Focus STUDENT VOICE

Eliza Jane Schaeffer, at microphone, speaks on the Kentucky Capitol steps in March 2015 in support of a bill drafted by the Student Voice Team
to add students to superintendent screening committees. Joining her are fellow students, from left: Anjali Shankar, Monica Alden, Parin Rekraj,
Lauren Hall, Sahar Mohammadzadeh, Mahika Gupta, Sara Khandari, and Meghana Kudrimoti.
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KENTUCKY STUDENT TEAM BRIDGES
SCHOOL POLICY AND PRACTICE

Members of the Student Voice Team work with students at Franklin-
Simpson High School in Franklin, Kentucky, to conduct a student-led
school climate audit during the 2017-18 school year.
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BY EMANUELLE SIPPY AND RACHEL BELIN

rom the Little Rock

Nine and the Children’s

Crusaders during the civil

rights movement to today’s

Dreamers and organizers
of the March for Our Lives, young
people have long been on the front
lines of pushing for systemic change.
The Prichard Committee Student Voice
Team, consisting of 100 self-selected
students from across Kentucky, works
in that tradition to improve schools and
society.

The Student Voice Team is an
extension of the Prichard Committee
for Academic Excellence, an
organization that has been mobilizing
citizens to improve education in
Kentucky for nearly 40 years.

At its core, we believe that students
can bring enormous added value in
making schools better. We also believe
that, along with teachers, young people
on the front lines of our classrooms
are in the best position to help bridge
education policy and practice.

For our team, student voice is
about recognizing that students are the
primary stakeholders of their education
and creating space for them to have
agency in addressing significant issues
that affect them, their schools, and
their communities. We distinguish
meaningful student voice — students
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framing issues, co-designing and
helping to implement solutions — from
nonmeaningful student voice, which
has students serving in more superficial
or symbolic roles like sitting on a panel
with a predetermined agenda.

We see teacher and student voice
not as competing interests but as
mutual ones. Our work is radical not
because it is by youth and for youth,
but because it is intergenerational.
We believe that students and teachers
can learn with one another about how
to improve schools in ways that are
ongoing and meaningful.

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND SAFETY

The need for student voice in
school policy conversations is especially
pronounced in the context of real-
world issues that affect our schools
and communities. The spate of school
shootings and the national conversation
about how to deal with school violence
offer a prime example.

Like students across the country,
the Student Voice Team has been
shaken by the trend of school
shootings, including one that occurred
in Marshall County, Kentucky, just
weeks before the widely reported
shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School in Florida. But all the talk

that followed about securing schools
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ABOUT THE STUDENT
VOICE TEAM

he Student Voice Team
includes 100 students from
across the state of Kentucky,
but we don’t speak just for
ourselves. Elevating meaningful
student voice demands making
space for all students to have
a role in decision-making, not
just a selected few. We are
focused on equity, so one of
the most important questions
we continually ask ourselves
and others to consider is: What
obligation do | have to students in
my world who may be least heard
init?

Because our self-selection
process tends to draw students
who are successful in school,
we know our members cannot
represent fully the Kentucky
student experience. To do so,
we reach out to other students
from all backgrounds primarily in
the form of student-to-student
interviews and roundtables.

We are also intentional
about amplifying the voices of
students who are least heard by
sharing their stories on a range
of platforms from social media
and blogging to op-eds, policy
reports, professional learning, and
speaking engagements. We aim
not to tell the stories of students
for them but to encourage them
to tell their own, whether we're
talking with a handful of African
American students about race
in a predominantly white, rural
school; visiting students at a
school for the deaf to talk about
the challenges of communicating
with teachers who are not native
sign language speakers; or
listening to students in one of
the most underresourced school
districts speak to their experience
of limited extracurricular
opportunities.
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with metal detectors and armed teachers
didn’t resonate with us. We knew the
conversation about solutions should
transcend school shootings and be part
of conversations we were already having
about students’ connections to their
schools and with each other.

As we were talking with students
about their school communities and
the issues that mattered most to them,
we came upon some of the work of
the National School Climate Center,
which defines school climate as the
quality and character of school life —
that is, whether people feel physically,
socially, and emotionally safe, included,
and engaged in school. School climate
involves myriad elements, including
a school’s norms and values and
relationships between students and staff
and among students.

The center’s decades of academic
research support the fact that a positive
school climate directly correlates with
better academic achievement, as young
people who feel safe, included, and
engaged in school tend to be much
more motivated to do well in class.

As if that weren’t enough, we learned,
attention to school climate is a matter
of educational equity because a positive
or negative school climate can have a
disproportionately profound effect on
minority students, students from low-
income families, English learners, and
students with special needs.

