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How to:  
Student School Board Member 
 
 



 

 

Student School Board Member 
A formal seat on the board, voting or non-voting, held by a student who is either elected 
by peers or appointed. 

What is a Student School Board Member? 

A student school board member holds a formal seat on the board, a4ends mee5ngs, 
par5cipates in discussions, and brings perspec5ves and opinions from their peers.  
On some boards, students are full vo5ng members; on others they hold advisory  
or non-vo5ng status. What dis5nguishes this structure from all others is its formality.  
The student isn't a guest, a presenter, or a consultant. They are a member. 

What a Student School Board Member Makes Possible 

Student board members are uniquely posi5oned to bridge the gap between district policy and 
students’ daily reali5es. A student seat on the school board brings:   

• Access to what is happening in schools right now. Student board members can help 
bridge genera5onal gaps between adults and the students they serve.  

• Shared power. A vo5ng student member means the board is sharing power;  
going further than listening. 

• A more collabora5ve board culture. The presence of students oGen  
encourages a more open, honest approach to decision-making and a culture  
of con5nuous learning. 
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What It Takes 

It is cri5cal to a4end to the four condi5ons that shape how a student school board member 
par5cipates.  

Mindsets that matter 

Treat the student member as a full par5cipant in 
governance, not a symbolic representa5ve. 
Remember that one  
student seat is not a subs5tute for  
a broader student partnership strategy. 

Empowering environments 

Codify the student board member role in board 
policy with clear terms and vo5ng status 
whenever possible.  

Supportive practices 

Pair the seat with other student partnership 
structures. Provide orienta5on, materials, and a 
staff liaison, and plan transi5ons deliberately so 
ins5tu5onal knowledge carries forward. 

Student body representation 

Design selec5on processes with broad outreach 
and ac5ve recruitment across schools, grades, 
and backgrounds. Pair the student member role 
with other structures  
to access more than one voice. 

For more of what it takes, complete the condi5ons check on the next page. 
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Student Board Member: Conditions Check 

Whether you already have a student board member or are looking to begin this prac5ce, use 
this assessment to evaluate what you do well and what you need. 

Mindsets that matter Not Yet In Progress Established 

Student members par.cipate fully in governance,  
not symbolically.    

The board seeks the student member's input on substan.ve policy, 
not just student-specific items.    

The student member's knowledge of student experience carries the 
same weight as other data sources.    

The board tells students how their input shaped decisions— 
or why it didn't.    

 

Empowering Environments   Not Yet In Progress Established 

Board policy codifies the student member role, including terms, 
responsibili.es, and status.    

The student member is compensated through s.pend, course 
credit, or equivalent.    

The student member has access to commiEees or other spaces 
where board members and staff develop policy together.    

A defined transi.on process carries ins.tu.onal knowledge across 
student terms.    

 

Supportive Practices     Not Yet In Progress Established 

The student member receives orienta.on and ongoing support on 
how the board func.ons.    

A designated staff member supports the student  
board member.    

The student member receives agenda materials and relevant data in 
advance of mee.ngs.    

The student member is connected to peer networks for support and 
professional development.    
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Student Body Representation Not Yet In Progress Established 

The selec.on process recruits across schools and  
student backgrounds, rather than defaul.ng to exis.ng leadership 
pipelines. 

   

The student member role is paired with addi.onal structures that 
bring a broader range of student perspec.ves  
to the board. 

   

Membership criteria and selec.on process are clearly defined and 
publicly communicated.    

The board periodically evaluates whether the student role is 
working as intended and adjusts accordingly.    

 

Total/16 Not Yet:     _______ In Progress:     _______ Established:     _______ 

 

Your Next Move 

Look at your results from the condi5ons check. Use the direc5ons below to plan your next steps 
for a student school board member.  

If most of your 
responses were "not 
yet" 

Start with a conversa.on among board members about ques.ons like these:   
• What decisions has this board made in the past year that would have looked different 

if we’d had a student board member?  
• What assump.ons do we hold about students' readiness to engage in governance? 
• What do we need to help ensure a student advisory council is not tokenizing student 

voice?  

If most of your 
responses were "in 
progress": 

Look at your next agenda and iden.fy one item that directly influences students’ experiences. 
Give your student member that item to open, not to respond to a[er adults have already 
framed it.  

If most of your 
responses were 
"established": 

Iden.fy two items that you marked "in progress” that, if moved to "established," would most 
change the role of the student board member. Make that your focus for the next quarter. 
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Printable posters 
Student partnership prac5ces can fade under the weight of old 
habits and urgent deadlines. Companion posters are designed to 
keep them visible in the rooms where your board works.  

See the posters  → 
 

 

Additional Reading 

The State of Student Board Members webinar. Na5onal Student Board Member Associa5on 
(NSBMA) shares research findings and insights on the state of student  
board members and student board members share about their experiences serving  
on school boards.  

Data-driven School Governance Resources. Resources from the School Board and Youth 
Engagement Lab (SBYE) at Teachers College Columbia University, including "The Missing Piece" 
state-by-state reports. 

Toolkit for Empowering Student Voices. New York State School Boards Associa5on toolkit for 
selec5ng and suppor5ng student board members. 

START. A three-day online conference by NSBMA to prepare incoming Student Board Members 
for a successful term of service.  

Prism report. An ar5cle about the importance of vo5ng power for students. 

EdSource opinion. State student board member, Amy Ayyappan, describes the rigorous, mul5-
step process California uses for the student seat at the state board of educa5on.  

 

Want to go further? 
 
Check out more tools, case studies, and resources to support student partnerships at 
studentpoweredimprovement.com → 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OvODArnftaEQ0ApJwTGmiSZWApzlIPmj/view?usp=drive_link
https://www.nsbma.net/webinars
https://cee.tc.columbia.edu/what-we-do/data-driven-school-governance/?scroll=11455782
https://www.nyssba.org/clientuploads/nyssba_pdf/ex-officio-board-member-toolkit-guide-06202025.pdf
https://www.nsbma.net/start2026
https://prismreports.org/2024/04/17/student-school-board-members-call-more-power/
https://edsource.org/2024/are-you-cut-out-to-be-the-next-student-member-of-the-california-state-board-of-education/712826
http://studentpoweredimprovement.com/
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