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ABSTRACT
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY: PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENT VOICE ON
ACADEMIC SUCCESS
by
Tammie Marberry
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high school
graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on academic
success. This study was designed to examine the following three questions: What were
the common beliefs regarding opportunities for input, or student voice, on the educational
process within the school structure? What were the challenges or barriers faced that
encouraged/discouraged use of student voice? What advice or suggestions can be offered
for teachers, administrators, or students regarding the use of student voice in the decision
making process? A small, rural, AA school district was chosen for the study. Six recent
graduates were selected from the top twenty-fifth percentile of the graduating classes
from 2013, 2012 and 2011, a male and female chosen from each cohort. Four teachers
were designated based on years of experience with two teachers chosen with an
experience range of one to ten years and two teachers with eleven years or more. Recent
graduates and administrators were interviewed in private sessions, while teachers were
interviewed in a focus group setting. The data was analyzed and coded for reoccurring
themes. Student voice is perceived as a key component in the academic success of
students and reportedly increased ownership and future successes. Educators of today
and tomorrow would be well served to include the use of student voice activities in
designing the educational learning environment.
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Chapter I
Introduction to the Study
Educating today’s youth in a society that encourages high levels of involvement,
achievement, and self-efficacy is a difficult task facing educators, in a system that
requires a new style of leadership encompassing a renewed level of empowerment for the
learner, the educator, and the administrator (National Association of Secondary School
Principals, 2007). Parents have high aspirations and dreams for their children that are
mirrored across cultures and classes highlighting a common goal for students to succeed
and learn to become productive members of society (Bridgeland, Dilulio, Streeter, &
Mason, 2008). Transforming school cultures into systems of successful collaboration,
that seek unified goals, will require those in leadership positions to lead with dedicated
attention to individual feedback from those most affected, the students (Gaynor, 2011).
Seminal work by James Burns (1978) and expanded by Bernard Bass (1999),
suggested that transformational leadership is leading people to find a higher level of
motivation and success where all involved parties in an organization find a common
ground evolved through creative and productive conflict resolution. Youth of today
expect to be treated like consumers and for schools to be more responsive to their needs,
including a flexibility never before experienced (Manefield, Collins, Moore, Mahar, &
Warne, 2007). School systems have often failed to meet the level of success that parents
expected to see for their individual children, which was a recognized expectation across
various eclectic backgrounds (Bridgeland, Dilulio, Streeter, & Mason, 2008).
Furthermore, Lee and Shute (2009) identified that educators and other school
stakeholders considered many of the nonacademic traits more influential on student
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performance than cognitive functions suggesting an increased need to improve perception
among students, faculty, and administrators. These investigators further proposed that if
students failed to identify with and become a part of their organization, they lose not only
in academic areas but also in non-cognitive domains. Transforming school structures
into places where student voice is valued and respected leads to the development of new
and successful educational systems (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). DeFur and Korinek
(2010) confirmed that research has continued to support the notion that students want and
need to be heard and were grateful and appreciative when given the opportunity to do so.
Student voice focuses on the convictions of student perceptions of learning, teaching, and
how those perceptions afford the opportunity to shape the learning environments for
learners and educators (Youth Empowerment, 2007).
Student voice implemented in transformed systems often refers to “creating a
culture where students are consulted and take a lead in shaping their own educational
experiences” (National College, 2011, para 2). Fletcher (2013) defined student voice as
participation in all decision-making processes as it affects student performance.
According to Toshalis and Nakkula in their 2012 research, students must be recognized
as active participants in learning to become capable of self-monitoring their own
strategies leading to a deep and comprehensive understanding where the learner can
internalize and make the information his or her own in ways that matter. Taylor and
Parsons (2011) conveyed that the world which today’s students face is a different place
than what their parents faced, with little research available on the true impact of modern
education. Thus, investigation of student voice on academic success in this age including
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new ideas, multitasking, and opportunities opens the door to a world of research that can
impact the learner, the educator, and the administrator in ways never before imagined.
Background
Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) identified that high school students have accrued
about 12,000 hours of seat time soaking in their surroundings and making judgments
about success and failures with regard to their own learning and were sure to have an
opinion about what works or does not work. This information could be powerful in
transforming ineffective systems into effective systems when those who had the
opportunity to renovate school systems took the time to ask and listen. Student voice
must be a key factor in creating new and interesting educational environments for the
youth in schools of today.
Dunleavy and Milton (2009) pointed out that the transformation of today’s
educational structures would take courage and stamina to overcome the current systems
that were created around the economic needs of the late 19th century. These systems
were created with a design to move students into various paths for careers in adulthood.
Research completed by the authors of Reach Every Student (2011) reported that
classrooms that were inclusive of student voice fostered an attitude that encouraged
collaboration, a respect for diversity, and improved social skills to navigate within a
complicated and complex world. In addition, teachers had become the leaders in
designing a new and rich learning environment that included a multitude of processes and
involved a community of active participants. These environments then led to increased
success as teachers created innovative ideas and practices, valued differences and various
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disciplines, gained confidence, increased ethnic acceptance, and built a love for learning
(Dunleavy & Milton, 2009).
Educators have tended to be knowledgeable about students’ needs for educational
growth but often lacked relevant and authentic connections to determine aspirations,
strengths, and interests needed to build an environment that bridged relevance between
curriculum and concepts of importance inside and outside of the classroom (Reach Every
Student, 2011). Students have typically wanted to have the skills to solve problems,
study information that mattered, make a difference in their world, be respected and
respectful, interconnect subject matter, and learn from not only others in their group but
from those in their community (Dunleavy & Milton, 2009). Toshalis and Nakkula (2012)
suggested that transforming schools into places where students were developed into
lifelong leaders, in which they took ownership for their own self-improvement, was a
critical aspect of school reform efforts. According to research by the National College
for School Leadership (2011), creating a system where leadership skills were cultivated
and supported by the school culture encouraged the development of responsibility and
teamwork, recognized the power of student involvement, and led to trusting individuals
to do the right thing.
Characteristics of effective teachers, as researched and shared by Mark Oesterle
(2008), included developing a carefully designed curriculum, fostering positive
relationships, possessing perceptions of fairness, demonstrating good listening skills,
showing empathy and, flexibility, and being educators who were kind, constant and
courteous listeners, and believed “learning should not be a one way street” (p. 6).
Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) reported that the changes in economic and social challenges
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were bringing to the forefront a growing void between those who were clearly ready to
accept the school cultures as they currently were, which were supported in homes and by
communities and those who were not. Those students who came from backgrounds that
were non-supportive of any academic effort and did not have adequate resources to grow
and develop without involvement by the local educational systems, continued to fall
behind. Bahou (2011) related that there has been a resurgence of interest in student voice
as educators were requested to review and restructure the learning environment, to
provide a better balance between the demands of accountability and the needs of learners.
These new learners were living in a world that looked very different from the
environment of their parents and these students’ futures were a blank canvas being
written with each passing invention, innovation, and discovery. Adolescents at various
stages of development needed the opportunity for complex learning and a chance to
participate in the decision making process to restructure, expand and develop what was
considered currently archaic systems (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012).
Matthews (2010) offered that increased levels of student voice reduced many of
the indirect factors that affected education, such as attendance and motivation.
Furthermore, the newly discovered information provided by students affected other
critical school systems such as test outcomes, and individual motivation. Student voice
was further supported through the research conducted by authors from the Victoria
Department of Education in their work that identified student voice as an opportunity by
which students explored and designed their individual learning, and gained more control
over the content, direction, and method of learning. Manefield, Collins, Moore, Mahar,
and Warne (2007) indicated that increased student involvement in the design of
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instruction developed higher order thinking skills and led students to become active
participants who took ownership of their own personal growth.
DeFur and Korinek (2010) reported that honoring student voice led to school
systems that developed integral and meaningful experiences for their learners, which
ultimately led to school improvement and higher standards. Building school systems
where opinions were shared collaboratively and effectively between students, teachers,
and administrators on a variety of levels allowed for sharing views that led to the
potential for increased problem solving toward improved academic structures for all
(Mitra, 2003). Smyth (2006b) found that students who believed they were not
appreciated, respected, or were ignored tended to develop resistance to the very
institution that was designed to shape and mold their future. Smyth further noted it was
therefore critical to establish a new type of system that took into account authentic
student voice (Smyth, 2006b).
Problem Statement
Creswell (2013) describes the problem statement as an opportunity for the
researcher to provide a rationale or a need for a study. The current study examined the
need for educators to examine how and why students are successful and whether or not
the perception of having an opportunity for increased input impact the very design of the
school structure that leads to improved academic success. Students wanted challenging
experiences that mattered, to resolve problems, learn collaboratively, engage in
conversation, and gain an understanding that they were valuable contributors making a
difference in their current and future communities (Dunleavy & Milton, 2009). When
students had an opportunity to truly collaborate, became partners in their own learning
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and had the chance to be true advocates for change, they learned to be in charge of their
own growth and future learning (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). Mandates evolving from
state and federal guidelines have continued to push school systems to develop into
environments that lacked appreciation or dedication in regard to the individual needs of
students (Yonezawa, Jones, & Joselowsky, 2009). There has been growing evidence that
students today have wanted an increased level of connectivity and communication
(Taylor & Parsons, 2011). Therefore, it is critical that boards, superintendents, and other
central office personnel assure that programs are in place to inform teachers regarding
how attitude and expectations are the incentive for changing the traditional learning
environment into a place of effective and collaborative learning (Oeterle, 2008).
Examining the intricacies of how student voice affects the daily performance in
the public school system led to a better direction and guided leaders to truly transform
schools (Willems, 2011). Wilson (2013) reported that from infancy, students
demonstrated an innate explorative attitude and experienced joy while engaged,
indicating possession of knowledge that could be shared to improve communication and
collaboration. The overarching goal of student voice was to promote a culture of
participation with authentic involvement by all stakeholders who were setting their own
agendas, who came together in a collaborative system where participation led to action
and success (Rudd, Colligan, & Naik, 2006). Fox (2012) indicated that students
developed ownership and responsibility for individual learning when teachers listened to
student voices.
Kirby and Gardner (2010) reported that individuals with higher educational
attainment showed greater achievement in the labor force and earned higher wages.
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Those individuals on the opposite end of the spectrum found it difficult to find jobs and
maintain positive work place relationships, in addition to gathering substantially lower
wage earnings. Cheung and Chan (2010) expressed that an effective way to assist with
competition in a global economic market was to provide quality education to prepare for
the complex work environment; which remained a valuable tool for meeting demands for
advancement. To meet the needs of this new diverse education system, the voice of those
most involved must be heard.
Theoretical Foundation
Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) reported it was critical to build a classroom that
fully engaged and motivated the students and should be a quest for educators across the
nation as each school year begins. Furthermore, transforming schools and developing a
culture that fosters student voice must be a priority for those in leadership positions.
Dedicated attention to assuring support for teachers who included student voice in
classroom and campus decisions was critical to the overall success of the new culture
(Manefield, Collins, Moore, Mahar, & Warne, 2007). According to Northouse (2010),
transformational leaders understood the importance of listening to individual needs,
setting clear and attainable goals, leading on the basis of trust, and building on strengths.
In fact, Bass (1999) indicated transformational leadership “elevates the follower’s level
of maturity and ideals as well as concerns for achievement, self-actualization, and the
well-being of others, the organization, and society” (p. 11). Furthermore, Bahou (2011)
found the use of consultation by students greatly improved their learning, relationships,
and willingness to become “active participants” in the school setting (p. 4). Although
creating an engaging learning environment was an overwhelming task on top of the
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mountains of responsibility already facing the educational endeavors of classroom
teachers and administrators, it was essential to building a culture of ownership and trust
where students played a vital role in the establishment of systems and structures for
learning.
Bruce Beairsto (2012) stated, “listening to student voice is a logical and
potentially insightful way to monitor the teaching and learning process and to determine
how the students’ experienced curriculum related to the teacher’s intended one” (para. 3).
Furthermore, Beaisto found this information played a critical role in the development of
the entire educational process, and stressed that leaders must endeavor to develop and
sustain systems and cultures, which fostered collaborative teamwork. Fox (2012)
conveyed that research has emphasized the benefits of student voice toward gaining
student beliefs and perceptions on teaching and learning in order to inform and develop
an educational system that transformed into a culture of success.
Statement of the Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high
school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on
academic success. Fletcher (2013) defined student voice as participation in all of the
decision-making processes as it affects student performance. Student voice was defined
by the current researcher as the active participation by students not only in the learning
process, but also in the design and implementation of programs and processes to enhance
the educational experience and create a lifelong confidence in personal skill and ability.
The researcher investigated the following overarching research question:
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What are the perceptions of rural high school graduates, teachers, and administrators of
student voice on academic success?
The following sub-research questions guided the data collection and analysis to answer
the overarching research question:
•

What were the common beliefs regarding opportunities for input, or
student voice, on the educational process within the school structure?

