	
	
	



Giving Primary School Pupils a Voice in their School: The Scottish Teachers’ Perspective

[bookmark: _Int_eS9zYhnk]Elementary education plays an important role in shaping pupils’ leadership, engagement, and approaches to learning. One structure that supports these outcomes is the use of pupil voice groups (PVGs), which provide pupils with opportunities to participate in decision-making and contribute to their school and community. This qualitative case study examined teachers’ perceptions of PVGs' role in supporting leadership development and self-directed learning among elementary pupils in a Scottish primary school. Grow’s Staged Self-Directed Learning model was used to explore how PVGs functioned as spaces for increasing pupil autonomy and responsibility. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with six teachers and administrators with PVGs. An inductive thematic analysis revealed five interconnected themes: pupil empowerment and voice, leadership and confidence, pupil-led learning and creativity, supportive teaching practices, and structural and equity constraints. Teachers described PVGs as encouraging pupils to take initiative, collaborate across age groups, and apply their learning in real-world contexts, while also highlighting related challenges, such as time constraints. Although situated in a Scottish context, the findings offer insights for elementary agricultural education in Georgia, where leadership and engagement are increasingly emphasized. PVGs illustrate one potential approach for incorporating pupil voice and elements of self-directed learning within elementary educational settings.

Introduction
Elementary education plays a critical role in shaping not only pupils’ academic foundations but also their confidence, engagement, and emerging leadership skills. During the early years of schooling, pupils begin to develop social and cognitive capacities that influence how they participate in learning and interact with others (Mawson, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978). When pupils are actively involved in their learning environment and feel that their ideas are valued, they are more likely to engage meaningfully and take responsibility for their development. One approach that supports these outcomes is the use of PVGs. PVGs are structured forums that provide pupils with opportunities to share ideas, participate in decision-making, and engage in projects that influence their school and community (Noyes, 2005; Whitty & Wisby, 2007). Rubenstein, Scott, and Peake (2022) found that PVG can positively impact both schools and pupils by strengthening pupils’ sense of agency and connection to the school community. The experiences described by teachers in this study suggest that PVGs offer a practical way to realize these benefits in everyday school settings. Rather than positioning pupils as passive recipients of instruction, PVGs encourage collaboration, dialogue, and shared ownership of school life.

[bookmark: _Int_XY4j4gvq][bookmark: _Int_M1l8SRmv]Research has shown that pupil voice initiatives contribute to higher levels of engagement, motivation, and leadership development when pupils are given genuine opportunities to contribute (Christie et al., 2009; Marsh, 2012; Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). PVGs also create conditions that foster self-directed learning. As pupils participate in planning activities, working with peers, and reflecting on outcomes, they begin to take greater responsibility for their learning and actions. This gradual shift from teacher-led to more pupil-led engagement aligns with developmental perspectives that emphasize autonomy, collaboration, and experiential learning in the early years (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Dewey, 1938).

While PVGs have been widely implemented in primary schools in the United Kingdom, less attention has been given to how teachers experience and support these groups in practice. Understanding teachers’ perspectives is important for clarifying how pupil voice structures function and how they contribute to leadership development and engagement at the elementary level. Although this study is situated in a Scottish primary school, its implications extend beyond that context. In Georgia, elementary agricultural education has expanded in recent years, creating opportunities to introduce leadership, teamwork, and responsibility at an earlier stage. However, there is limited guidance on how to intentionally structure pupil voice and leadership development in elementary settings (Georgia General Assembly, 2018). Examining PVG in Scotland provides a useful case example that can inform how leadership and pupil engagement might be supported within emerging elementary agricultural education programs in Georgia.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
Grow (1991) proposed the Staged Self-Directed Learning (SSDL) model, which enhances the concept of the self-directed learner. This structured self-directed learning framework comprises four stages corresponding to learners’ levels of self-direction (see Table 1). Stage one addressed dependent learners who benefit from teacher-centered methodologies characterized by explicit objectives and immediate feedback. The pedagogical approach for stage one learners is informational learning. This stage progresses to stage two when learners demonstrate readiness to complete assignments (see Table 1).

