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I Introduction

Young people spend more time in school than anywhere else with the possible exception of the family. Consequently, I believe there is no more important place to promote youth participation in decision-making than in school. Yet for a variety of reasons schools remain for the most part authoritarian structures with little role for student participation.

Schools are the most important institutions in which to promote student voice. This is because they have the capacity and mandate to reach virtually every young person and because they are a key contributor to the development of social norms (Billig 2005, pp. 8). I believe that if students are given effective voice in school, they are more likely to exercise an effective voice in their post-school lives.

In my research as part of a Master in Children’s Rights program, I have found that despite the lack of extensive student participation, I found s some good examples going on in the United States (U.S). This paper will focus on student decision-making in the U.S. This does not mean that other countries may not be ahead of the U.S. in this area but only that I have not researched any country other than the U.S.

. For purposes of this paper, I will define student voice as youths stating opinions and being heard in such a way that they participate in decisions which concern themselves and other youths. They could actually make the decision or they could have their views taken into account by adults who are making the final decisions. Both are examples of student voice.


    The issue of student voice involves a tension between those who want to protect the child and those who want the child to participate. Those who want protection point out the dangers of turning decisions over to those who are too young or immature to make them. Those in favor of participation say students are mature enough to make decisions and that the experience of decision-making will help them grow and mature.



As part of my research, I came upon the First Amendment Schools (hereafter FAS) Project, a joint project of two Washington, D.C. area-based NGOs, the First Amendment Center of the Freedom Forum and the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. This project began five years ago and has involved close to 100 schools and 70,000 students. The name comes from the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which reads as follows:

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” (U.S. Constitution, Amendment I)  

The First Amendment is very important to the issue of “student voice” because the  six freedoms listed within it-religion, speech, press, assembly association and right to petition the government- all pertain to student voice. These freedoms also correspond to provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) including Article 12 (right of the children to express their views on matters that affect them), Article 13 (freedom of expression), Article 14 (freedom of thought, conscience and religion), Article 15 (freedom of association and assembly), and Article 17 (right of access to information from the mass media and elsewhere).  

The goals of FAS are to create and sustain First Amendment principles in school, establish schools in every region of the country, encourage curriculum reforms that deepen First Amendment principles throughout the school, and educate school leaders, teachers and others about the significance of the First Amendment. (First Amendment Schools website: www.firstamendmentschools.org)

One of the most important guiding principles of FAS is that it aims to create laboratories of democracy. This means that “all members of the school community have substantial opportunities to practice democracy and have a meaningful voice in shaping the life of the school. This means that staff, students, parents, and community members are included when decisions are made about organization, governance and curricula”(Haynes & Chaltain 2003, pp. 322).

FAS was not the first educational endeavor to focus on student voice .An excellent example of students making decisions on their own is Montessori schools. In the early 1900s, Maria Montessori made decision-making by primary age children the hallmark of Montessori Schools. As long as they did not do something “dangerous” or “useless”, they were free to choose their own activities in the classroom. “The protection of the child’s choice was the key element in the Montessori Method and must not be violated” (Lillard 1972, pp.54).


In this paper, I will present examples of student voice that are working in U.S. schools (called the “Many Ways of Student Voice”), the arguments for and against student voice, and then make recommendations to the CRC regarding student voice.

II The Many Ways of Student Voice 

Student voice manifests itself in many ways in a school. The most common are on-going extra-curricular activities such as a dance, drama or debate club, but I found that it also exists in the form of a one-time activity such as a mock trial competition, a model U.N. program or a “We the People” competition, which tests students’ knowledge of government, law and history.

Student voice is seen in community service/service learning activities where students volunteer to work on a project that helps the community. Sometimes the project can help the school as when students volunteer to be trained as peer mediators to solve conflicts. This can also occur in a youth court where they act as prosecutors, defense attorneys and judges and try their peers for minor violations of school rules or 

law.


One of the most important places for student voice to be heard is the classroom. There must be participatory or interactive methods, which involve students in their own learning. I am quite familiar with these methods as my organization, Street Law, Inc, promotes their use in virtually every lesson. Lecture should be kept very short as it is if used extensively a very authoritarian way of teaching.


