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How to: Student Voice 
Mechanisms and Your 
School Board  
 
 



 

 

Student Voice Mechanisms 
Surveys, listening sessions, focus groups, interviews, or polls that reach students at scale. 

What are Student Voice Mechanisms? 

Student voice mechanisms are the structured ways boards hear from students at scale such as 
surveys, listening sessions, focus groups, interviews, and polls. These mechanisms are designed 
to reach many students at once, o<en hundreds or thousands, across  
a district or state. While these mechanisms can be a powerful tool, too o<en they serve as a 
“checkbox” of student voice, rather than an authenBc mechanism to hear from students and act 
on the results. The power of a student voice mechanism is how a board engages with and acts 
on the informaBon. 

What Student Voice Mechanisms Make Possible 

Valid and reliable data that represents many student voices can inform board acBon, parBcularly 
when there is extended conversaBons with students about the results. This means:    

• Shared understanding rather than adult interpretaBon. When students help make sense 
of findings, the result reflects what students actually mean, not what adults thought 
they meant. 

• Data that has impact beyond the board. Findings can inform other educators who can 
also act on the informaBon. 

• Real governance capacity for students. Students learn how boards think, what 
constraints shape decisions, and the impact of quesBons they take Bme to answer. 

Together, these shi<s turn student voice from a data point a board collects into a partnership a 
board builds. 
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What It Takes     

Mindsets that matter 

Involve students in interpreBng what  
findings mean. Be transparent with the 
community about how student data was used or 
why it wasn't.    

Empowering environments 

Co-design quesBons with students so that they 
reflect student realiBes. Share findings beyond 
the board with other educators  
who can also act on them. 

Supportive practices 

Use mulBple methods. For example, surveys 
reach volume, focus groups reach depth,  
listening sessions reach nuance. 

Student body representation 

Design for reach, not convenience —  
the students most affected by board decisions 
are frequently the hardest to hear from; 
accepBng low response rates as inevitable is not 
sufficient.  

For more of what it takes, complete the condiBons check on the next page. 
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Student Voice Mechanisms: Conditions Check 

Use this assessment to evaluate your strength and needs related to if and how your board 
examines survey, interview, listening session, focus groups, or poll data.    

Mindsets that matter Not Yet In Progress Established 

Student findings are primary source data students help  
to interpret before ac7on is taken.    

Board members can point to specific decisions shaped  
by student input in the past year.    

The board reports back to students a summary and next steps a=er 
every voice mechanism.      

The board routes data according to those with authority to act on 
each category of student findings.    

 

Empowering Environments   Not Yet In Progress Established 

Students co-design the ques7ons, shaping what gets asked before 
data collec7on begins.    

Students par7cipate in a sensemaking session between data 
collec7on and board ac7on.    

Students know where to find results and what the board  
did with them.    

 

Supportive Practices     Not Yet In Progress Established 

The board uses mul7ple data collec7on methods  
(surveys, polls, interviews, etc.) to widen student reach.    

Student voice mechanisms run on a consistent,  
predictable schedule.    

Student voice mechanisms consider length, language, format, and 
anonymity.    
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Student Body Representation Not Yet In Progress Established 

Student voice mechanisms are accessible in mul7ple languages.    

Non-digital op7ons are available for students without reliable 
device or internet access.    

Outreach targets students not connected to school leadership, 
including those neither highly engaged nor disengaged.    

 

Total/13 Not Yet:     _______ In Progress:     _______ Established:     _______ 

 

Your Next Move 

Look at your assessment results.   

If most of your 
responses were 
"not yet" 

Learn more about exis5ng student voice mechanisms. If none exist, have a conversa5on 
about the benefits of developing one. If data do exist, bring a few data points to a small 
group of students and ask two ques5ons:  
• Why do you think these are the results?  
• What would you want us to do about it? 

If most of your 
responses were 
"in progress": 

Before your next student survey or focus group, convene a 30-minute conversa5on with 
three to five students to review the draH ques5ons. Ask them which ques5ons feel like 
things adults already know the answer to, and which ones they want to answer. Revise. 

If most of your 
responses were 
"established": 

Look at the items you marked "in progress." Iden5fy one where moving to "established" 
would most change how students experience the mechanism. Make that your next 
project. 

 

Printable posters 
Student partnership pracBces 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  → 
 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OvODArnftaEQ0ApJwTGmiSZWApzlIPmj/view?usp=drive_link
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Additional Reading  

Student Voice Alliance develops topic-specific surveys by students and for students. Student-
created statewide surveys in Hawaiʻi and North Carolina give students a direct pla^orm to share 
their experiences, concerns, and ideas about educaBon. Recent topics include cell phone 
policies, math curriculum, environmental stewardship programs, and more. 

 

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

 

https://sites.google.com/view/nc-student-voice-connect/surveys?authuser=0
http://studentpoweredimprovement.com/
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