Table 1
Description of the Staged Self-Directed Learning (SSDL) Model According to Grow (1991)
	Stage
	Student
	Teacher
	Examples

	Stage One
	Dependent
	Authority, coach
	Coaching with immediate feedback. Informational lecture. Overcoming deficiencies and resistance 

	Stage Two
	Interested
	Motivator, guide
	Inspiring lecture plus guided discussion. Goal setting and learning strategies 

	Stage Three
	Involved
	Facilitator
	The discussion is facilitated by a teacher who participates equally with the pupils. Seminar. Group projects

	Stage Four
	Self-directed
	Consultant, delegator
	Internship. Dissertation, individual work, or self-directed study group



In stage 2, educators act as motivators rather than authorities, establishing a two-way communication channel that supports and encourages personal interaction and focus on a designated subject. During stage 3, learners become more actively involved in constructing their own knowledge; they are autonomous, while educators serve as facilitators. While teachers continue to guide communication, interaction becomes increasingly pupil-led. Lastly, in stage 4, the final stage, learners are characterized by high self-direction. Teachers become resource consultants who cultivate learners’ knowledge. As learners become more autonomous, they can learn from a wide range of instructors. As two-way communication begins to fade at this stage, learners develop the habit of forming relationships with others in the same manner they do with their teachers.

The SSDL model has significant implications for teaching, as each stage requires an appropriate teaching style and the avoidance of severe mismatches. Mohanna et al. (2021) posited that pupils express readiness through motivation and ability when educators match appropriate teaching styles to both the subject matter and pupils’ level of preparedness. However, pupils can be self-directed, but the process may be situational, subject-specific, and relative. Each learner has the potential to become self-directed; however, most educational systems fall short in nurturing this capacity. Instead, they promote dependency, as Grow (1991) argued in his SSDL model. The model outlines a progression through four stages from dependence to self-directed learning, emphasizing that educators must meet pupils where they are in their development. For pupils at lower SSDL stages, a balanced approach that integrates andragogy (learner-centered) and pedagogy (teacher-centered) is vital for gradually fostering autonomy and responsibility in learning.

Knowles, Holton III, and Swanson (1998) further critique the traditional pedagogical model, which treats learners as passive recipients of knowledge. In this model, the teacher assumes complete control over the learning process by deciding what, why, how, and when pupils learn. Knowles et al. (1998) acknowledged that pedagogy may be appropriate for learners at early developmental stages; its overuse can hinder the development of self-direction. This aligns with Grow’s (1991) concern that educational practices often stall learners’ development, despite societal demand for individuals who can think and act independently. Therefore, educators must willingly integrate andragogical principles to support pupils’ progression through the SSDL stages and prepare them for lifelong learning.

The science of teaching adults, known as andragogy, emphasizes self-directed and autonomous learning (Knowles et al., 1998). Rather than seeing pedagogy and andragogy as opposing methods, scholars argue that both approaches should be applied in context, with the context determined solely by learners' developmental stages. Rudduck and Flutter (2000) emphasize the shift in educational ideology from pedagogy to andragogy, noting that this transition parallels changes in perceptions of children and their roles in education. They argue that “those who hold traditional views of the child's place in school and society have most endangered the movement” (p. 76). Despite the growing recognition of children as capable determinants and contributors to their own learning, policymakers and educators continue to operate within outdated notions of childhood. Rudduck and Flutter (2000, as cited by Freeman, 1998) emphasized that “childhood is a social construct” (p. 80), noting that society depicts children as assumptions rather than realities. Over time, society viewed children as young adults, encouraging them to work for a living as soon as they reached adolescence, whereas more recent decades have emphasized their dependence on adult care (Freeman, 1998).

Children have often been viewed as being set apart from adults, and this separation became “associated with ideas of innocence or natural waywardness and, consequently, with the need for formalized induction and discipline” (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000, p. 80). PVGs use an andragogical teaching style, but with thoughtful application. The SSDL model more accurately describes the PVGs as learners become more comfortable with self-direction and teachers employ andragogical methods. However, these methods are effective for pupils who have reached a given level of readiness; this reflects the Grows’ (1991) progression model. Despite this alignment, little research has examined how teachers perceive and adapt to the shift toward a more pupil-centered approach to learning. 

Purpose and Research Objectives
This study aimed to explore the use of PVGs in a Scottish primary school and teachers’ perceptions of their impact on pupils’ leadership skill development and self-directed learning. The findings from this study could help address the current issue of leadership skill development and the approach of self-directed learners in elementary agriculture education classrooms. The following research questions guided this study:
1. What strategies are teachers using to prepare pupils to become leaders in their school and community through PVG?
2. What strategies are teachers using in preparing pupils to become self-directed learners through PVGs?