•

What were the challenges or barriers faced that encouraged/discouraged
use of student voice?

•

What advice or suggestions can be offered for teachers, administrators, or
students regarding student voice in the decision making process?

Rationale and Significance of the Study
Smyth (2006b) reported the ever increasing obstacles that educators face in
today’s society, compounded by the complexity of today’s youth, provided unlimited
opportunity for researchers and educators to embrace the idea of a new world of learning
for all students. A statement from researchers from Brown University (2001) emphasized
the obvious but sometimes ignored or overlooked reality, “a 21st century American high
school must be radically different from the high schools we have now” (p. 10).
Unfortunately, too many schools have continued to mimic the schools of traditions and
history. Learning to high standards did not occur when students were anonymous or
there was absence of connection, had no shared experiences, or lacked opportunity to
share responsibility with the adults for the setting of expectations (Yonezawa et al.,
2009). When students were engaged at a level that included their voice or personal
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judgment and expression, the level of engagement significantly increased, as did the
possibility of personal responsibility for learning (Rudd, Colligan, & Naik, 2006).
Schools must be transformed into places of interest where students have the desire
and motivation to be all they could be and where students and teachers were supported by
leadership in their capacity to be functioning participants in school issues of relevance
(Bahou, 2011). As reported by the authors of National College for School Leadership
(20011, these new school structures must encompass a level of engagement that mirrored
activities of self-interest observed outside the school setting. Manefield et al. (2007)
reported in their findings, “Today’s young people are ‘consumers’ who expect schools,
like businesses, to be responsive to the market place including being flexible in meeting
their needs, rather than expecting them to conform to meet the needs of business – or
schools” (p. 9). Teachers found that when student voice was enabled, observation could
occur concerning how the students were making sense of their learning and what the
student would do with that knowledge. Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) indicated that such
information was critical to the teacher developing and implementing individualized
instruction to meet the needs of each learner, which led to an increased feeling of
ownership and value in the learning process. Toshalis and Nakkula further noted that this
system, in turn, allowed leadership to work toward the development and support of a
cohesive educational system for academic success.
Youth Empowerment (2007) authors related that as independent learners, students
engaged in a variety of learning modalities to find answers to common questions and to
seek personal knowledge that led them to a higher understanding of areas of interest.
Due to the ease of information attainment through current technology, tasks that were
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easier, but that ended with quicker and more comprehensive results, often replaced
difficult tasks. Teaching today’s learners then, must include participation, decisionmaking and engagement at a level never before attempted (EdTech, 2013). More
importantly, education must involve a much higher level of self-efficacy and selfmotivation for knowledge which includes the school leader who is able to develop,
implement and support changes at the campus level as identified in the 2011 Policy and
Practice Report “District Superintendents and School Improvement Problem of
Addressing Barriers to Learning”. The authors of Future Lab, Rudd et al. (2006)
summarized that engaged learners were involved in guiding their own understanding and
level of learning that could shape the futures for the learners, the educators, as well as
society as a whole.
Jagersma and Parsons (2011) indicated that for learners to continue to grow,
teachers and administrators of today must strive to reach students in a variety of ways
which included student voice to assure self-motivated interest in the learning. Leaders
needed to encourage teachers and students to analyze the programs and systems offered
early each year to allow more ownership of the learning process. Students in all phases
of learning from grade school to adults were affected by the design of education,
resulting in much needed investigation into the how and why students engaged in
learning. More importantly, these students could give pertinent feedback on how the
current system could be improved for all learners. The benefit of studying the effect of
student voice on educational processes then ultimately could impact the future learning
systems established in schools across the state and nation, impacting thousands of
students in a variety of stages of learning.
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Assumptions
Assumptions of this study were that students, teachers, and administrators had some
prior experience with success which had resulted from the use of their voice in decisionmaking skill sets. Additionally, it is believed the participants were willing to honestly
and openly answer research questions. Furthermore, the examiner assumes the answers
were complete and unrehearsed.
Limitations
Limitations may impact the results of the research or how the data is interpreted
(Baron, 2013). Additionally, Baron reported this information is useful to the reader to
describe issues that may not immediately be apparent. The following limitations were
identified:
•

A limitation of this study was the small sample size and the limited diversity of
the cultural background of the sample.

•

The time for data collection to remain within the timeframe required for
coursework completion.

•

All participants are from a small, rural town and may not have had additional
exposure that students in other settings may have experienced.

•

Additionally, the perceptions obtained from a small sample cannot be
generalized to other settings.

Delimitations
Baron (2013) reported that delimitations are to some degree under the control of the
researcher and describe the general parameters set for the research.
•

The researcher delimited the study by first, electing to explore a sample of rural
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high school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions regarding
student voice on academic success.
•

The criteria for inclusion of the study included teachers divided between two
groups by years of teaching experience.

•

The criteria for inclusion in the study included students from the graduation
cohorts from 2011, 2012 and 2013 who graduated in the top 25th percentile of
their class and were between the ages of 18 and 21 years.

Definitions of Terms
The relevant terms used in this research study are defined as follows:
•

Student voice-student participation in the decision-making process as it
relates to not only academics, but also other aspects of the school day
(Fletcher, 2013).

•

Transformational leadership-leading people to find a higher level of
motivation and success where all involved parties in an organization find a
common ground evolved through creative and productive conflict
resolution (Bass, 1999; Burns, 1978).

Summary and Organization of the Study
Chapter I provided an overview of the rationale of the study, the theoretical
framework, the purpose, and the terms identified throughout the study. Chapter II
examines the current and foundational research regarding student voice as a determining
factor for increased academic success. Chapter III contains the Methodology describing
specifically the location, the participants, as well as the methods used to examine the
data. Chapter IV discusses the results and findings of the study. Chapter V provides the
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summary, implications, as well as recommendations for future research.
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Chapter II
Review of the Literature
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high
school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on
academic success. This chapter reviews six critical areas of student voice beginning with
the perception of student voice for the learner, educator, and administrator. Secondly,
this literature review examines how the perception of student voice affects academics for
students as well as educators and administrators who design and implement learning.
Thirdly, the effect of student voice on student motivation to succeed is discussed. The
fourth section of the literature review examines the manner, in which student voice
affects engagement for learners and how this process impacts educators and
administrators; which is followed by an examination concerning how students are
empowered through these experiences. The final component involves an exploration of
how student voice affects the campus culture. To begin examining the perception of
student voice on academic success, it is important to gain an understanding of the
importance of student voice in the educational process and the part that students,
educators, and administrators play in the overall reform process (Smyth, 2006a).
Student voice focuses on the convictions of students' perceptions of learning,
teaching, and educational constructs, and the idea that these convictions provide an
opportunity to shape the learning environments for learners and educators (Youth
Empowerment, 2007). Taylor and Parsons (2011) proposed that educating youth today
looks differently than it did in the past: “It is obvious that students live in a world that
engages them differently from the world their parents experienced” (p. 6). Additionally,
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these authors suggested that the current needs in education surrounding increased rigor,
high stakes testing and accountability, student drop-out and completion rates, and
required attendance mandates resulted in a system that threatens to be a one-size-fits-all
program for students. Consequently, educators, young and old, have been searching to
find ways to individualize instruction for students (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).
Tomlinson (1995) reported that individualized instruction has led to greater
success, though often highly debated by school staff. Learner-focused instruction has
become a key element in school transformations and has more adequately met the needs
of very diverse learners (Tomlinson, 1995). Individualized learning, based on student
input, includes effective teaching, learning, and assessment leading to a deeper level of
learning and an alignment of introduced materials (Jones & McLean, 2012). Jackson
(2005) identified that student voice allows learners to develop strategies; which lead to
improved educational values, community values — within and outside of school—
individual rights, increased social responsibility and legitimacy, and improved pragmatic
skills. These enhanced skills affect every part of lifelong individual function (Jackson,
2005). Furthermore, Rudd et al. (2006) found that student voice built self-esteem and
led to personalized learning, thus evoking more engagement, and increased opportunities
for social responsibility and shaping futures. Requesting input from students has allowed
educators to design and implement structures that met the very diverse challenges facing
the youth of today (Smith, 2006). Fielding (2008) recommended that the process of
transforming schools must include combining the viewpoint of staff members and
students toward a creative renewal of existing systems.
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Staff members must break through the barriers of traditional learning to not only
individualize instruction, but also use a problem-solving approach to meet student needs
quickly based on current and valid data (The Opportunity Equation, 2013). Selby (2011)
noted that students must be able to find a connection with their learning, feel safe to take
chances, and perceive they are contributing to efforts to improve the educational
structure. Selby (2011) reported that inspiration was difficult to find in students who
believed they were simply just another number or case. Consequently, students often
found they had more access to their own learning outside of school than when they were
in school; which led to frustration and boredom, requiring an increased need for the
presence of student voice (Stefi-Mabry, Radlick, & Doane, 2010). Stefi-Mabry et al.
(2010) affirmed that students wanted individualized and customizable learning and were
willing to take on extra work to improve their performance when they felt valued and
important in the decision- making process. The following section offers a more in-depth
explanation of student voice.
Student Voice
Fletcher (2013) defined student voice as participation in all of the decisionmaking processes as it affects student performance. According to Leadbetter (2008),
student voice has built productive and interactive relationships among parties and has
been considered essential to learning. Leadbetter further reported that the recognition of
voice, acceptance of individual achievement, and the addition of student voice to the
educational process improved the educational process for learners and the educator.
McDermott, Scacciaferro, Visker, and Cox (2012) indicated that systems that valued
student voice provided more positive and productive learning environments. The authors
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further indicated that positive school environments have been associated with preventing
negative behaviors as well as increased academic success; which evolved when learners
were provided an opportunity for input in the structure and make-up of the systems.
Barell (1995) noted that people who achieved success in life were those who
found success in learning, planning, and designing strategies that met self-selected goals
Furthermore, Fletcher (2001) found student involvement in decisions regarding school
business had a positive effect on general student well-being, behavior, values, and
academic achievement as well as on the very educators running the system. However,
McCombs (2010) established that school systems sometimes impeded student learning as
observed when students entered the school with a natural sense of curiosity and ability to
learn through self-exploration. Unfortunately, repeated rigorous systematic restrictions
and subtle messages tended to undermine normal fervor for expected learning
(McCombs, 2010). It has been proposed that students must not continue to be blamed for
issues in the school system, nor should school personnel, but all stakeholders should be
held accountable for the part they play in finding the solution for reform (Smyth, 2006b).
All students have important information to share, and educators will gain powerful
insight when they open their minds to learning from the very individuals they are
educating (Quaglia, 2012). Quaglia (2012) further suggested that these relationships
could add significantly to students’ self-worth and engagement, and provide a driving
purpose for future learning. This increased perception of success has led to improved
quality of personal educational and social goal attainment, indicating that improved
learner perceptions could lead to success in many areas of personal development.
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Learner perceptions. Rudd et al. (2006) believed that student voice considers
learners’ perceptions and ideas with respect, ensuring safe risk-taking, sharing, listening,
engaging, and working together in a collaborative partnership. The increased attention to
student voice has developed a sense of ownership and has built the concepts of
democracy and responsibility for learning how to learn and make informed decisions
(Rudd et al., 2006). Brooks (2003) offered that individuals were more likely to resist any
activity or project that held little to no meaning or was arbitrarily assigned. Therefore,
learners engaged in content and process decisions were more likely to perceive learning
positively (Brooks, 2003). Brenner-Camp (2011) found that students did not share the
positive view of their learning as their grandparents did as students, and often completed
only the minimum, merely to just get by. Further, students who were described as having
success at school showed a strong positive correlation to success in the future, leading to
increased monetary gain. These gains were most successfully achieved through
perceptions of active engagement.
Rubie-Davies (2010) established that student self-perceptions tended to improve
when they were actively involved in the learning process and maintained positive and
collaborative relationships with their teachers. This author additionally found that
students believed that by giving voice to students in a safe and productive environment
might assure the most efficient method for the development and implementation of
successful programs built around individualization for each student. From a learner’s
perspective, individualization is not only about students having a voice in education, but
also in the make and design of the programs that deliver the learning (Rudd et al., 2006).
Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) confirmed:
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…students need to learn content in ways that inspire contribution and critique
collective compliance…. In this era of the Common Core, in which curricular are
standardized and assessments are normed to a perceived majority of students,
student voice activities stand out for their undeniable utility in orienting educators
toward customized practices that meet specific students’ needs. They remind us
that the system exists for the students, not the other way around and the
perception of the learner is critical. (p. 31)
Research by Dunleavy and Milton (2009) revealed that students felt their voices
were critical in reforming how we think about the purpose of school and student learning,
exploring what is going on in the classrooms, examining how students felt about learning,
and how it contributed to their own learning, and, ultimately, how current practices could
be improved. Dunleavy and Milton (2009) further conveyed that students who had an
opportunity to be an active part of designing their learning environment, versus those
who did not, found learning to be fun and productive rather than irrelevant and
disengaging. In a study about learner perceptions conducted by Dunleavy and Milton
(2009), students identified the following eight ideas of how they imagined learning would
assist them in growing, and what the impact would be for their future:
1. Solving real problems.
2. Engaging in knowledge that matters.
3. Making a difference in the world.
4. Being respectful.
5. Seeing how subjects are interconnected.
6. Learning from and with each other and people in their community.
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7. Connecting with experts and expertise.
8. Having more opportunities for dialogue and conversation. (p. 10)
Research data from Reach Every Student (2011) noted that making students
partners in their own learning fostered a view of the learner as a person and encouraged
more active involvement in their own learning structures. Exclusion of this practice
fostered a lack of ownership and detachment from learning that was often manifested via
behavioral issues, including discipline, motivation, and attendance concerns.
Authors from Future Lab identified that learners continued to report they were
rarely consulted and remained largely unheard regarding their educational needs, but felt
they should be (Rudd et al., 2006). Based on feedback from students, these authors
proposed that greater choice and flexibility in how and when voices are heard would
greatly improve active participation in the learning process. Student perceptions allowed
increased insight into the aspirations of the learners, developed more meaningful
relationships, and permitted more positive changes through collaboration (Rudd et al.
2006). Students who felt valued and respected through the practices of student voice
activities developed improved skills in self-observation, self-evaluation, and selfreinforcement as well as improved choice-making and self-advocacy skills (Hapner &
Imel, 2002). Invested students felt they had a better sense of their surroundings, as they
were more informed, yet they would continue to seek guidance from the leaders in the
school and community with the understanding that not all decisions could be left to
debate if discipline and an environment for learning were to be maintained (Beaudoin,
2006).
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Bahou (2011) discussed the impact of student voice as observed from the learners
themselves, offered improvements in motivation, attendance, pointed out the need for
positive attitudes toward learning, increased self-responsibility, and improved concepts of
teachers, while teachers appeared to have an improved perception of students. All of
these factors, then, must converge together to produce powerful and productive school
transformations (Bahou, 2011). Brooks (2003) found that students who felt teachers and
administrators cared about them were more inclined to succeed in education and in life.
This author also reported that students continued to recognize the importance of the rules
established by parents and teachers, even when given the opportunity to provide input.
Classrooms, which fostered a democratic management system, showed that students’
perceptions of their learning experiences were positively altered (Dawidowiez, 2008).
Quaglia (2012) noted that systems which incorporated student voice actively in the
planning and development of school systems found that students had a stronger sense of
belonging, were better able to find people they respected in the system, and had a sense
of accomplishment. This perception held by students could enhance not only student
learning, but also the perceptions of the educators who design classroom instruction
(Quaglia, 2012).
Teacher perceptions. Dawidoweiz (2008) reported there was a resulting
alteration in the teacher’s role from director to facilitator; which built flexibility, a sense
of autonomy, and a greater sense of equality for the student and educator. Teachers
acknowledged this process could be formidable and time-consuming, but the academic
goals far outweighed any additional time spent on transformation efforts (Dawidoweiz,
2008). Beaudoin (2006) noted that educators feared they would be required to move to