Yet, even when schools aim to build
teachers’ knowledge about cultivating
positive school environments,
they often fail to include student
perspectives. We realized we could
bring added value and influence to
conversations about school climate and
efforts to improve it. We had routinely
engaged students and educators in
conversations about students’ roles in
school governance and exploring ways
for students to have more voice and
agency, but school climate allowed us to
focus our work.

This work is about much more than
school violence, but the research we
have reviewed tells us that there is a link
— and that students have an important
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role to play in advocating for safer and
healthier school climates and building
knowledge about how to create them.

STUDENT-LED AUDIT

Schools can’t improve if they
don’t know where they are starting.
With a grant from a local community
foundation, we created a prototype of
a student-led school climate audit so
everyone in the school community can
become informed and take action.

We knew students had been asked
to participate in such audits before, but
we were puzzled by the fact that they
were never privy to the results. We
wanted to test a model in which students
themselves led the way, to ensure that
the primary stakeholders would have a
better understanding of the extent to
which their school is a safe, supportive,
and engaging place to learn.

In our approach, students facilitate
focus groups and interviews, conduct
site visits and classroom observations,
and analyze school climate surveys.
The data they collect can be acted on
by students and teachers alike, learning
and working together.

Just a few years into our venture,
and with some generous guidance
on survey design from Panorama
Education, we've been gleaning a
lot. One common theme we noticed
right from the beginning is that it
appears far too many high school
students are feeling disconnected from
school. Of the 1,552 students we
surveyed in our first research cohort of
three geographically diverse schools,
only about a third reported feeling
valued in school and invested in what
they’re learning.

Sometimes the results seem
paradoxical. At one school, for example,
34% of students reported that their
peers’ behavior hindered their learning,
yet 57% said they thought the rules for
school were unfair. At another school,
30% admitted feeling “slightly” or “not
at all eager” to participate in class, yet
85% believed it was important to do
well in school.

Focus groups in these initial stcudies
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further illuminated the numbers. At
one school, a student confided, “I feel
like I don’t have a place I can go to and
have people with personal experience
and understanding about what it feels
like to be a black Latina in a school full
of white students.”

We also got some decidedly hopeful
feedback, especially as many of the
students we interviewed affirmed
the value of their relationships with
teachers. “I think all of my teachers,
whenever I'm having a really bad day,
they can notice,” one student observed.
At a minimum, the results serve as
fodder for richer, more reflective
conversation about whether and how
our schools are serving all learners.

MAKING CHANGE

Central to our student-led school
climate audit model is a share-back
session in which students design and
facilitate dialogue in their school
communities to make sense of the
findings and cultivate solutions. In our
experience, this kind of dialogue is rare
in adult-led audits.

To do this, we have developed

a simple infographic-heavy report
formar that integrates quantitative and
qualitative data, and we ask students
and staff to dig into it. We facilitate

a conversation with open-ended
questions like:

e What does this report suggest to
you about this school?

¢ What else would you want to
know about this school based
on what you see?

e Who seems to be benefiting
most and least from this
school’s climate, and why do
you think this is?

e What can and should we do
with this information to make
this school a better learning
environment for more people?

Our model is gaining traction

across the state, prompting another
major innovation to address the
challenge of scale. Instead of Student
Voice Team members conducting the
audits as independent agents, we have
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Students as education partners

been working with districts to train and
support students to lead climate audits
in their own schools. The effort involves
the design and testing of an open-
source curriculum students and teachers
can use to ensure a level of quality in
their auditing and learn from some

of our team’s best mistakes. In these
schools, students become leaders from
whom teachers can learn.

MOVING THE PUBLIC POLICY
NEEDLE

Several years into the prototyping,
our grassroots school climate audits are
starting to have an impact on larger
public conversations and public policy.

In the context of the growing outcry
over school shootings, our team held
a teach-in and rally on the Kentucky
Capitol steps, which drew a wide
intergenerational audience from across
the state. We drew on student feedback
from the audits as well as academic
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THE PRICHARD COMMITTEE STUDENT VOICE TEAM
Front row, from left: Amanda Byerman, Qhovia Phillips, Emma Falluji, Sarah Sajadi,

Audrey Gilbert, Rachel Bradley.

Row 2, from left: Celia Ziliak, Autumn Wilson, Amy Yang, Hannah Botts, Sophie Farmer,
Diksha Satish, Chloe Montgomery, Lee Monroe.

Row 3, from left: ViAsia Bramblett, Gabriella Staykova, Sanaa Kahloon, Nyasha Musoni,
Zoe Jenkins, Pauline Hancock, Ashley Bishop, Mollie Pope.

Row 4, from left: Lily Gardner, Emily Krall, Kate Criner, Emanuelle Sippy, Afi Tagnedji,

Sadie Bograd, Emma Nesmith, Lydia Burns, Meredith Crocket, Colton Williams.

