be taught.  For the purpose of our research we have followed

our belief that children are often clearer in their own minds than

adults as to the essential meaning of particular values.  Although they

may not be able to put into words particular values they have a clear
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understanding from experience of what they mean by respect,

tolerance, responsibility and self-esteem.  They and their teachers

live in the real world and spend their days in real classrooms.

This is not to say that our belief in the importance of taking

children’s views seriously denies the vital role played by adults.

Children’s views are not always correct and teachers have an

absolute duty to pass on knowledge and experience to the boys

and girls with whom they are in daily contact.  Teachers need to

use their experience to balance open discussion on values in the

classroom with an insistence on the positive value of hard work.

Our research does, however, certainly suggest various issues

which we would like to investigate further.  For instance children

in both Primary 4 and Primary 6 believe their teachers like them

for their academic ability more than their personal qualities and

attributes.  Our teachers all believe in the importance of the

‘whole child’ but children appear not to recognise this as much as

we might have expected.

It is clear from the responses that children place the highest value

on social attributes.  Boys and girls do not, however, value the

same attributes, boys frequently talking about the importance of

sporting ability as a central feature of self-esteem in a way that

girls seldom did.  Primary 4 children appear to acquire self-

esteem through activities and hobbies much more often than

children in Primary 6 who referred more often to personal

attributes.  We had been concerned that children’s responses

might indicate that they believed getting their work right was the

most important consideration for a teacher but we were

reassured to find that in fact children are happier in themselves,

and believe their teacher to be happier, when they work as hard

as they can.  Our school’s philosophy is that we are content as

long as each child has appropriately high expectations and works

hard to fulfil them.

It was very interesting to gather evidence about children’s views

in the classroom as many made telling comments about the

environment in which they are most likely to fulfil their academic

and personal potential.  These responses included comments

about how tables were arranged, the wall displays and the relative

importance given to displaying their own work.

The evidence from our questionnaire reflects closely the views of

many researchers that children enjoy working in an environment

in which they feel valued, are encouraged to work hard and set

themselves high standards.  Our results show that children who

feel valued by their teachers are much more likely to enjoy their

work and it is this  link which we would like to explore further to

see if the extra academic progress made can be measured.

6Follow Up Action
As a result of the responses to the initial questionnaire we are

now looking carefully at the wording of all our school policies

with regard to children’s values.  Our expectations have become

much more explicit - for example we no longer simply say that

children should be polite but rather specify ways in which

children can act politely e.g. by saying ‘please’ or ‘thank you’, by

holding doors open for adults and children and so on.  We now

intend to begin a series of Inset presentations which will reflect

the children’s responses so that teachers can all be aware of the

views of the boys and girls for whom they are responsible.

7Evaluation
The results of the questionnaire proved to be very interesting.  In

many ways the answers confirmed what we knew already but

they did so in a way which made it more obvious than ever to us

that children as young as seven have very clear views about the

school, their teachers and their friends.  They understand the

importance of hard work, they realise that their teachers work

very hard to create an ideal environment for them and they

clearly respect all the effort that goes in to their education.  This

clarity of thought and the greater understanding which their

responses have given us will undoubtedly influence the school’s

development in the years ahead.
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Question 3

We hope that you look forward to coming to school each day and

we would like to know which of the following statements are most

likely to make you feel happy when you  are in school. Read the list

carefully and then underline the 3, 4 or 5 statements which matter

most to you.

• I get my work right

• I help someone else

• I go to a club after school

• My teacher spends time with me

• I get a chance to play sport

• My teacher praises me

• I write a good story

• I play with my friends

• I work on a computer

• I am given responsibility by my teacher

• I am asked to take part in a game

• I work as hard as I can

• I do art and craft

• I make a new friend

• Somebody else helps me

• I answer a question in class

Now look at the statements you have underlined and draw a circle

round the one which is the most important of all.