Marberry 24
unfamiliar and unsuccessful systems which incorporated student voice. What they found,
however, was that great things could happen and might reduce their fears in this daunting
transition to uncharted methods. Manefield et al. (2007) declared that asking for student
input and using authentic listening, paired with development of design, allowed teachers
the ability to gain insight into the unique needs of the learners; which could be achieved
through no other avenue. Manefield et al. (2007) also found that ultimately this new
insight led to an overall transformation of the system for teachers and students with
increased success and school improvement for all as the final prize. Teachers who had
high expectations for their students tended to perceive students with higher regard for
increased academic gains those who had lower expectations which resulted in a less
favorable level of hope for the success of their students (Rubie-Davies, 2010).
Teachers and students felt they were headed for burnout when they had little
value in designing not only their classroom, but also the very school system that
delivered the structure of learning (Brooks, 2003). Teachers in classrooms had exciting
opportunities to teach their subject matter and assist students with technology tools that
would assist with lifelong learning skills toward realizing life talents necessary to become
competitive in current and future job markets (Berry, 2008). Pedersen (2003) said
educators brought a myriad of complicated beliefs to the school setting that included
personal opinions, perspectives, and agendas that could affect the learning environment
both positively and negatively. Additionally, Pedersen found that employing various
student-centered voice activities reshaped how teachers maneuvered through their
classrooms, to be able to positively alter the perceptions of teachers' expectations for
student performance and overall success.
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Teachers believed they must deliver academic instruction in a way that includes
all students, with social skills as a priority, to assure that students learn at authentic levels
(Landrum, Scott, & Lingo, 2011). Teachers also found that youth disengagement from
learning environments has been a problem deserving dedicated focus if there is to be
improvement in educational systems (Yonezawa et al., 2009). Teachers must endeavor to
encourage students to adjust and prosper while building confidence that the newly
designed instruction is worthy (Toshalis & Nakkula , 2012).
Jagersma and Parsons (2011) quickly identified the very real problem of a lack of
student voice. They summarized this issue by stating that educators omitted student voice
from the very curriculum that was designed and implemented for students. In their
research, Jagersma and Parson further discussed the value of adding student voice to
individual student development in a society that expected engagement and achievement;
which led to their discussion of a need for teachers to truly know their learners and the
learners' needs.
Increased communication between teachers and students had a reported positive
effect of reduced tension often felt between teachers and students as well as increased
feelings of collaboration, and a perspective of teachers supporting students as individuals
(Mitra, 2003). Teachers must value and understand the importance of respecting students
and treating them as individuals with a valid voice in the educational system (DeFur &
Korinek, 2010). Pedersen (2003) found that when teachers guided instruction, the focus
was on the goal identified by the teacher versus the ideas and needs of the students.
When instruction was more centered on the needs of the student, the focus shifted to
finding the answer to a common goal that was student-driven and collaborative. Teachers
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indicated that this then became a system that positively altered their perceptions and
interactions with students (Pedersen, 2003). Teachers must find the courage to seek and
expect information regarding what can be done better within school systems, and should
expect additional support from campus and district administrators (Youth Empowerment,
2007).
Administrator perceptions. Youth Empowerment (2007) reported the focus on
student voice as a foundational change agent in school reform has received more
attention for inclusion in the transformation of school business and should continue to be
a primary focus in the design of curriculum and instructional implementation from
campus leadership. Thus, these changes required a new view by administrators. Rudd et
al. (2006) reported that administrators felt the inclusion of student voice should be an
ongoing process and practice rather than single events, and could be obtained in a variety
of ways, such as through “interviews, surveys, formal and informal consultation, focus
groups, opinion polls, discussion groups” and other methods identified by campus
leadership, staff, and students (p. 17). Additionally, the increased availability of
technology devices in the hands of learners has allowed increased collaboration when
utilized in new and productive ways with leaders and learners acting as agents of change;
which has required a new view of how and why classrooms work.
Newly structured school systems must be led by courageous and innovative
leaders who are up to the challenge of creating redesigned systems (Smyth, 2006b).
Smyth (2006b) found that this new leadership would be required to ask deep and
meaningful questions, seek increased understanding, and find areas of required change in
current systems. Structure within school systems must move away from traditional

Marberry 27
designs and move toward systems that foster trust, confidence, and respectful
interactions. Investments in quality principal leaders was found to be a cost-effective
way to improve teaching and learning; which led to improved instruction and learning
and helped to promote a perception of safe risk-taking toward improving academic
engagement and success (Colvin, 2009). DeFur and Korinek (2010) noted that when
administrators provided a safe culture and climate in which students felt they were safe to
voice their needs with confidence, without fear of rejection, quality ideas were born.
Allowing administrators to then take these new ideas, compare them to campus goals,
and implement the new designs to reach students more effectively and with more success.
Student Voice and Academic Success
Fletcher (2001) reported that school systems must be willing to be moved from
the idea of students as passive learners to individuals who were actively involved
decision-makers. These new systems must include adults in the system who believe that
student input is of value and is organized around the educational needs of the students, as
identified from feedback gathered from the learners. A focus on shared goals, as
conveyed by McCombs (2010), led to increased ownership in academic success through
the use of offering choices, and encouraged a respectful relationship, which increases
concentration. Research by Quaglia (2012) showed that administrator, student, and
teacher relations improved when they were informed by students of needed changes
within the learning system. Student input also resulted in a long-term positive impact on
overall academic success (Quaglia, 2012).
Learners and instruction. Choices for students should be included in each aspect
of the school and classroom design from an early age and grade (Brooks, 2003).
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Dunleavy and Milton (2009) identified instructional designs, which improved the
academic process for students that included high levels of participation, authentic
assessment, relevant and interesting work, and bridged learning between school and life.
Establishing student voice in the design of curricula helped students take ownership of
their own learning (Gaynor, 2011). Students’ perceptions were their reality—their voice
was the only way to truly identify their needs that led to academic gains, leaving all else
to conjecture (Beairsto, 2012). Students who were intricately involved in the
examination and definition of their own learning environments demonstrated improved
academic success and eventual future success (Yonezawa et al., 2009). Student-focused
instruction with authentic contexts developed enhanced content-related outcomes,
fostered improved life skills, and promoted more effective communication skills in all
avenues of students’ educational and career goals (Jones & McLean, 2012). When
students became partners in their education, a mutual respect was built that included
collaborative communication, a willingness to make valuable investments, as well as
increased involvement, academic attainment, and social success (Fletcher, 2001).
Students demonstrated more satisfaction with academics and the overall school structure
when they were organized in collaborative teams that developed ownership over their
own learning (Scherer, 2008).
The commitment displayed by students who found their voice to be productive
within teaching and learning led to deeper and more meaningful lifelong learning in all
aspects of life (Williams, 2012). When students engaged in meaningful instructional
activities, they expressed more satisfaction with the overall school process (Fletcher,
2008). Understanding how and why students participated enabled educators to build and
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renew programs to better meet the needs of teachers, students, and administrators (StefiMabry, et al. 2010). Improving achievement must include student opinions about the
students’ educational experiences as well as how instructional leaders view their role in
instruction (Mitra, 2008).
Instructional leaders and instruction. Renewed or restructured systems
required increased effort across a variety of learning environments by teachers and
administrators (Yonezawa et al., 2009). Educators found that to meet the diverse needs
of learners, daily lessons must be active, engaging, and meaningful “while being fun,
instructionally sound, and not boring” (DeFur & Korinek, 2010, p. 17). Dunleavy and
Milton (2009) found that intellectual challenges created by campus leaders, built into the
structure of learning, encouraged the learner to make academic choices that capitalized
on authentic problem-solving, deeper understanding, and the ability to decipher
misconceptions. These new structures required the goals and beliefs of the learner to be
at the heart of the design. Leaders found success when they designed instruction on new
ideas, connected ideas across curricula, focused on high levels of engagement and
ownership, and when it was built around the students’ personal ability to set and achieve
personal goals and seek individual achievements (Dunleavy & Milton, 2009). In
addition, Dunleavy and Milton (2009) identified the benefit of an improved product,
fostered by the collaboration and experiences of engaged learners, that was more relevant
to personal aspirations, created a culture of professionalism, which developed quality
products, promoted a sense of investment, and developed ownership and commitment to
students' own learning not seen in other structures. Barnett (2013) noted seven ways that
instructional leaders could improve student ownership in students’ own learning:

Marberry 30
1. Challenging students to dream.
2. Inviting students to voice opinions.
3. Welcoming others to observe.
4. Over-inform students.
5. Ask for feedback and implement changes as needed.
6. Involve students in all aspects of the structure.
7. Start a peer advisor program.
Teachers found that students had a higher respect level and perceived value for
teachers who integrated student voice into their classroom management procedures
(DeFur & Korinek, 2010). It has been proposed that a teacher’s job should be to assist
students with the acquisition and retention of knowledge (Huebner, 2008). Research by
Tomlinson (2008) indicated that knowing and understanding student needs allowed
teachers to build instruction based on individual needs and goals, which increased student
engagement, motivation, and understanding. Furthermore, teachers were able to create
an environment of individualized instruction that was inviting, encouraging, affirming,
and infused with honesty. Though teachers felt they would lose control over the
management of class structure, content, and routines, the opposite became evident as
students took more responsibility for their own learning, and management did not
become an issue (McCombs, 2010).
Content should be created to help students become successful, take ownership,
build capacity, utilize critical thinking skills, be relevant, have variety, and involve
current technology (Willems, 2011). Colvin (2009) found that teachers and students
should be encouraged to examine achievement, attendance, behavior, and other aspects of