Methods
[bookmark: _Int_bxKny0Zv]This qualitative case study explored the role of PVGs at Kennedy Primary School using semi-structured interviews. Participants were six faculty members, including four teachers and two administrators, selected from a larger pool of 17 faculty and 10 PVGs. The head teacher facilitated recruitment through email, and participants were chosen based on both availability and prior experience with PVGs. While this approach was appropriate for identifying teachers familiar with the groups, it may also have introduced selection bias, as those who were available and already engaged with PVGs were more likely to participate. This context is important for interpreting the findings, as the perspectives captured may reflect the experiences of teachers who were already more confident or invested in pupil voice work. All six had led a PVG within the last two years, and at the time of the study, five were actively supervising one. Their roles and backgrounds provided perspectives that reflected both classroom practice and school leadership. Semi-structured interviews were conducted during the school day and scheduled around teaching breaks to minimize disruption to participants’ responsibilities. Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 minutes and was guided by 10 open-ended questions. These questions invited participants to discuss how PVGs supported pupil engagement, promoted leadership, and fostered self-directed learning. The semi-structured format ensured consistency across interviews while allowing participants to expand on issues most relevant to their experience.

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Data were analyzed using an inductive thematic approach. Transcripts were read several times, and initial codes were assigned to segments of text that reflected teachers' descriptions of pupil participation, responsibility, and leadership within PVGs. These codes were compared across participants, refined through repeated review, and grouped into broader themes representing shared patterns in the data. MAXQDA was used to organize and manage the coding process.

The trustworthiness of the study was addressed through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was strengthened through triangulation, including teacher interviews and the review of pupil artifacts, such as photographs and classroom documents. Member checking was conducted at the conclusion of each interview, allowing participants to confirm the accuracy of the researcher’s understanding and to add any final thoughts. These criteria reflect established standards for ensuring rigor and trustworthiness in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability was supported through purposeful sampling and rich description, which provided context for readers. Dependability and confirmability were addressed through a methodological journal that documented analytic decisions and reflexive notes throughout the study. All participants had supervised a PVG within the last two years. (see Table 2).

Table 2
Participants’ Demographics
	Name (Pseudonyms)
	Years at Kennedy Primary School
	PVG

	Jane
	4
	House Captain and Vice Captains

	Adriel
	8
	Entrepreneur

	Melany
	8
	Entrepreneur

	Ryan
	4
	NA

	Saka
	31
	Eco Group

	Carly
	7
	Rota Kids



[bookmark: _Int_CVWOHxjw]Note: This study is guided by PVGs, including leadership (House Captain/Vice-Captain), enterprise (Entrepreneur), environmental action (Eco Group), and school service (Rota Kids). Ryan held a school leadership role that involved pupil voice activities, but was not assigned to a specific PVG at the time of the interview.

Discussions and Conclusions
The Analysis of the interviews showed that participation in PVGs influenced pupils’ leadership development and self-directed learning in several connected ways. Five themes describe patterns: pupil empowerment, leadership and confidence, pupil-led learning, supportive teaching practices, and structural and equity constraints.

To emphasize the impact of PVGs on pupils’ development and learning approaches, the school was selected during a short-term study abroad in Scotland for its active use of PVGs to explore self-directed learning practices and pupil leadership. To protect participants' identities, the school was assigned the pseudonym Kennedy Primary School, located in Dumfries in southern Scotland. The school serves children aged 6 to 13 years from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and employs 14 teachers, providing a meaningful context for this study. This highlights the need for age-appropriate strategies that equip pupils with skills through inclusive PVGs practices. These practices directly support the study’s two research objectives by demonstrating that fostering leadership and self-directed learning are both relevant and necessary in these settings.

Pupil empowerment and voice
The findings revealed that participation in PVGs gave pupils a sense of voice and ownership within their school and community. Teachers explained that PVGs pushed pupils out of their comfort zones and helped them develop communication and teamwork skills. Carly noted that PVGs “pushed them out of their comfort zone a little bit because they're not always going to be able to sit back and watch themselves not communicating with other pupils in the school and the community.” Teachers also described how PVGs allowed pupils to shape their school environment in meaningful ways. Jane explained, “It’s a voice in their school, it’s a voice in the community because my class has gone out into the community this time.” One group even proposed supporting a local mental health hospital, showing how pupil ideas could extend beyond school improvement into the wider community.

