
Student participation in school decisionmaking 

Participation as active citizenship

Central to the development of human rights-based education in New Zealand is student involvement in school decisionmaking. Schools are undisputedly the primary institutions in which children develop an understanding of what it takes to become an active and knowledgeable democratic citizen, who is aware of and exerts their fundamental human rights and responsibilities in every day life. Such an understanding however, cannot be cultivated without democratic structures and processes being actively modelled for students in schools.  

In the spirit of UNCRoC 

Article 29 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child requires that “education shall prepare the child for an active adult life in a free society.”  There is a compelling argument for schools to ensure young people know and act on their “contemporaneous, rather than adult citizenship rights and corresponding responsibilities” (Howe and Covell, 2005: 113).  Children need to be respected as “active, competent and vocal members of society who are citizens now, not citizens in waiting” (Maitles and Deuchar, 2006: 250).   

In accordance with article 5 young people should be given more responsibility and freedom to participate in matters affecting their lives in line with their “evolving capacities”.

Student participation in school decisionmaking is the ideal opportunity for schools to demonstrate to their students that as contemporary and valued citizens, their rights are known and respected.  

Active student participation also helps schools meet other UNCRoC provisions: 

The child has the right to express his or her opinion freely and to have that opinion taken into account in any matter or procedure affecting the child (article 12)

The Child has the right to express his or her views, obtain information, make ideas or information known, regardless of frontiers (article 13) 

Student Councils

Student councils can contribute to human rights learning in a range of ways:

· Being based explicitly on the Rights of the Child can help meet the requirement of UNCRoC article 42 that requires “the principles and provisions of the Convention [be made] widely known to adults and children”. 

· Providing an effective forum can meet the participation and expression rights, demonstrating that such rights are taken seriously
· The Council can be involved in school decisionmaking at various levels (including curriculum, staff selection), facilitating the learning that rights are accompanied by responsibilities
· The Council can be involved in the organisation of “service learning” activities such as community service or charitable fundraising that helps the fulfillment of human rights in the wider community
· Council members can be involved in human rights teaching for younger students (as is common in Hampshire).
A human rights vision for student councils fits the vision, principles and key competencies of the Curriculum.

The literature on student councils suggests that  

· The rationale for involving student voice should be clearly stated and its success evaluated regularly.

· The council should be given proper time and space to work.

· The council should be given profile and status through the involvement of senior teachers and allocation of a budget.

· The council should be involved in all areas of school life, including teaching and learning and behaviour.

· Training should be provided to help members develop their skills.

· School leadership should be prepared to act on students' advice. 

Student participation doesn’t stop at the Council

Research in the UK suggests that the development of understanding and commitment to democracy is strongest where student councils work alongside a range of other student committees and are at the centre of school-wide participative practice. 

In New Zealand secondary schools are required to have a student on boards of trustees, though anecdotal feedback suggests this is often perceived to be tokenistic, with little training and support given to the role.

A growing number of schools appear to be involving students in staff selection panels. 

Review questions
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