Marberry 31
school business to promote progressive change. Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and
Wahistrom (2004) noted that classroom instruction was critical to bringing all schoolrelated factors together to contribute to learning. Leithwood, et al. (2004) further
discovered that factors, which improved instruction, were vital to the success of not only
class instruction, but also the ultimate success of the campus.
Principals must be willing to identify weaknesses in teachers and environments
and take ownership for collecting input from those most involved in making necessary
changes (Colvin, 2009). Fletcher (2001) identified the need for administrators to design
systems and processes, with regard to instruction, that encouraged students in the school
decision-making process that included their voice in:
•

employment decisions for teachers;

•

textbook and material decisions;

•

employment decisions for administrators;

•

consulting with the administration for possible position changes;

•

class offerings;

•

teaching methods;

•

which teachers teach what offerings;

•

how classes should be offered;

•

times of offerings;

•

building use;

•

classroom management systems;

Marberry 32
•

extracurricular offerings;

•

how funds are spent; and

•

professional development needs.
Williams (2012) indicated that leaders, as well as teachers, often felt they must set

aside more effective classroom practices to assure the coverage of content. However,
leaders and teachers must be encouraged and led to give students more opportunities to
develop programs and strategies which improve their classwork (Williams, 2012).
Implementing these concepts could make a difference locally, nationally, and globally
(Williams, 2012). Leaders must engage students in their academic programs through
increased student voice to lead to improved academic success, behavior, and character
(Selby, 2011). Research by the Wallace Foundation (2010) found a strong connection
between the academic success of students and those assigned to lead, instruct in school
business, and collaboratively perform. This research demonstrated a significant impact
on learning and motivation.
Student Voice and Motivation to Succeed
Motivation, according to Williams and Williams (2011), was one of the most
significant issues to address, if increased motivation was the goal. To reach this goal,
there was a required a series of components that included learners, instructors, content,
procedures, and situations (Williams & Williams, 2011). Brenner-Camp (2011) reported
that motivation has been an evolving concept that often eludes specific definition, takes
on different meanings for different people, and should include the idea that students must
be interested and excited about learning. Additionally, this author noted that students
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must realize the overall importance of their individual participation. Models in school
business that included student voice showed increased motivation for ownership in selflearning and future success (Wooley-Wilson, 2012). Furthermore, students and adults
were more motivated to address and meet the challenges of rigorous content and progress
toward mastery of learning when ownership was increased. Providing choices for
students encouraged a feeling of ownership over their own learning and increased
individual motivation (McCombs, 2010).
Learner motivation. Learner motivation is critical for quality education to occur
(Williams & Williams, 2011). Smyth (2006a) reported that successful participation in
school for many students meant suppressing their own identities and staying within the
confines of their own agreed upon definition of what makes a quality student.
Additionally, those who did not, cannot or would not participate, had a loss of confidence
in the relevance of their current and future contributions to their own success and
motivation (Smyth, 2006a).
Historically, students have demonstrated a lack of enthusiasm for matters
perceived to have little relevance to their current situations (Smyth, 2006b). Smyth noted
that students must be motivated to learn and explore. Yonezawa, Jones, and Joselowsky,
(2009) found students to continually shape their individual identities as they practiced life
skills when participating authentically, and would become more competent when they
found successful engagement unique to their individual interests and preferences; which
could lead to increased motivation. These identities were further developed when
experiences included opportunities to share valuable knowledge about how to reshape the
learning environment toward increased participation, motivation, and engagement
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(Yonezawa et al., 2009). Students found increased ownership over their learning and felt
more successful and motivated in the educational environment when they were made a
part of the process through inclusion of their individual ideas, opinions, and needs
(Willems, 2011).
Since motivation is an inner state, as identified by Kong (2009), it has caused
people to set goals and maintain effort. Kong further noted that motivation has become
important in embracing student voice by helping students develop a skill for self-directed
learning that has increased their motivation to succeed when the students perceived they
had control over issues that matter. Students who felt cared for found more success in
education and built confidence as they sought to reach more goals and challenges
(Leadbeater, 2008). When students were included in establishing their personalized
learning environment, there was increased motivation and ownership for learning
(Wooley-Wilson, 2012). Students must be able to access their learning, have
opportunities to be a part of their education, and value their education in order to feel
motivated to learn on a consistent basis (Williams & Williams, 2011).
Instructional leaders and motivation. Mart (2011) found that teachers played a
vital role in the positive motivation of students, though leaders were important as well.
As schools were transformed into places that inspired and motivated students to learn,
careful attention to the structure of class management not only by the teacher, but also by
the administrators, was found to be a critical element (Mart, 2011). Students'
perspectives were dependent on personal perceptions as well as the teachers’ and
administrators’ actions as instructional leaders in the academic environment (Beairsto,
2012). Administrators and teachers often felt frustrated by students who lacked
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motivation and often failed to see the critical connection between motivation and selfdetermination and their impact on class participation and success (McCombs, 2010).
Creating student-friendly, collaborative classrooms, particularly for those who struggled,
was critical to discovering what motivated individual learners and how behavior could be
improved in the learning environment (Toshalis & Nakkula 2012). When students
became partners in their education, there was an ownership that developed the desire for
success, and increased the level of respect, communication, investment, and meaningful
involvement, thus, ultimately increasing motivation (Fletcher, 2008).
Instructional leaders must take every precaution to support students to avoid
feelings of low self-esteem or damaged egos (Willems, 2011). Understanding the
learners’ experiences, needs, and aspirations through elicitation of authentic feedback,
was shown to assist teachers in reaching out effectively to establish a successful learning
environment where self-motivation reduced barriers to learning (Beairsto, 2012).
Teachers, supported by administrators, must establish rapport with students by
connecting with them through collaboration and setting goals based on strengths and
weaknesses of all learners to assure an environment that not only supports safe risktaking, but increases the motivation to succeed (Williams & Williams, 2011).
Administrators and teachers often found themselves in a repetitive cycle even when new
ideas were introduced, as the diversion of daily school business interfered with creativity;
even though these new methods would spark higher- level thinking and increased
motivation in students (Stix, 2012). Instructional leaders must be willing to make a
commitment to assist students in finding their way toward taking personal responsibility
for their own learning and provide inviting classrooms (McCombs, 2010). Teachers and
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administrators should be well- trained, focused, and able to monitor the progress of
students, as well as be responsive to individual needs tied directly to their students’
interest in increasing their motivation; which process has been found to increase the
overall authentic engagement of all learners (Williams & Williams, 2011).
Student Voice and Engagement
Student engagement can engender differing definitions depending on the
researcher and the population studied. Hence, for this study, engagement was examined
via the following six concepts as identified by the University Partners' March, 2011
research project (Parsons & Taylor, 2011):
1. Participating in classroom activities and following school rules
2. Being interested in and enjoying participation in what happens at school.
3. Being motivated and confident in participation in what happens at school.
4. Being involved by thinking.
5. Purposefully learning to reach life goals.
6. Owning and valuing learning
When individuals were made powerful within their learning environments through
authentic communication processes, an expectation of success occurred that evolved into
a positive cycle, while the opposite corroded and destroyed the foundation of the
educational system (Smyth, 2006a). For instance, students who had opportunities to
include their voice in decisions affecting school systems demonstrated increased
engagement and a stronger sense of ownership in learning and the overall school system
(Mitra, 2003).
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Learner engagement. Engagement encompasses thinking, feelings, motivation,
and behaviors as well as how one feels about learning that impacts the interest and
investment in student learning (Lee & Shute, 2009). Student engagement “is the linchpin
of great schooling” (Beaudoin, 2006, p. 5). Engaging learners has required attention to
relevancy by applying the learning to real-life situations versus a focus on classic
textbook- style learning (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). Students from low performing
schools were less likely to find schools engaging, challenging, or interesting, while
higher performing schools supported students' desires for achieving higher success
(Bridgeland, Dilulio, Streeter, & Mason, 2008). Students who were not engaged were
often complacent, non-responsive, and lacked interest, which led to trouble in a variety of
ways including increased issues with discipline, attendance, and drop-out rates (BrennerCamp, 2011). When students played an active role in the development of the learning
systems, they found schools to be more engaging and enjoyable, the students were filled
with curiosity, had an increased sense of adventure to improve self-leadership, and gained
an enhanced sense of personal responsibility, further building confidence in their own
learning (Quaglia, 2012). Students who felt their voice was included and appreciated
were more prone to be involved within the school setting and showed less apathy
(Quaglia, 2012). Students who were partners in education, actively using their voice to
improve the process and content, were better engaged and became active participants in
their own learning (Brenner-Camp, 2011).
Instructional leaders and engagement. Increased engagement has been found
to follow the implementation of engaging instruction methods and an engaging
curriculum (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). Teachers and administrators who held high
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expectations for their students and fostered positive relationships with students
experienced enhanced inspiration, commitment, and achievement in their learning
programs (Rubie-Davies, 2010). Rubie-Davies also found teachers reported that the best
method for this process involved including the voice of all students in an ever-evolving
system to assure the continued growth and expansion of learning. Engagement has
historically focused on student achievement and behavioral modification. However,
more recently, the principle of engagement has been used by instructional leaders to
encourage students to become lifelong learners, thus increasing the relevance of school;
which led to improved engagement (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). Teachers described
students who lacked engagement as exhibiting behaviors such as boredom, restlessness,
and tend to be disruptive,” resulting in frustration from other students, teachers,
administrators, schools, and, ultimately, the community (Parsons & Taylor, 2011). This
concept was further supported by the work completed by the authors of Student Voice
who indicated that systems in which learners were silent in designing their programs
quickly resulted in disengagement and loss of interest in their own learning (Rudd et al.,
2006). Prensky (2005) noted that students have a life filled with engagement, including
tasks with which they feel skilled. Therefore, teachers and school systems must learn to
embrace the idea of a transformation of today’s schools (Prensky, 2005).
Rudd, et al., (2006) Future Lab researchers found that students who were actively
engaged in shaping their learning environment brought benefits to the learners, teachers,
administrators, and the system, resulting in more authentic engagement. Bahou (2011)
argued that the highest form of authentic participation was seen when all stakeholders,
particularly administrators, teachers, and students, were working together toward a
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common goal. Student participation and authentic collaboration was shown to be a
critical step in student engagement (Jagersma, 2011). Instructional leaders who enabled
student voice improved engagement and the outcome of learning while assuring the voice
of individual students were not only heard, but also addressed, leading to a sense of
empowerment found in successful individuals (Manefield et al., 2007).
Student Voice and Empowerment
People became empowered by discovering, managing, connecting, and believing
in others as well as themselves as they learn about their own impact on their world
(EdTech Teacher, 2013). Building a stronger understanding of self could be a powerful
and exciting approach to education (EdTech, 2013). Education should support the
development of responsible citizens who understand and take ownership in a democratic
society (Barell, 1995). Empowering students was not about giving over control of the
classroom to the students, but more about the environment of ownership shared with the
students; which included increased time for reflection on the day’s lesson or learning,
deciding the timeframe for due dates, and exploring how current learning affects the
world around them (Haynes, 2013). Empowering students has required that students find
a place where they belonged, where they had heroes or champions who listened to them
and whom they listened to, and fostered a sense of accomplishment (Beaudoin, 2006).
Empowered students. Mart (2011) reported that giving learners a sense of
autonomy and guiding students to develop skills for self-directed learning helped students
develop skills used throughout their lives and across various learning environments.
Mart (2011) discovered that empowering students impacted motivation, engagement, and
academics. Focusing on the development of voice of today’s youth could reshape not

Marberry 40
only the future of education, but also the future of the very systems where learning
occurs. Pedersen (2003) found that student-focused learning led to increased selfgovernance that resulted in empowered decision-making. The outcome was empowered
students who were more likely to understand and appreciate the role they play in
participation in a democracy. Smyth (2006a) related that failing to place relationships,
which led to empowerment, at the center of the learning environment allowed students to
be “degraded, corroded, fractured, fragmented, and rendered meaningless and thus we
failed in one of our most fundamental responsibilities as citizens in a democracy”(p.
292). In summary, Smyth (2006a) identified the following with regard to empowering
students:
•

Relationships in schools are taking on a higher level of importance.