The school’s broader culture reinforces this sense of empowerment by actively valuing community connections, parental involvement, and teacher support. Jane highlighted how the school embraces community values, explaining that “a lot of community says and a lot of community values” shape the school’s ethos and encourage families to participate in learning. This collaborative environment strengthens pupils’ confidence by surrounding them with adults who recognize and support their ideas. Teachers also play a crucial role in sustaining engagement; as Adriel noted, “If you, as a teacher, praise kids, if you motivate them, they become more intrinsically motivated… some pupils, however, need a bit more of a push.” Administrators echoed this emphasis on pupil voice. Melany explained that when pupils bring forward ideas that are personal to them, “their voices and their involvement within their school have given them a feeling of importance,” allowing them to walk through the school “proudly, knowing their words are valued.” Carly similarly observed that pupils feel genuinely invested in their contributions: “They’re feeling like they’re involved in something. And because it’s their choice, they’re making a real difference.” Together, these practices create a school culture that amplifies the impact of PVGs by ensuring pupils’ ideas are heard, respected, and acted upon.

Leadership and confidence
Participants observed clear changes in pupils’ confidence, behavior, and sense of responsibility. Pupils were described as more willing to take initiative and more proud of their roles. Saka reflected, “They have got more of a buzz about them; they are feeling important. You will see them going around the corridors because they have got things to organize.” Adriel reinforced this observation, noting that pupils were “walking differently… ‘I am important.”
Community members also commented on these changes, often noting that pupils are more decisive, engaged, and confident when interacting with others. These shifts suggested that PVGs supported the development of leadership identities and a stronger sense of self. The visible shifts in confidence, as teachers and administrators emphasized, also cultivate a wide range of leadership and life skills that extend beyond the immediate school context. Pupils were consistently pushed beyond their comfort zones, developing communication, teamwork, and presentation skills that respondents viewed as essential for future success. Carly highlighted this growth, noting that PVGs challenged pupils because “they’re not always going to be able to sit back and watch themselves not communicating with other pupils in the school and the community.” This emphasis on active engagement supported pupils’ self-directed learning, with Melany explaining that leadership emerges when “a child… comes up with new ideas and creativity,” enabling them to take ownership of planning, decision-making, and collaborative work. Teachers intentionally fostered independence by shifting responsibility to pupils, a practice Melany described as “turning the planning stage over to pupils,” which aligns with Grow’s SSDL model. Respondents also stressed the importance of interpersonal skills such as adaptability, communication, and the ability to make others feel valued as core components of effective leadership. Saka captured this sentiment, describing high-quality leadership as the ability to make a team feel “welcomed, needed, and valued.” PVGs further nurtured resilience by normalizing mistakes and encouraging persistence; as Jane reminded pupils, “That’s life… we need to keep trying,” a message reinforced by Adriel’s observation that pupils learn from seeing multiple perspectives accepted or rejected. 

Additional skills, such as listening and problem-solving, were frequently cited as transferable to real-life situations, with Saka affirming that PVGs are “absolutely excellent” at instilling these competencies. Teachers also reflected on the nature of leadership itself, with Ryan suggesting that children often lead more naturally than adults and that leadership develops through both innate traits and personal growth. Finally, PVG initiatives extended into the wider community, offering pupils authentic leadership experiences through partnerships such as their collaboration with Lewis University to produce books distributed internationally, an opportunity that, as Saka noted, provided meaningful responsibility and strengthened pupils’ self-direction.

Pupil-led learning and creativity
Teachers emphasized that PVGs encouraged pupils to take ownership of ideas, which they saw as central to leadership and self-directed learning. Melany explained that “creativity is quite a big part because quite often, a lot of the time, it’s coming up with the idea in the first place… It’s only then that they can be directed, or they can direct it once they’ve come up with something.” Pupils moved from waiting for instructions to actively proposing and shaping projects. This process allowed them to practice decision-making, problem-solving, and responsibility in ways that were meaningful to them. Participants emphasized that a core purpose of PVGs is to involve pupils directly in planning and implementing learning activities, thereby deepening their sense of ownership and engagement. Ryan described this as giving pupils “opportunity to have ownership and engagement within projects happening in school,” reinforcing the idea that decision-making is central to their growth.