Lastly, students can be involved in decision-making regarding school rules or policies. There are many examples of this in FAS schools and others. Some of the principals who are involved like Nelson Beaudoin says that he cannot think of a single decision, which would not benefit from student input (Beaudoin 2005, pp.84). He does not go so far as to say students should make all the decisions but rather that they should have input into all important policy decisions.

Other specific ways students have been involved include the hiring of teachers, committees, as representatives on local or state school boards, or serving on a student council that does not just decide issues such as the theme of school dances but instead addresses actual policy questions.

II Arguments for Student Voice


There are many arguments in favor of student voice. Here are some of the most common:

1. Fulfilling Child’s Needs

Lansdown (2005, pp.18) has argued that student voice fills a particular need of a child.  Kelson-Pringle argued that all children have four basic needs (Lansdown, 2005, pp.18): for love and security, for new experiences, for praise and recognition and for responsibility. Student voice is an important method of obtaining these needs as student voice involves responsibility, new experiences, praise and recognition.

2. Improves Students’ Competencies

One of the principal issues relating to youth participation is requiring competence as a condition of action. An example would be the requirement of passing a driving test before driving a car. 

Is the child able to make a competent decision? Of course, adults sometimes do not make competent decisions either. Competence obviously involves thinking and Piaget argued that child development takes place in a series of stages, each associated with an approximate age range: sensory motor (birth to 18 months), pre-operational (18 months to 7 years), concrete operational (seven to 11 years) and formal thinking (11 and older) (Lansdown 2005 pp.9). If students 11 and up are able to be formal thinkers, it is logical that they are also competent to participate in or make decisions in school... 

A British legal case Gillict v West Norfolk and Wisbech Health Authority ( 1985 pp. 402), which involved a medical decision by a child,.set a standard that “the parental right yields to the child’s wishes to make his own decisions, when he reaches a sufficient understanding and intelligence to be capable of making up his own mind on the matter requiring a decision.” Some hold that this applies to all areas of personal decision-making. Despite the language supporting a right to participate, the burden is still on the child to prove he or she is competent (Lansdown 2005, pp52). 

As educator George Wood (2005, pp.125)) has said: “We learn socially responsible behavior the way we learn everything else, through practice. Unfortunately, the way we set up our high schools gives students very few opportunities to actually practice responsible behavior.” Student voice provides the opportunity for practice, which is greatly needed.

3. Other Benefits of Student Voice


There are some specific benefits when students are involved in decision-making. Research in the U.K. indicates that when children are respected and are involved in decisions affecting school life, the relationship between staff and students improves, as do educational outcomes leading to less conflict and violence and greater commitment to education (Lansdown 2005, pp.59). In the U.S., student voice proponents focus on the notion that student outcomes will improve and school reform will be more successful if students actively participate in shaping it (Mitra 2004, p.652). 

Successful student voice initiatives need to target both involvements in school-wide issues as well as classroom efforts. Research indicates that students improved academically when teachers constructed their classes in ways that valued student voice - especially when students are given the opportunity to work with their teachers to improve the curriculum and instruction (Mitra 2004, pp. 653). Research also indicated that increasing student voice could re-engage alienated students by providing them with a sense of ownership in their schools. Students said they highly valued having their voices “heard” and “honored”(Mitra 2004, pp.653).

III The Arguments Against Student Voice

There are certain arguments frequently put forth against student voice. I will present each one and arguments to refute them.

1. Fear of Children in Power

This argument is connected to a fear of what would happen if youth were given decision-making power. Implicit in this is that they would make the wrong decision or create a dangerous situation. There is little evidence that this will happen and if they make mistakes, this is often a valuable learning experience.

The reality involving schools in the U.S. is that the principal could not give away his or her overall responsibility for the school and there are local school boards and statewide boards of education with authority that cannot be relinquished without a change in the law. It is also true that principals who have allowed student voice have always stopped short of a grant of full authority. 

A common worry voiced by adults who are opposed to student voice is that “the students will end up running the school” (Beaudoin 2005 pp.25). A principal from another school told a FAS principal: “Why are you letting the monkeys run the school?” However, experience led another principal to say that when some decision-making power is shared, the students will still look for guidance, even in the most democratic of settings (Beaudoin 2005, p.25).

2. Lack of Competence

There is no simple formula for determining when a child is competent to make a decision and this leads some to conclude that waiting until children reach 18 years of age is the best answer. Some would argue that some schools and some parents act as if this were the case but there is also evidence that from the age 14, the child’s capacity is developed enough to understand the facts, the decision-making process and reasonable outcomes of a choice (Lansdown 2005, pp. 24).