•

The importance of relationships is not a high priority.

•

Students are not victims in school, but have power.

•

When relationships are not created, schools become areas of trouble.

•

This trouble can compromise the learning environment.

•

Relationships have been minimized due to excessive policy requirements.

•

Relationships often focus on only those who speak the loudest.

•

Students who are empowered learn to trust and cooperate.

•

Success at school is largely measured by how students manage the
institutional environment.

Students who felt empowered and believed they had authentic listeners developed
a better understanding of how to manage their world (Gaynor, 2011). Rudd et al. (2006)
suggested that the best way to empower the communities was to listen to the voice of the
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stakeholders. Additionally, Rudd and colleagues found that this empowerment allowed
students and important stakeholders to feel their views were valued, thus encouraging
more open discussion of their learning and learning preferences. Student voice
empowered learners to appropriately voice concerns, ideas, and aspirations to assist with
the development and implementation of personalized learning (Rudd et al., 2006).
Learners who were given choices and involved in the decision-making process
demonstrated a sense of success and being in control, and expressed a feeling of
improved skills leading to a sense of empowerment (Wilson, 2013). Wilson (2013)
reported increased empowerment as well when the students were listened to and their
ideas were respected; which led to stronger citizens who could manage themselves and
their role in society. Students conveyed that they gained ownership and responsibility as
self-responsibility was realized, resulting in improved communication, empowerment,
and teacher-student interactions (Jagersma, 2011).
Fielding and Ruddock (2002) discussed research that was further supported in the
work by Manefield, et.al. (2007) in which schools found that when student voice was an
integrated part of the school environment, students developed a strong sense of
membership in and positive regard for the school environment, developed greater selfrespect and self-worth, improved their views of self as a learner, and felt they were an
important part of things that mattered. Furthermore, these authors found that students
discovered increased involvement, improved citizenship and responsibility, and enhanced
personal development. Empowered students have been shown to contribute to a positive
atmosphere for learning, with students established as vested partners in the educational
process that supported leaders in creating positive learning systems (Willems, 2011).
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Instructional leaders and empowerment. Selby (2011) wrote that leaders who
taught students the process for change enabled them to become change agents for life.
These leaders were powerful change agents who learned to share the grip of control to
empower shared experiences through utilization of student voice (Selby, 2011).
Principals who guided teachers and students with quality data from all participants made
more informed decisions, provided more quality resources, and improved their own
practices, creating campus cultures that successfully supported learners, educators, and
administrators (Colvin, 2009).
Research by Brookhart, Moss, and Long (2008) showed that teachers who took
the initiative to implement a new structure, which handed the power to shape learning to
the students found that the learning was more powerful than it would have been under
traditional management. In this research, it was shown that the current system did not
cultivate a smooth transition for teachers to fully understand and implement opportunities
for students to build reciprocal relationships. Hence, it has been suggested that time and
attention must be dedicated to increased understanding of the process and efforts made to
find buy-in by all stakeholders in order for learners to become empowered and confident
(Jagersma & Parson, 2011). Teachers who successfully sought information from all
involved parties understood that personalized learning empowered students and fostered
increased self-confidence (EdTech, 2013).
Campus Culture
A campus culture must be established that supports positive exchanges between
students and staff, infused with a feeling of community and belonging where beliefs are
shared and valued (McDermott et al., 2012). District and campus leadership is the
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critical bridge between effective educational processes and the ultimate success of all
students, and continues to be a key factor in the success on school system success or
failure (Leithwood et al., 2004). The structure and system in schools must be those that
instill in students a love, or at least survivor ability, for the process of motivating students
to engage in their own learning (Mart, 2011). Cheung and Chan (2010) reported that to
improve effectiveness in the future, there must be a demand for citizens to be well
prepared for a complex job market.
Policy and system changes are crucial to the improved educational experience of
today’s youth, and are based on a basic idea that barriers to teaching and learning must be
removed, that school, community and family collaboration are vital, and supportive and
consistent leadership is necessary for success in educational and career endeavors (Center
for Mental Health in Schools at UCLA, 2011). Reported in this 2011 review was the
notion that the days of regurgitated information, time for recess, and deep meaningful
relationships established over time with small groups of student are gone. Proposed in
the review was the notion that the new system, which must be developed, is one that is
student-centered and efficiently delivers the rigorous curriculum that provides all students
an equal advantage in today’s competitive society. Additionally, as identified by the
National College for Leadership (2011), there must be a supportive environment for these
programs to succeed. This knowledge was best sought and established through a system
that encouraged the student to be a valuable decision-making partner.
Studies showed that student achievement was strongly related to how well
students interacted with their environment (Lee & Shute, 2009; Smyth 2006a). When
teachers were included in strategic planning designed to include the specific suggestions
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offered by students, there was increased ownership, higher-level thinking, and improved
quality of work produced among the students (Stix, 2012). Creating environments based
on trust through positive exchanges increased students’ feelings of success, self-worth,
and ownership, and improved the overall learning environment (Tomlinson, 2008).
When members of the school organization felt they contributed valuable input
regarding the daily operations of school business, there was increased motivation to
succeed on the part of all involved parties; which improved the entire campus culture
(Brooks, 2003). A productive learning environment was one that assured physical and
emotional safety, took into account the individual needs and success of the distinct
learning styles of the students, and created an atmosphere of support, nurturing, and
collaboration (McDermott, et al. 2012). Smyth (2006b) indicated that the new direction,
which must be established in school systems, was one that looks vastly different than
those seen in the past. These new systems must be designed with new policies, practice,
and expectations focused on student collaboration to assure success and a culture of
mutual respect and understanding. This system was one that fostered a caring
relationship with and knowledge of the lives of students, and included relevant
experiences, an understanding of cultural differences and family histories, and recognized
students' ambitions and dreams for the future (Smyth, 2006b).
Creating an environment in which students were actively engaged in the decisionmaking process affected an entire student population and empowered individuals to take
increased ownership in education and life (Youth Empowerment, 2007). Educational
systems must be transformed into places where the voices of students play a critical role
in the development of overall structural governance of the system (DeFur & Korinek,
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2010). These systems will afford a new level of access for the learner— relationships
that empower them not only for current learning, but also for future job success and
learning to work and create a culture conducive to success (Yonezawa et al., 2009).
Practicing skills that have included utilizing student voice in the education setting have
led to increased participation, to assure that democracy endures for students of today and
tomorrow (Beaudoin, 2006).
Empowerment has led to respectful and positive relationships with others in the
community, created motivated learning, and increased active participation in the school
community that cultivated positive campus and district cultures (DeFur & Korinek,
2010). Empowered students obtained the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and potential to
become responsible and productive members of society leading to improved cultures in a
variety of settings (EdTech, 2013). Establishing a vision for the educational environment
that embraced high standards and accountability while supporting high levels of
respectful engagement, enabled students to grow academically, socially, and emotionally
(Yonezawa et al., 2009). Student voice has built a culture of engagement that connected
students to their learning, which has required thinking to become transparent with active
and productive feedback around shared goal-setting and problem-solving (EdTech,
2013). Engaging students in the decision-making process has improved the school
culture that affected those most directly involved— the students (Quaglia, 2012).
Educational settings which sought to establish learner-centered environments
focused on letting teachers know why learning was important, showed students how to
process information, related information to personal interests, understood that students
were motivated on different timetables, and helped students overcome fears and barriers
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to communication (Rudd et al., 2006). When environments were created for students to
become active and engaged volunteers in the school environment, versus viewing schools
as where they were imprisoned, a spirit of volunteerism, feelings of personal self-worth,
and improved motivation to contribute effectively to their world emerged among the
students (Beaudoin, 2006).
Schools redesigned to consider a system of education based on voice for students
and leaders provided learners with a feeling of community that fostered a safe and
productive process which encouraged growth in learning (Leadbeater, 2008). School
systems should establish environments that set clear performance standards, provide
meaningful choices, and encourage self-monitoring of student performance with feedback
interwoven throughout the process (McCombs, 2010). For students to be active and
motivated participants in their own learning, the atmosphere or culture must be one of
accessibility, as well as being secure, upbeat, and tailored to individual needs, inspiring
them through motivating experiences (Williams & Williams, 2011).
Lindsay Mack (2012) identified a valuable system in her research that simply
suggested that the instructor should seek input and guidance from the learners and then
share this research with the class along with the changes and needs identified from the
process. This teaching process has led to more self-exploration by the students paired
with an understanding of the growth in learning systems, and created a culture of
collaboration and safe learning (Mack, 2012). Furthermore, teachers’ and administrators’
expectations could have a positive or adverse effect on student performance, as evidenced
by the work of Rubie-Davies (2010), where the perceptions of teachers were weighed
against actual data of student performance implying that teacher perceptions were often
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wrong and ultimately created a difference in student perceptions of themselves which
greatly affected school cultures. Jagersma and Parsons (2011) offered that since curricula
is designed and implemented for the overall education of students, it seems an oddity that
these very stakeholders, the students, were omitted from the process of helping to define
the culture. This process could be ultimately improved by including the students in the
equation toward increasing understanding and confidence to avoid a disconnection from
the curriculum and the very system that has been charged to serve them in order to
improve the overall learning environment (Jagersma, & Parsons, 2011).
Taylor and Parsons (2011) offered that to make students feel safe and proficient,
the administrators and leaders must recreate the educational setting. These newly formed
systems must be developed to challenge teachers to engage collectively in the learning
process reaching students with new levels of learning. Therefore, it is critical, starting
with the leaders, to build an environment that encourages respectful and constructive
interactions with subject matter and teaching social skills which include “relevant
learning, technology rich environments, positive and transparent climates, respectful peer
to peer collaboration, and a culture of learning” (Taylor & Parson, 2011, p. 26).
Motivated students have been provided with distinctive incentives valuable to the
individual learner, learning that encourages self-exploration, goals based on mutual
collaboration, demonstrated flexibility, and supported with encouragement and praise
(Willems, 2011).
Summary
Chapter II was comprised of the current research and theoretical basis for a study
of how student voice drives decisions in the educational setting. Chapter III presents the
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methodology by which the research study was designed, including descriptions of the
participants, the design, and the data collected. Chapter IV exhibits the current study's
findings. The final chapter includes a summary of the study, as well as conclusions,
implications, and recommendations for further research.
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Chapter III
Methodology
According to the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP,
2007), today’s youth must be educated differently than youth of the past. There must be
an increased level of engagement, involvement, and development of self-efficacy not
previously attempted (NASSP, 2007). Furthermore, these new systems create new
challenges not only for students, but also for the educators and the administrators. School
systems must be transformed into cohesive environments that value the opportunity to
create unified goals and dedicated attention to data and analysis of the effectiveness as
perceived by the learner (Gaynor, 2011). DeFur and Korinek (2010) reported that
students wanted and needed to be heard. When provided with systems that valued their
input, students were grateful and appreciative; which ultimately led to improvement in
academic and social endeavors. Student voice focuses on the convictions of student
perceptions of learning, teaching, and how those perceptions afford the opportunity to
shape the learning environments for the learners and the educators (Youth Empowerment,
2007).
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high
school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on
academic success. Groenewald (2004) reported that the process for a phenomenological
research project is to adequately report the facts of an observed phenomenon. Good
research starts with topics that are of interest to the researcher as well as the importance it
plays in the development or improvement of processes and possibilities. The research
discussed in Chapter II suggested that student voice plays a significant role in
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establishing effective and successful educational programs. Maxwell (2005) identified it
as critical to set specific goals for research for a successful completion of any project.
These goals more specifically guide your decisions with focus and direction and enable
the researcher to more readily substantiate the need for the study.
Chapter III looks more specifically at the detailed design of the study. This
chapter describes the purpose and research questions explored along with the research
design. Specific details regarding the sample and the location are explained to provide
the reader an opportunity to more fully understand the setting and participants selected
for study. By explaining the specific data collection procedures, the reader gains insight
into the specifics of the processes and protocols used to gather data for review. The
following section of this chapter discusses the treatment of the data recounting how the
researcher analyzed and summarized the collected data. The final section of Chapter III,
reviews the provisions of trustworthiness. An epoche is provided to assure the researcher
sets aside and describes any personal experience to assure removal of bias (Creswell,
2013). All information is provided to afford the reader and future researchers with an
understanding of the design of the study, the participants, as well as pertinent information
to make decisions regarding the future use of this information.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high
school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on
academic success. Fletcher (2013) defined student voice as participation in all of the
decision-making processes as they affect student performance.
The researcher investigated the following overarching research question:
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What are the perceptions of rural high school graduates, teachers, and administrators of
student voice on academic success?
The following sub-research questions guided the data collection and analysis to
answer the overarching research question:
•

What were the common beliefs regarding opportunities for input, or
student voice, on the educational process within the school structure?