Teachers noted that small-group structures further supported this process by creating more responsive and collaborative learning environments. Melany explained that reducing the ratio to “1 to 16 rather than 1 to 33” allowed her to spend more time with each child, enabling richer idea sharing and more meaningful participation. Although PVGs are pupil-led, teachers still provide essential scaffolding through manageable agendas that guide discussions without limiting pupil autonomy; as Saka noted, even when leadership is handed over, “you still must have an agenda to cover.” This balance of structure and freedom helps pupils develop confidence as they express ideas, engage in dialogue, and take initiative. Melany highlighted the foundational role of self-esteem, arguing that pupils “automatically start to feel better about themselves” when their abilities are recognized. Through these practices, PVGs create an enabling environment where pupils’ voices shape school life, fostering communication and collaboration and laying a strong foundation for lifelong learning.

Beyond fostering creativity and ownership, PVGs also provided pupils with authentic, real-world learning experiences that strengthened their independence and reflective thinking. Teachers described how pupils engaged in community-based tasks, researched ideas outside the classroom, and collaborated with local partners, which helped them see the relevance of their decisions beyond school walls. Ryan noted that pupils often revisited previous projects, reflecting on what worked and using those insights to plan future actions, mirroring the iterative nature of self-directed learning. Cross-age collaboration further enriched this process, as older pupils modeled leadership and communication while younger pupils contributed fresh perspectives and learned to articulate their ideas with confidence. These interactions created a dynamic learning community in which pupils supported one another, practiced negotiation, and developed the interpersonal skills needed to sustain collaborative work. Through these experiences, PVGs extended learning beyond traditional instruction, enabling pupils to apply creativity, initiative, and problem-solving in meaningful contexts.

Supportive teaching practices and group structures
To support pupil independence, teachers used facilitative and pupil-centered strategies. Adriel described the process as “very child-led. It’s whatever they want to carry on doing.” Teachers encouraged peer-to-peer learning, experiential projects, and collaboration across age groups. Practical tools were also used to help pupils plan and stay focused. Jane described how her pupils “went through the plan together and prepared it over three meetings, using a traffic light of yellow, green, and red system to track their progress… helping them stay focused and motivated.” Cross-age work allowed younger pupils to contribute ideas without pressure while older pupils practiced mentoring, listening, and leadership. Real-world projects strengthened this learning. As Saka explained, “Mine’s quite practical… they’re genuinely making money… it’s very real life… ‘This is our money. We get to decide what to do with it.’” These activities connected academic skills with practical responsibility and decision-making.

While building on these facilitative practices, teachers further emphasized that the structures and freedoms embedded within PVGs are central to sustaining pupil-led learning and deepening pupils’ sense of ownership. The right to choice and freedom forms the foundation of PVGs, enabling pupils to take genuine ownership of their learning and develop self-directed leadership skills. This represents a deliberate shift from traditional instruction toward a planned, pupil-centered model in which pupils’ ideas shape the direction of the work. Ryan described this alignment between pedagogy and curriculum, noting the importance of “giving the pupils the freedom to choose what they want to do.” At the same time, Adriel reinforced that the process remains “very child-led,” particularly in practical, enterprise-based projects where pupils make real decisions with real consequences. To preserve autonomy while maintaining focus, teachers used structured tools such as visual agendas and the traffic-light system, which helped pupils track completed, ongoing, and upcoming goals and fostered motivation through visible progress. Jane explained how this system supported organization and accountability by allowing pupils to “go through the plan together” across multiple meetings.

Teachers also extended learning beyond the classroom by encouraging pupils to research topics in the community and hold PVG meetings off-site, promoting independence and authentic engagement. Small-group structures and pair-and-share methods further strengthened collaboration across age groups, with older pupils guiding discussions and younger pupils contributing ideas in developmentally appropriate ways. As Jane observed, this arrangement “encourages collaborative discussion, fostering active participation” without overshadowing pupil voice. Across these varied strategies, teachers remained intentional in designing environments that were engaging, communicative, and anchored in conditions of autonomy that not only supported immediate project success but also nurtured intrinsic motivation, confidence, and long-term learner agency.