Because of the differing competencies possessed by different youth, even of the same age, some critics say the only thing to do is to set “a reasonable age” when a youth may be able to do something (e.g. 17 to drive an automobile, or 18 to marry or vote). Some commentators rebut this by saying that there is evidence that children do not acquire competencies just because of age but rather through experience, culture and levels of parental support and expectation (Lansdown 2005, pp.XI).

3. Need for Protection


Others say that children need to be protected and not exposed to unnecessary danger that decision-making entails. However, it has been said by one writer that one has to enable youths to extend their branches, exercise choices and engage in necessary risk-taking while not exposing them to undue responsibility, harm and danger (Lansdown 2005, pp, 32).

 It is often assumed that children are passive recipients of adult protection, training, wisdom and guidance, rather than contributors to their social environments (Lansdown 2005, pp. 10). In addition, every child does need some of these things from adults but I think it would be better to create a dialogue between adults and children about how the adults can meet their responsibilities to fulfill, respect and protect children’s rights in accordance with the evolving capacities of Article 5 of the CRC (Lansdown 2005 pp.XIV). Good parents allow their children more and more autonomy until they are able to function with less and less guidance. School should not be different.

4. Loss of Power and Control

One educator also believes the control issue is a major one for many people. However, he refutes it by saying:  “My experience in eight different school systems has yielded ample evidence that educators who insist on control miss out on the opportunity to inspire” (Beaudoin 2005, pp.31).

The common refrain that youths hear is “we are doing this for your own good.” This implies that the child is not fully formed and autonomy is dangerous in a dangerous world” (Blair 2005, pp.16) Though it is undoubtedly true that a young person should not have the same decision-making power as an adult,” we are doing it for your own good” is an overused cliché. I believe it would be better to discuss with students such decisions before they are made so that the youths have input and understand the reasons on both sides. In such situations, parents or educators may hear a student’s voice they never heard before.

5. Loss of Time 

Another reason administrators react negatively is what one might call the “suitcase syndrome.” It’s a good idea,” an administrator might reply but “I am too busy with other things.” In other words, “I can’t embark on a journey because my suitcase is filled.”(Beaudoin 2005, p. 21) The answer to this is that nurturing student voice is worth it because it may change the whole atmosphere in a school. It may make the journey more fruitful.

V Conclusions


To me, the arguments for student voice far out rank the arguments against it. The activities of participation, which are the essence of student voice, echo the sounds of democracy, which are being heard in more and more across the world. as the twentieth century proceeds. What most countries do not recognize yet is that one of the best ways to live democratically is to breathe life into student voice.


Once one accepts the necessity of student voice, it is important to have a list of 7 concrete recommendations to use in implementing it. Annex A includes such a list.

Annex A

Recommendations for the CRC Regarding Student Voice for the CRC

By promoting the following best practices in student voice, the CRC will be empowering schools worldwide to have increased student voice. Due to limits in space, I cannot explain all of the five recommendations below in this paper but if the Committee would like a further explanation of these, I will be happy to provide it. These are all actions that should be taken in schools to expand student voice. All have been successfully implemented in the U.S. All could be recommendations from the CRC as part of a General Comment.

· Recommendation 1: Encourage Projects such as the U.S.- based First Amendment Schools Project 

· Recommendation 2: Share with Students, Teachers and Parents the Philosophy of Student Voice

· Recommendation 3:Train Teachers and School Administrators to Change the Classrooms and Schools to be More Democratic

· Recommendation 4: Student Voice Should be involved In Any       School Reform Effort

· Recommendation 5: Students, Teachers, Administrators and Parents Should Engage in an Ongoing Dialogue about School Policies and Other Affecting Students and Establish Mechanisms for Exercise of Student Voice.

· Recommendation 6: Implement Student Voice in Many Ways Including: extracurricular activates such as clubs highlighting areas such as drama, dance, debate, music and one-time competitions; train teachers to teach using participatory or interactive methods where student is the center of the education not the teacher; peer mediation and conflict resolution programs.

· Reccomendation 7: Students Should be Made Part of Policy-making in All Schools. Student Voice can be given to a student council, a committee of faculty and students or other Mechanism. However, no major policy decision should be made without Student Input.
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