•

What supports or interventions/activities were available that contributed to
the use of student voice within the school system?

•

What were the challenges or barriers faced that encouraged/discouraged
use of student voice?

•

What advice or suggestions can be offered for teachers, administrators, or
students regarding student voice in the decision-making process?

Research Design
Creswell (2013) describes a phenomenological study as a look at the way several
individuals perceive and report a common theme of some aspect of their life or some
aspect of a specific experience. For the purpose of this study students who had
experienced success in the academic setting, the top 25th percentile, were identified from
the 2013 graduating class, and two previous high school graduating classes of 2011 and
2012, as well as the teachers and administrators who were primarily responsible for the
design of the system and structure of the school environment. Interviews and focus
groups were conducted to elicit information regarding the perception of how student
voice altered the academic environment of the high school experiences and how that may
or may not have swayed future decisions regarding learning, decisions, and design of
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future programs. Follow-up email and/or video conferencing were used to clarify or
expand information as necessary. Bracketing of key information gleaned from the
interviews was implemented to find a commonality of experiences that contributed to
individual success or continuation of designs. Bracketing as described by Gearing (2004)
enables identification and description of core elements in the research data.
The Setting and the Participants
Setting. A small 2A district in a rural Southeast Texas town was chosen as the
setting for the study. The Texas Education Agency, (TEA, 2013) describes a rural
district as a district with “enrollment between three hundred and the median district
enrollment for the state and a growth rate of less than twenty percent, or an enrollment of
less than three hundred”. Districts are identified and divided into five conferences with
1A districts being the smallest and 5A districts being the largest. An average 2A district
in Texas has enrollment between 200 and 499 students enrolled at the high school
campus. This district had recently experienced improvement with the high school
moving from an unacceptable campus to a recognized campus and had struggled with
frequent changes in administration. According to the school district website, the district
population of approximately 1,250 students is primarily Caucasian with a 60%
economically disadvantaged rate, as determined by criteria set for free and reduced lunch
eligibility. Table A represents the ethnic makeup of the research district.
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Table 1
Research District Ethnic Breakdown
Ethnicity

District Representation

Caucasian

82%

Hispanic

11%

African American

4%

Other

3%

The top 25th percentile has historically been college-bound and actively engaged in
school activities (School District Senior Survey, 2011). The small town community, of
approximately 2,500 citizens, supports the district through a variety of projects primarily
tied to athletic and other extracurricular events. For most of the population, hometown
and Christian values are the norms.
Sample. The Request for Approval for Human Subjects Review Board
application was submitted to the Institutional Review Board for authorization (Appendix
A). After gaining permission from the Institutional Review Board, the district level
administration was contacted to gain permission for entry into the district (Appendix B).
Upon approval by the superintendent, the high school campus principal was contacted to
gain permission to contact teachers (Appendix C) and recent graduates (Appendix D).
The established relationship with the gatekeeper allowed quick access to the data using
the student management system to identify the top 25th percentile of the 2011, 2012 and
2013 recent graduating cohorts. Following identification of the larger subset, a
convenience sample was identified, with a random sample drawn from within the larger
subset of three male and three female students ranging in ages from 18 to 21 years;,
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selecting one male and one female subject from each graduating cohort determined the
final selection of subjects. Due to time constraints and surplus of data available for
analysis, the final participant list included one male and one female for each cohort;
which represented approximately 10% of the top 25th percent, and was determined to be
adequate for this study. The random sampling process was continued until a male and
female participant was identified and agreed to participate from each cohort.
Additionally, an alternate male and female subject was selected from each subgroup as
potential participants in the event a participant failed to complete the interview to assure
adequate completion of requested data by a representative population.
To gather data to examine the perceptions of teachers and administrators, focus
group interviews were conducted of classroom teachers and individual interviews with
campus administrators to identify discrepancies or support of the perceptions of student
voice on participation and success. Teacher participants were obtained by using a
stratified purposeful sample of teachers who had teaching experience of one to 10 years,
and those who had 11 or more years of teaching experience. Triola (2011) explained that
using a stratified sample allows subjects to be bracketed in subgroups to allow a sample
from each subgroup to be examined. From this population, two teachers were randomly
selected from each population. Additional teachers from each population were identified
to replace any participant that failed to participate. Due to the small administrative
population, all three administrators were chosen to complete the research protocol
interview process. These administrators included the high school principal, who has
completed his second year at the campus, the high school assistant principal who had
managed students at both junior high and high school levels for the past twelve years, and
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the high school counselor who had worked with high school-aged students at this campus
for the past nine years.
Location. To assure a formal and consistent location for interviews, the
conference room at the administration office was the chosen location for completion of
the interviews. This location could accommodate both individual as well as focus group
interviews with ease and comfort. Nicholas, Lach, King, Scott, Boydell, Sawatzky,
Reisman, Schippel, and Young (2010) reported that with the prevalence and ease of
technology use and availability, new avenues were available that may result in a more
reflective response that not only reduces expenses but also allows a format that is
comfortable for the participant, encouraging a more accurate and reflective response.
Therefore, email or video journaling was offered as an alternative method of response for
the student, teacher and administrator participants to complete the research questions.
Data Collection
Interviews. Following approval by the Institutional Review Board, along with
the district and campus administration, participants were identified for inclusion in the
study. Data collection included interviews and email responses completed by students as
well as focus group interviews of teachers and individual interviews of administrators.
Observations of subjects throughout the interview process paired with the interview data
allowed the researcher to not only gain valuable insight into the structure of the group
being studied but also allowed the researcher an opportunity to experience the dynamics
being observed to build a deeper understanding of the naturally occurring processes
(Creswell, 2013). These data collection processes eventually led to self-discovery of the
phenomenon under review (Genzuk, 2003).
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Following identification of the six recent graduates through random sampling of
recent graduates, the participants were contacted by telephone to secure agreement for
participation. All of the initially identified graduates agreed to become participants in the
study. The final cohort included one African American female, one Hispanic male, two
Caucasian males, and two Caucasian females. Following verbal confirmation each
participant was provided a copy of the Research Protocol (Appendix E) and Consent
Forms (Appendix F) via electronic mail. Interviews were scheduled upon receipt of
signed consent forms. Careful attention was given to establishing a rapport with the
research participants through conversation and assurance of confidentiality. In general,
students in the district were accustomed to hearing the researcher’s name and
involvement at various district events. Educators and administrators were accustomed to
interactions regarding academic conversations with the departments and the
administrative teams. Individual interviews with the administrators and graduates as well
as focus groups with the teachers were conducted to assure a comfort level to elicit frank
and honest feedback, without increased concern for judgment by peers or supervisors.
Additional information was elicited through follow-up email responses to clarify or
expand information as necessary. It was important to establish rapport to assure an open
and non-threatening relationship in order to acquire the most accurate and reflective
responses possible.
Interview questions designed to elicit candid responses were provided both orally
and in written format to assure a thorough understanding of the questions asked. These
questions were starting points to establish a systematic method of gaining responses and
to assure that all participants were afforded an equal opportunity to explore the
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advantages and disadvantages of student voice related to their past experiences. Subjects
were also encouraged to write down any additional thoughts or comments that might add
to the researchers level of understanding. A set of open-ended questions was used in an
informal structure to encourage honest and open feedback between participants and the
researcher. All interview question responses were recorded and notes taken by the
researcher. Notations were made to record any variations in subjects’ body language,
including posture and facial expressions, or to clarify gestures that could not be recorded
via audio recording technology.
A focus group interview was conducted with the teachers to encourage a rich
discussion of student voice and how that affected decisions in the classroom regarding
design and implementation of activities. Creswell (2013) recommended focus group
interviews when there is sufficient information to believe that interviewees are
comparable and identifiable with one another and a comprehensive conversation would
develop. One identified teacher was unable to be present, but wanted to participate via
telephone conferencing and a follow up email to finalize thoughts and ideas not shared.
Focus group discussion also allowed the researcher to observe the interactions among the
teachers regarding their perceptions of how student voice encouraged or discouraged
academic participation and success. This process permitted the teachers to respond to
ideas presented by their peers, which led to a deeper level of conversation and an
increased wealth of discussion.
Treatment of the Data
Data analysis is an ongoing process that requires continual attention as the
plethora of data is coded and checked for recurring themes and patterns (Creswell, 2013).
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Every effort was made to assure a non-judgmental bracketing of collected data into
naturally developing themes and patterns for an uncontaminated description of the
experiences. Utilizing the premises identified in the review of the literature discussed in
Chapter II, major themes or categories were identified within the data, followed then by
more in-depth analysis to identify new or reoccurring themes not previously identified.
To guarantee the maximum trustworthiness of the project, triangulation of collected data
was conducted to establish the soundness of all findings including participant interviews,
as well as written responses and observations from students, teachers and administrators.
Recordings from interviews were transcribed into a Microsoft Word document for
analysis. Data were broken into parts and labeled using a coding system. The data were
compared for similar or related concepts to assist with classification of coding, and
finally organized around central concepts.
Provisions of Trustworthiness
Epoche. Creswell (2013) describes epoche as a type of bracketing of information
to assure the researcher sets aside any personal experience to as great an extent as
possible to assure a new and unbiased view is under review. For the purpose of this
study, the researcher must report a prior history with student voice in this educational
setting to assure the reader has an opportunity to evaluate and form an opinion of the
nature of the relationship between the researcher and the sample population. The
researcher was assigned to the research site in August of 2007 and served as campus
Principal until June of 2011. The oldest of the three graduating cohorts was under the
direction of the researcher’s leadership for all four years. One of the three sample
graduation cohorts was under the direction of this leadership for three of their four years
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in high school. The most current graduating cohort of 2013 was under the direction of
this leadership for half of their high school program. The graduates were provided
varying degrees of opportunities for participation throughout their high school program,
but none were directly coached in the idea of student voice.
The leadership team under my direction was proactive in providing a wide array
of methods to improve campus culture and climate but focused mainly on teacher
feedback. Though student input was obtained through the use of surveys, no teacher or
administrator discussed the concept of student voice as a specific tool. Students were
assigned to advisors and were encouraged to develop habits of self-monitoring to increase
positive academic behaviors such as checking grades and communicating with teachers.
The degree of input varied from year to year, with the current system void of any
identified student feedback opportunities. It is believed that activities that promoted
student voice were actively used on campus, but without definition.
The current campus administration team appears to continue to work from the
premise that student voice is of value and the students have appeared to continue to
request student leadership type of activities and processes. The activities introduced
under the previous leadership seem to remain an active process that is recognized by
students as a value to process.
Summary
This chapter presented the process for how the study was conducted including, the
purpose, the design, the sample, and the location, along with the setting. Additionally,
the specific design of the data collection and treatment was reviewed with a consideration
for bias in the epoche. The next chapters will review the findings as identified in the
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analysis phase of the project. The final chapter will include a summary, as well as
implications and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter IV
Analysis of Data
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high
school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on
academic success. Chapter IV reviews the analysis of data organized by major research
question. Research question one discusses four themes identified by each of the
participant groups. Research question two reviews the supports as well as the barriers
reported by contributors regarding the use of student voice. Research question three
reveals the advice provided by the research participants regarding the use of student voice
in the decision-making process in the educational setting.
Research Question One
Research question one investigated the common beliefs regarding opportunities
for input, or student voice, on the educational process within the school structure and how
those beliefs affected academic success. Recent graduates, educators, and administrators
consistently identified the following four themes as important factors in academic success
as it relates to student voice:
•

Communication that is open, consistent, and clear.

•

Relationships that are developed based on trust in a safe environment.

•

Respect and value between students, staff, and administrators, and valuing the
input provided by students.

•

Ownership for personal learning and future success.