Structural and equity constraints 
Despite the positive outcomes, teachers identified several constraints. Time was the most consistent pressure, with staff often giving up breaks, lunches, and personal time to keep PVGs running. Staffing shortages were also a concern. Melany observed, “With cuts within the education… there’s less support staff,” while Ryan added, “we have less staff to support us.” Equity was another issue. Teachers expressed concern that without additional support, pupils from lower socio-economic backgrounds might not be able to participate as fully or benefit equally from PVGs. Participants also noted that PVGs helped pupils manage transitions and develop a stronger sense of belonging. Pupils who struggled with change appeared to adjust more easily when they already knew staff and peers through PVG involvement. This wider network of relationships made the school feel like their school, not just a place they attended, by providing the relational support that Grow’s SSDL model identifies as essential for helping learners progress from dependence toward greater autonomy and self-directed engagement.

Teachers echoed these structural pressures, noting that time constraints were the most persistent challenge, often forcing them to use lunch breaks or personal time to run PVG sessions. Behavior management also proved difficult in mixed-age, child-led groups, as Jane explained: “Because these kids are not in your class, it’s a wee bit tricky behavior-wise in trying to get them to engage.” Staffing shortages intensified these pressures, leaving fewer adults available to support pupils and adding to teachers’ workloads. Melany captured this strain when she shared, “I came in on my day off… because we don’t have staff; I don’t have anyone else to teach my class while that could happen.” Personal commitments frequently clashed with PVG responsibilities, yet many staff continued to volunteer out of dedication to their pupils. Space limitations further hindered collaboration, with several teachers noting that small rooms restricted group work and pupil engagement.

Conclusion and Implications
Motivation and confidence were central to pupils’ growth within PVGs, and this study's findings highlight how these groups create the conditions necessary for such development. This pattern aligns with previous research showing that pupil engagement is shaped through reciprocal interactions between teacher behavior and pupils’ emotional involvement in learning (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). As Bandura (1986) argued, beliefs about one’s abilities are shaped through continuous interaction with the environment, and PVGs offered pupils a structured yet flexible space to test ideas, receive feedback, and witness the tangible outcomes of their efforts. Teachers consistently reported that pupils became more confident, intrinsically motivated, and willing to take initiative as they engaged in decision-making and collaborative work. These observations align closely with self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), which posits that autonomy and competence are foundational to intrinsic motivation. When pupils were given meaningful choices and trusted with responsibility, they demonstrated higher levels of engagement and ownership over their learning. Participants further emphasized that PVGs helped pupils develop essential skills, including problem-solving, cross-age collaboration, peer mentoring, and social cohesion, reflecting Bandura’s (1986) view that learning emerges through the dynamic interaction of personal, behavioral, and environmental factors.

The findings also resonate strongly with Grow’s (1991) Staged Self-Directed Learning (SSDL) model. Teachers described a gradual transfer of planning and leadership responsibilities to pupils, mirroring the progression from dependent to increasingly autonomous learners. In early stages, teachers provided structure, modeling, and guidance; however, as pupils demonstrated readiness, teachers shifted toward facilitation and consultation. This intentional scaffolding allowed pupils to take greater responsibility for their actions, decisions, and group outcomes. Similarly, principles of andragogy (Knowles et al., 1998) and experiential learning (Dewey, 1938; Vygotsky, 1978) were evident in the pupil-led, real-world nature of PVG activities. Pupils engaged in authentic tasks such as planning events, managing resources, or collaborating with community partners that required reflection, negotiation, and application of knowledge in meaningful contexts. These experiences supported the development of metacognitive skills and reinforced the value of learning through doing, a hallmark of experiential and social learning theories.

The SSDL model aligns with findings that PVGs helped move pupils from relying on teacher support to taking greater ownership of their learning and leadership roles. In the beginning, teachers still provided structure, encouragement, and guidance, which reflects the earlier stages of the model. As pupil become more confident, contribute ideas, work with others, and take responsibility for their project, they appear to move into more involved stages of self-direction. Themes such as pupil empowerment, leadership, and pupil-led learning reflected this shift.