Back row, from left: Will Byerman, Santiago O’Neil, Jack Lofwall, Isaiah Sullivan,
Hayden Caldwell, Jack Bradley, Andrew Brennen, Hiatt Allen.

research to make our case and shape
the narrative that attention to school
climate and social and emotional well-
being are essential to making schools
safer. We also shared testimony before
the Federal School Safety Commission
using similar language.

We even used data from the audits
to weigh in when a local property tax
bill came up for consideration, urging
the public to take an approach to
school safety that lent itself to a broader
discussion about school climate. This
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groundwork led to a legislative victory
when our team was asked to place a
student on the School Safety Working
Group, which was charged with
developing the bipartisan framework for
addressing Kentucky’s safety concerns.
Odur representative — a high school
junior who had participated in a number
of our independent audits — worked
side-by-side with legislators, drawing
on data from the schools we audited
and inviting other students to testify
Continued on p. 27
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What students can tell us

understand, have posted clearer lesson
objectives or developed exit tickets.

Other teachers have reported that
their data have generated deeper class
discussions about topics such as rigor,
lack of challenging material, and how
to address instructional issues with their
teacher.

In one instance, the result was
implementation of an inquiry-focused
time giving students autonomy and
creativity over their own learning and

space to explore new ideas, passions,
and things that spark curiosity.

Opverall, one of the most widespread
impacts was how teachers and students
approached goal setting in a more
collaborative way. The survey opens the
door for a different type of conversation,
but achieving results takes time and
investment. By demonstrating how to
give and receive feedback, take action,
and learn and grow, we are providing an
invaluable learning moment for students.

Asking students for feedback shows
them that teachers are learners, too, and
it can become a way of being that is
transformative for everyone.
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Nasue Nishida (nasue@cstp-wa.
org) is executive director and Holli
Hanson (holli@cstp-wa.org) is
director of teacher engagement
and initiatives at the Center for
Strengthening the Teaching

Profession. H

Students as education partners

Continued from p. 23

before the committee. The result was the
School Safety and Resiliency Act, which
passed its final reading after adopting

an amendment that was a behind-the-
scenes nod to our work: a stipulation
that students are represented as required
school safety plans are developed.

Additional, powerful examples of

young people shaping important public
conversations in Kentucky include:

e A group of our members at one
high school concerned about
the rollout of metal detectors
and security officers there
surveyed 600 peers to ascertain
the impact of the new measures.
The results showed that, while a
majority felt that the measures
made them physically safer,

a distinct minority said they
prompted new fears and created
a prison-like atmosphere. The
team then shared the data with
teachers and administrators

to prompt a larger discussion
about the need to focus on
more alienated students.

e After leading a study to measure
the extent of sexual harassment
in high school, a member of
our team formed a nonprofit
dedicated to sexual harassment
education. The results were
picked up by the local and
national press, and she is now
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developing materials to train
students to address the problem
in their schools.

e Other members of our team
conducted a study about mental
health stigmatization in schools
and founded a nonprofit
dedicated to mobilizing
students to educate peers on a
range of mental health issues.
The group works with mental
health professionals and hosts
an annual summit for students
from throughout the state.

* And yet another member
affiliated with our team is
embarking on a second year
of coordinating a statewide,
bipartisan campaign to ban
corporal punishment in the 17
Kentucky school districts that
still practice it.

Our team members also serve as
informed spokespeople for scores of
news media covering school safety, and
we have published several op-eds in all
of the state’s major newspapers.

LEARNING TOGETHER

In just a few short years, between
actending classes, taking tests, doing
homework, and everything else being
full-time students entails, our team has
had an outsized impact beyond the
classroom. Between them, members

have generated 60 op-eds, led 165 local
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and national presentations, produced
three policy reports, organized three
statewide capitol rallies, created a blog
and a podcast, and even published a
book.

Odur entire process is a shift in
power. It positions educators and
students to not only learn together from
gathering and interpreting data but also
collaborate to enact and assess solutions.
We ask educators to remember that
students are capable of much more than
planning dances and bake sales. Rather
than asking for student opinions after
decisions have been made, we implore
educators to consult students from the
beginning.

We know it’s easier said than done,
but it can be done. Enlisting students as
education improvement partners at the
school, district, and state levels engages
students in the civic life of schools
and communities. It demonstrates
what it can look like when we support
students to do democracy in addition to
studying it.
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Emanuelle Sippy (eswsippy@
gmail.com) is a junior at Henry
Clay High School in Lexington,
Kentucky, and co-director of the
Prichard Committee Student
Voice Team. Rachel Belin (rbelin@
prichardcommittee.org) is co-director
of the Prichard Committee Student
Voice Team. l
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