These four components work together to create a culture in which students and staff have
collaborative relationships that go beyond the traditional student-teacher relationships.
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Communication. All three participant groups identified communication as a
common theme throughout the interview process. Learning to communicate to find
collaborative solutions was a skill perceived as a life skill that was successfully gained
through the processes experienced in the school setting. Whether these perceptions were
based on direct information provided by the teacher or indirect information gleaned from
the classroom or school structure, the participants all related the same type of positive
communication as a key to success.
Recent graduates. Selby (2011) noted that students must be able to find a
connection with their learning, feel safe to take chances, and perceive they are
contributing to efforts to improve the educational structure. Further reports by this author
indicated that inspiration was difficult to find in students who believed they were simply
just another number or case, and had no effective interactions with teachers and staff
members. Recent graduates interviewed described communication as the number one
factor that made students feel they were an important part of their own learning.
Graduate Participant Five reported, “Without communication you have a void and you
have to communicate to make sure you’re on the same page.” These skills were viewed
as necessary and critical not only to college success, but also to skills needed for effective
entry into the job market.
Work by Landrum, Scott, and Lingo (2011) indicated that teachers must deliver
instruction in different ways with social skills as a priority, which assured learning at
authentic levels. Descriptions by recent graduates indicated that voice could be obtained
in a variety of ways and still be effective in promoting a culture of respect and
collaboration to assure effective communication. Furthermore, these participants found
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that it would be beneficial to gather information from students through a mixture of
methods to assure that all students, regardless of personality, could find a method that
works for them. The following approaches were reported in the graduate interviews as
effective methods of communication observed in the high school setting.
•

Surveys

•

Petitions

•

Individual conversations with trusted staff members

•

Class meeting forums

•

Notes to teachers and/or administrators

•

Small group advisory classes

•

Projects assigned by teachers

•

Student government

•

Extracurricular activities

•

Student selected groups or organizations

•

Peer tutoring opportunities

•

Campus leadership
Mitra (2003) identified that increased communication between the adults and

students in the school environment had positive effects with reduced tension on the part
of the students. Six of six recent graduates revealed that some type of advisory program
or assigned homeroom teacher played a vital role in how and why they were able to
effectively communicate their ideas, concerns, and needs as well as build their confidence
in a safe environment. Learning in this type of environment reportedly made school
easier, more comfortable, and helped them improve future problem solving. The
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participants conveyed problems could be resolved in a positive way allowing lifelearning opportunities that carried over into the “real world” post-high school events.
Most graduates initially felt their opinions would not make a difference or were
afraid or unsure of how to go about sharing their ideas or opinions as stated by Participant
Six, “Students did not originally feel their opinion was heard.” For this reason it is
critical that students know and understand that their ideas and opinions can and do make
a difference, and can lead to student-led decisions. These types of activities provided
ownership that led students to find a level of comfort that carried over into other settings.
Recent Graduate Once indicated that many high school students are by nature more vocal
than others and teachers must work to maintain a balance to allow those who are less
outgoing an opportunity to find their voice. Recent graduates reported that the use of
voice did not change their understanding that some rules were not going to change, no
matter the opposition with three of the six recent graduates identifying “dress code” as a
classic example.
Teachers. Manefield, et al. (2007) found that asking for student voice provided
new insights and an overall transformation of the system with increased success and
school improvement. Teacher Participant Three reported, “Communication creates an
environment that helps them have a voice.” The teacher participants perceived that
students felt comfortable discussing most any topic with the staff, but there were some
students who needed encouragement to build their confidence to find their own voice.
Teachers encouraged students to participate in any of a variety of opportunities that are
afforded. Specifically, they noted that students are allowed to give input regarding their
course selection, individual class structures, topics for discussion or exploration, campus
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activities, clubs that are offered, as well as daily school decisions. Recent graduates went
on to discuss that expanding students’ understanding of how things can change or why
they cannot is a critical aspect of learning lifelong skills to support future success.
Quaglia (2012) found that listening to student input resulted in long-term positive
impact on academic success. Furthermore, making sure students have an avenue for
sharing through extra events, teachers, or activities develops strong relationships that are
supported and developed through effective two-way communication. Teachers reported
that allowing students opportunity to provide input in the classroom is a relatively simple
process with regard to note taking, minor scheduling decisions, and working conditions,
but input regarding the overall school operations proved more difficult. The teacher
participants found that when students were afforded the opportunity to provide voice in
the classroom structure and design increased participation and quality work was the
outcome. These concepts are supported by the work conducted by Quaglia (2012)
indicating that student, teacher, and administrator relationships improved when students
were able to provide their input for needed changes in the school environment.
The teacher focus group discussed collaboration between teachers and creating an
environment with an open door policy to help students develop necessary academic skills
as well as an understanding of how to better help themselves gain information. These
well-developed, announced, and consistent schedules assist students in developing a
comfort level that established a better chance of finding confidence and seeking the help
they needed to find success. When students felt they had a voice and someone who
would listen, the teachers felt the students were more willing to open a line of
communication and build relationships based on trust.
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Dunleavy and Milton (2009) identified the following benefits fostered by
collaboration:
•

Improved product more relevant to students personal aspirations.

•

Created increased professionalism and sense of investment.

•

Ownership and commitment.

In fact, students must be able to not only learn and use academic language to improve
their educational endeavors but to also learn to discuss areas of interest and the
importance of improving overall communication. The teacher focus group reported that
giving students an array of methods of input assures that all have an opportunity of
finding a voice in a way that they find comfortable. These methods may include peer
group opportunities, specific feedback on classroom structures and processes, as well as
notes, surveys, student government, extracurricular activities, suggestion boxes or notes
to teachers or administrators.
Administrators. Smyth (2006a) found leadership, which challenged and
redesigned systems with student voice, increased understanding of needed change though
deep and meaningful communications. The administrators interviewed identified that the
information gained through these positive, student-led interactions with students led to
positive changes including participation in master scheduling, calendar development and
campus policies and procedures. Administrator Two stated, “Because students know
their opinions were taken seriously they were confident in their communications which
helped shaped the climate of the campus.” Additionally, students feel confident talking
with staff members and understand they play a significant role in why they are there.
Therefore, teachers reported they were encouraged to enhance their classrooms through
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deliberate and consistent communication with students. Administrator Three expressed,
“As a result, all of our organizations are growing.” The administrator interviewees
concluded that when student voice is an active part of the school environment, there is an
improvement in the overall morale of the campus. It has been observed by the school
administrators that when students have more impact on the classroom structure regarding
assignments, timing, and topic selection, the students seemed to take more pride in the
campus and were more willing to speak up and speak out about things that would damage
those relationships or would jeopardize their role in the process.
Relationships. Relationships are a key characteristic related by all participants as
a critical aspect to how students perform in the educational setting. Relationships were
referred to throughout every interview and were reported to impact performance in every
area of the educational process.
Recent graduates. Rubie-Davies (2010) identified that student self-perceptions
tended to improve when there was active and meaningful involvement in the learning
process, and positive and collaborative relationships were maintained with their teachers.
All six recent graduates interviewed discussed the concept of relationships as a valuable
component of their high school experience that led to their individual success during high
school as well as during their post high school experiences. Participant Four stated,
“When students made bonds with teachers, they were more comfortable…. and were
more comfortable speaking up.” All participants narrated the general view by students
was that there was “at least one person in the school setting” who provided an avenue for
their opportunity to develop a communicative relationship.
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The overall perception of the recent graduates was that teachers provided the
occasion for students to explain their point of view and to participate in the classroom
design. The graduate participants described these relationships as developing over time
and they were viewed as critical to students and school staff creating open relationships.
The teachers were also perceived by the graduates to be more conscientious with regard
to caring about student success and more willing to attempt different techniques to assure
comprehension. Participant Three, related that these teachers created a perception that
students were viewed as more than “just students,” while Participant Two reported that
teachers created environments where students were comfortable and the teachers were
more than “just teachers.”
According to the graduates the teachers who added personal touches based on
their individual experiences both within and outside of school were reported by recent
graduates to be more concerned and aware of student needs. Additionally, these teachers
were perceived as caring not only for their subject matter, but also for student success.
The graduate participants reported that these classrooms were viewed as not “just being
the teacher,” but being truly concerned about the “individual students.” Asking how the
students felt about their learning and how it could be improved increased the perception
of creating collaborative relationships versus just telling students what they had to do.
Some teachers staged their classrooms directly with this design, but others established
this type of environment more indirectly. Being accessible to students and following
through with promises established a consistency upon which students could rely.
Recent graduates described teachers who were able to relate to students in a
variety of ways as possessing a critical attribute. Creating these types of bonds led to
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increased comfort and confidence in the student body and allowed flexibility established
around reported student needs and ideas. As expressed by Rubie-Davies (2010), student
self-perceptions improved when they were actively involved in the learning process,
which assisted with maintaining positive and collaborative relationships with their
teachers. Teachers who were perceived to really care about students and took the time to
establish relationships were observed to understand that student voice was very important
and could make a difference.
Graduate participants reported that teachers who were perceived to truly care
about students and took the time to establish relationships seemed to understand that
student voice was very important and could make a difference. Accessibility and teacher
availability proved to be a common factor in students’ opportunity for relationship
building as well as their increased confidence in themselves and the system. Recent
graduates also conveyed that individual teaching style contributed to or restricted these
types of interactions. These ideas support the work conducted by Dunleavy and Milton
(2009) conveying that students who had an opportunity to be an active part of the design
of the learning structure found learning to be fun and productive rather than irrelevant
and non-engaging. Graduates noted rigid classrooms discouraged the immediate flow of
communication. However, if these same teachers provided consistent availability during
other times of the day, this could still afford the same type of relationship building seen
with teachers who are less rigid in classroom flow.
Teachers. Quaglia (2012) suggested that relationships could add significantly to
students’ self-worth and engagement as well as provide a driving purpose for future
learning. Teachers reported that they perceived that “every student had at least one
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person, maybe not always an adult, in the school setting that opened an opportunity for
sharing and relationship building” leading to an open line to communicate needs and
opinions. Individual relationship-building was considered critically important to all
teachers involved in the interview process. Teacher Participant One reported, “It may not
be the same person for every kid, but I think there’s enough variety of personalities on
campus that they have opportunity to form these relationships that they may not have
otherwise had.” Furthermore, admittedly, teachers are sometimes reluctant to build
relationships out of fear of being able to manage these interactions, with students or staff
members not really understanding the defining lines that should not be crossed. These
relationships must involve give and take by all teachers and students and must include a
clear understanding of the rules.
The teacher focus group identified each successful relationship established in the
high school setting led to increased confidence leading to an increased willingness to try
new things, attempt new projects and take risks as young adults. Teachers who took the
time to ask questions of the students with regard to comprehension, classroom design,
and other areas of concern were viewed to be more accessible than teachers who failed to
gain this type of feedback. Listening to students and giving opportunities for learners to
voice their needs and thoughts, were consistently reported to build relationships of trust
and understanding. Collaborative relationships led students to increased confidence and
perception that the teachers would keep teaching it until successful learning was
achieved.
Administrators. Brooks’ (2003) found that the impact of student voice improved
motivation, increased self-responsibility, and improved the student-teacher relationship.
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These relationships further enhanced the teacher and administrator view of students.
Administrator Three reported, “Teachers and staff have very good relationships with
kids.” Additionally, these relationships then created an atmosphere of mutual respect and
successful completion of projects and needed changes in procedures. Administrators
reported that students have successfully brought about change based on their ideas and
opinions that have been shared over time with the administrators directly or through their
organizations or teacher leaders. Brooks (2003) further described that these relationships
led to more success in education as well as in their futures. Administrators described that
with open lines of communication, relationships are built that demonstrate the value
placed on student voice in the decision-making process. These collaborative
relationships lead to increased interest as projects and structures are designed around
student need and input. Teachers, administrators, and students displayed a willingness to
talk to one another. The administration at the study site has encouraged teachers to move
away from teacher-led instruction to more student-led instruction; which has resulted in
students finding more confidence not only in the classroom, but also in their approach to
the administration.
Respect and value. Hapner and Imel (2002) noted that students who felt valued
and respected through the practices of student voice activities developed improved skills
in observation, evaluation, and correction of life skills as well as improved choicemaking abilities. Respect and value were areas identified throughout the interview
process by the participants as being vital to the successful student.
Recent graduates. Quaglia (2012) identified that systems which utilized student
voice in planning and development of the school system found that students developed a
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stronger sense of belonging, found greater respect for the system and increased their
individual sense of accomplishment. Recent graduates related that there was openness
and respect between themselves and most of their teachers and administrators, allowed
the opportunity for input not only in the classroom but also throughout the school
structure. As seen by statements such as that of Participant Four, “The teachers and the
students understood that to get respect you had to give respect.” Teachers who were
viewed to “value the opinions and needs” of the students were considered to be
successful in their profession as identified by Participant One. The discussion revealed
that students felt valued in settings where their voice was heard, which created increased
confidence that transitioned into other settings. Asking students how they felt about the
instruction and how it could be improved were viewed with respect and high regard.
Participant Six indicated, “When our opinions were heard and valued, like as adults, as
equals we were more willing to participate in all activities.” These situations increased
students’ perceptions of teachers caring about the opinions of the students and their belief
that no one should be left out of the decision-making process. These classrooms were
perceived to be led by teachers who not only cared, but also were truly interested in
individual success. Brooks (2003) found that students who felt teachers and
administrators cared about them were more inclined to succeed in education and life.
The described perception of respect and value indicated that recent graduates
viewed their high school as a collaborative environment where students respected their
leaders and leaders respected their students. Rudd, et al. (2006) found the encouraging
use of student voice built self-esteem that led to increased risk-taking when opportunities
presented themselves. Participants reported that when they knew their voice was “not
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only heard, but also respected they were not only happier at school, but put more effort
into their academic projects and requirements.” This created a “domino effect” as stated
by Participant Three, which led to increased participation by others. When students
believed in themselves, they better understood how they impacted their learning
environments and were able to see how setting goals and being a valued part of the
system were useful aspects of their high school years and their futures. These ideas
support Jackson’s findings in 2005 that these improved pragmatic skills enhanced every
part of lifelong functions.
When students had a voice that made a difference, not only was school fun, but it
“made the students feel they were an important part” of what was going on around them,
as recounted by Participant One. In 2012, Jones and McLean identified that student-led
individualized learning led to a deeper level of comprehension and alignment of content.
Participant Four indicated a feeling of being a part of the “whole thing” when the
students’ voices were taken seriously. This type of system resulted in students feeling
like they were being encouraged in academics as well as learning things that would be of
benefit in the future and increased the feeling that individuals did make a difference.
Students were comfortable with the process and learned that when things are handled the
right way, everyone benefited; which led to increased confidence and pride, and
improvement in all areas. Recent graduates perceived that teachers were encouraged by
the campus leadership to not only value ideas but to allow students to see glimpses into
their personal experiences to help tie learning to real life events and possibilities. Brooks
(2003) reported that students continued to recognize the importance of the rules
established by parents and teachers, even when given the opportunity to provide input.
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As discussed by three of the six recent graduates, everyone worked together to make sure
information was shared with students and seemed to encourage the idea that each student
was important.
Teachers who pushed students to higher standards were portrayed to be among the
favored teachers and viewed as the “better” teachers on campus as reported by Participant
Three. Recent graduates felt they were valued when they were asked to assist peers in
classwork or to work on projects that led to change on campus. Every participant was
able to identify key teachers who valued and respected the use of student voice to
increase learning in the classroom setting. Stefi-Mabry et al. (2010) reported that
students wanted an individual customized learning environment even if that meant taking
on extra activities to improve their performance when they became an active member of
the decision-making process. Taking the time to discuss specific ideas or thoughts was a
highly respected part of the memories of the young adults interviewed. The following
specific activities were described collectively by the recent graduates to have served the
purpose of increasing their perception of teachers valuing student voice in the school
setting:
•