Although this study was conducted in a Scottish primary school, the findings have meaningful implications for elementary agricultural education in Georgia. As agricultural programs expand at the elementary level, there is a growing need for structures that support leadership, teamwork, and pupil engagement alongside academic content. PVGs’ style activities, such as pupil-led gardens, service-learning projects, and school improvement initiatives, could offer Georgia pupils similar opportunities to practice responsibility, collaboration, and decision-making. These activities mirror the foundational components of agricultural education, including supervised agricultural experiences (SAEs) and leadership development through FFA. Introducing such experiences early may help build confidence and prepare pupils for later participation in these programs. Moreover, PVGs demonstrate how leadership and self-directed learning can be embedded into everyday school routines rather than reserved for older pupils or extracurricular contexts. This early exposure may be particularly beneficial for pupils who have limited opportunities for leadership outside of school or who may not initially see themselves as leaders.

Although the study was conducted in a Scottish primary school, there are enough shared features to make the findings useful for thinking about elementary schools in Georgia. In both contexts, schools do more than deliver academic support. They also help pupils build confidence, become more responsible, and feel a sense of belonging in their communities. Teachers in both Scotland and the United States play an important role in creating supportive spaces where pupils can grow and participate, work with others, and begin to see themselves as capable contributors. Because of these similarities, PVGs can serve as a useful example of how pupil voice, leadership, and self-directed learning might be encouraged in elementary educational settings in Georgia, even though the findings should be applied with care and not treated as directly transferable.

The findings also suggest several practical implications for schools and educators. First, schools are encouraged to create spaces where pupils can take an active role in shaping their learning environment. Allowing pupils to set goals, track progress, and reflect on their work supports the development of self-direction and accountability. Teachers in this study found that visual tools, such as traffic light systems and action plans, helped pupils monitor their progress and stay motivated. Second, small-group structures appear to be especially effective at fostering meaningful participation. Teachers noted that reduced ratios allowed for richer dialogue, more individualized support, and greater opportunities for pupils to share ideas. Schools may consider incorporating similar structures into other areas of the curriculum to promote deeper engagement.

[bookmark: _Int_KrZejv7g]Partnerships with community members can further strengthen these experiences by connecting learning to real-life contexts. PVGs that engaged with local organizations, businesses, or service providers offered pupils a broader understanding of how their actions influence the world beyond school. Such partnerships align well with agricultural education’s emphasis on community involvement and real-world application. Additionally, the findings highlight the importance of teacher facilitation. While PVGs are pupil-led, teachers play a crucial role in providing structure, modeling reflective thinking, and ensuring that all pupils have opportunities to contribute. Professional development focused on facilitative teaching strategies may help educators feel more confident in supporting pupil-led initiatives.

Finally, PVGs not only foster leadership and skill development but also embody the principles of self-directed, experiential, and socially grounded learning described in the literature. The integration of Grow’s (1991) SSDL model into everyday practice was evident throughout the PVG structure, demonstrating how pupil-led initiatives can align classroom instruction with broader developmental goals of engagement, autonomy, and lifelong learning. These findings contribute to a growing body of research that emphasizes the importance of pupil voice and agency in elementary education. They also underscore the potential for PVGs to serve as a model for other educational contexts, including agricultural education, where leadership, collaboration, and hands-on learning are central.
 
Recommendations
To fully maximize the benefit of PVGs, the following recommendations were proposed for school administration practice in elementary classrooms:
1. Implement PVGs in elementary classrooms to develop pupil leadership, enhance active engagement, and support self-directed learning.
2. Create inclusive, safe, and supportive environments that encourage all pupils to participate, share ideas, and take on leadership roles.
3. Acknowledge the need for pedagogical shifts, recognizing PVGs as a tool that bridges traditional classroom practices and democratic, participatory learning.
4. Provide professional development for teachers focused on facilitation skills, reflective dialogue, and strategies to support pupil autonomy in structured group settings.
5. Launch community partnerships to extend PVG ideas beyond the classroom and connect learning to real-world‑ practices.

The following recommendations were proposed for future research:
1. Future research should examine the developmental stage at which PVG becomes effective for pupils.
2. Investigate the ideal PVG size for fostering collaborative learning.
3. Assess the influence of parental and community involvement on pupil engagement within PVGs.
4. Explore the relevance and application of andragogy and pedagogy theories in primary education.
5. Consider adopting Grow’s (1991) Staged Self-Directed Learning (SSDL) model as a developmental framework for supporting self-directed learning among young learners.
6. Conduct studies across different schools with a large sample to strengthen generalizability and foster understanding of how PVGs function in diverse educational settings.
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