Project based learning

•

Helping other students with things the teacher identified them as finding some
measure of success

•

Meetings to discuss specific campus and classroom based activities

•

Asking for feedback specific to assignments

•

Asking for input on how the activity could be improved

•

Offering choices in how assignments were completed
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•

Advisory period activities designed to seek input or improve student
understanding of various activities or programs

•

When teachers conveyed a mutual respect for students and their ideas

A common idea regarding academic performance was observed throughout the
interviews, which included the notion that relationship-building and mutual respect
increased the perception of academic success.
Teachers. Dawidowicez (2008) found that altering the teacher’s role from
director to facilitator built a great sense of equality for the student and teacher. Teachers
interviewed identified a key component of any use of voice as conveying the perception
that “student time is important and their voice is respected.” and can contribute to
positive changes in their daily lives. The teacher focus group stated, “Students like
respect and feel like they have some ownership in what they are doing.” Building strong
students through effective collaboration creates an environment of “increased autonomy
and improved decision-making” as reported by the teacher participants. With student
success as the primary focus of every design, teachers must understand how to work with
students to effectively establish respectful academic relationships. This newly found
reciprocal relationship establishes an environment where students know they are heard
and their opinions matter. These ideas support the work completed by Fielding (2008)
which suggested that the transformation of schools must include the combined viewpoint
of staff members and students.
Administrators. McDermott et al. (2012) indicated that systems that valued
student voice provided more positive and productive learning environments leading to a
culture that prevented negative behaviors as well as increased academic success. The
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administrators interviewed acknowledged that achieving and staying in tune with the
current pulse of the student body allows increased engagement and participation.
Administrator Two affirmed, “Students learned that they were partners in their own
education. So the overall school climate improves and leads to students feeling valued.”
By allowing students increased opportunities for voice in the educational process, “the
campus climate becomes more positive and builds increased trust,” as related by
Administrator One. Valuing student voice increased the overall morale of the students,
teachers and administration. Administrator One reported, “It is common knowledge on
our campus that when you have good listeners that believe in the value of students,
showing them you care, the school culture is positive.” This positive culture leads to
increased participation and innovation that improves academic performance and
improved social skills. Supporting the work by Quaglia (2012), suggestions by the
administrators indicated that this type of culture significantly increased students’ selfworth and engagement providing a purpose for future learning.
Ownership. Participants reported that students who had increased ownership
were more likely to be successful academically. Shared goals led to increased ownership
in academic success (McCombs, 2010). The overall perception of the research
participants was that increasing the ownership for learning improved overall academic
performance and participation.
Recent graduates. The increased use of student voice developed a sense of
ownership and has built the concepts of democracy and responsibility for learning how to
learn and make informed decisions (Rudd et al., 2006). Recent graduates felt that when
their opinion or voice mattered, they were a part of the decision-making process with
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ownership and therefore wanted to work harder, wanted to make things work, and created
an environment where they could learn. Participant Five stated, “When you are a part of
the class activities, you become a better student.” Increased learning occurred, as
students were more willing to complete their work, respect their teachers, avoid negative
behaviors and have more fun. All graduate participants conveyed that when a teacher
was unwilling to include the learner voice in their classrooms, there was less of a desire
to perform in those settings. Participant Six described, “If students feel like they don’t
matter, they feel inferior which prevents them from actually talking about what they
thought or what they believe should happen and they lower the standards and goals for
themselves in the school setting.” Furthermore, Participant Three recounted that when
teachers only cared about their subject and weren’t willing to listen to what students had
to share, there was a belief that the teacher did not care and was not there for the student
body; which made “us (the students) feel blah and just want to sit there.” The recent
graduates felt that all teachers should be encouraged to support students in their efforts to
speak up and become an active participant in their own learning.
Teachers. Research data from Reach Every Student (2011) noted that making
students partners in their own learning fostered a view of the learner as a person and
developed a more active involvement in their own learning structures. Teacher
participants reportedly believe that increased opportunity for student voice leads to
increased confidence in the students and a new level of ownership that is not present
when students feel forced into compliance. Teacher One indicated, “If we bother to listen
to them, we will see increased ownership.” Though all teachers described student voice
as a valuable component of education, there was consensus that not enough time is
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dedicated to the process. Furthermore, there was a strong belief that many students do
not take advantage of the opportunities that are afforded to students throughout the year
in the classroom setting as well as in other school structures.
Relationships that increased communication increased student confidence and
feelings of ownership that led to learning at a deeper level; which was revealed through
the discussion with the teacher focus group. All responders reported, “extracurricular
activities were an important avenue for students to share ideas in a safe environment.”
The extracurricular activities such as sports, clubs, student government, and advisory
options were noted by the teacher focus group as critical to increasing communication
opportunities for all students. Therefore, taking the time and effort to discover students’
specific interests and guiding them to join in outside activities is a valuable component,
which results in increased maintenance of effort as discipline improves and increased
ownership is seen in academic measures. The teacher focus group further elaborated that
students who take increased ownership in their own learning have a deeper
comprehension and increased interest. Gaining information from students regarding their
opinion on specific tasks assists educators in creating a continually improving process.
Administrators. Scherer (2008) indicated that collaboration increased the
development of ownership for students over their own learning. Administrators shared
that when students have a voice in the daily operations of school business the result is
increased ownership. Furthermore, increased ownership leads to improved academic
performance and reduced discipline. Administrator Two stated, “Because students knew
that their input was valued they took pride in their campus and their education.” The
culture of the campus is critical to the success or failure of the development of student
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confidence in finding their voice. The common belief was that students feel a sense of
ownership in their own learning. Being willing to be flexible, admit when you don’t
know the answer, but are willing to find it, and do what you say you will do, is very
important to building strong relationships that allows students opportunities to take
increased ownership in their own futures.
Research Question Two
Research question two investigated what supports and barriers that encouraged or
discouraged the use of student voice in the educational system. Clear and consistent
themes emerged from all three groups of participants that supported the use of student
voice in the school system as well as areas that were viewed as barriers. Throughout the
interview process, participants consistently conveyed there were areas within the school
routines and structures that encouraged or discouraged the use of student voice.
Supports. Systems that supported the use of student voice were identified as
flexibility in classroom design and accessibility of educators to students, positive and
open attitudes of educators, and a time dedicated to promoting student voice. All
participants conveyed that each of these systems were critical to creating an educational
environment that supported the use of student voice. The educational environment
designed around these systems created an opportunity for students to not only learn to
utilize their voice to make changes in their current settings but also in their future
environments.
Flexibility and Accessibility. McDermott et al. (2012) identified systems that
valued student voice provided positive and productive learning environments. The study
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participants clearly identified specific areas that allowed students to utilize their voice in
the school setting with flexibility and accessibility being a major area of discussion.
Recent graduates. When efforts were afforded to meet the diverse needs of the
learners through renewed structures that included student voice, the lessons were viewed
as engaging and entertaining (Yonezawa et al., 2009). Recent graduates reported they
felt encouraged to use their voice in classrooms where the teachers asked for opinions
and feedback from the class and were available to students outside of the regularly
scheduled period. Participant Four stated, “The school would listen to what you had to
say and then make changes to try to help you.” Teachers who utilized flexibility in
classroom design and procedures were viewed as supportive and caring. Using students
as peer support or tutors also built confidence in recent graduates and made them feel
they were important. Recent graduates pronounced that teachers who provided flexibility
in their classroom designs were positive and caring. These teachers were assumed to be
available to students inside the classroom as well as before and after school. Graduate
participants related that these teachers respected them and valued what they had to say.
Participants also indicated they saw differences based on the input teachers provided
them. Student leadership was a large part of what allowed recent graduates to give
information to make the school day better. Participant Four narrated, “Working together
as a class or an organization very much helped build an understanding of how things
could be improved.” By working together, the idea of how things could look different
from different people’s view showed students how various opinions could come together
to make things better.
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Teachers. DeFur and Korinek (2010) reported that teachers found students had a
higher respect and value for teachers who utilized student voice into the classroom
procedures. Teachers described that students need the adults to be willing to listen and
help them learn to solve problems, and the adults need to be flexible in their classroom
design. Furthermore, the participants found that the lack of such a system leads to
disengagement and frustration. The teacher focus group discussed the importance of
students having the “opportunity for input not only in class design but also in campus
decisions.” The supports that were described by the teachers included the open door
policy that was supported by the administration, the openness that was communicated
through respectful conversations, and the flexibility which allowed the teachers in their
collaborative efforts to create classroom environments that worked for the individual
makeup of students.
Administrators. Leaders found success when they designed instruction on new
ideas built around individual ability and encouraged a desire to set and achieve goals
(Dunleavy & Milton, 2009). The administrator participants identified that flexibility is
one of the most important areas to address to increase the opportunity for student voice.
Administrator Three stated, “We make changes based on what students want and need.”
Additionally, “The teachers being accessible to students on a consistent basis provides
opportunity for students to find their voice” as revealed by Administrator Three. An
advance in technology access was identified to be an area that will support students’ an
opportunity for yet another method of input directly to the teachers and /or the
administrative team. Being able to have a more private yet direct connection with the
adults in the school environment is bringing a new method and hope for increased
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understanding of student needs. Administrators revealed that most students believed
they could resolve the issues effectively and become productive members of the
collaborative efforts initiated in class. When students knew their voice was valued and
respected there was increased pride in the campus and individual performance. This new
pride resulted in increased involvement in campus activities and self-monitoring of
academic goals.
Attitudes. Consistently, discussions occurred with each interviewee regarding the
attitudes of the teachers and administrators. Attitudes must be positive and supportive of
students to allow them to find a comfort level to effectively share their thoughts and
ideas. These positive attitudes were necessary to establish environments that not only
supported, but encouraged students to find the confidence to use their voice to make
collaborative decisions regarding their own learning.
Recent graduates. Empowered students contribute to a positive atmosphere for
learning (Williams, 2012). Recent graduates indicated that when teachers and
administrators kept an “open mind,” as conveyed by Participant One, and were willing to
allow students to come to them with their concerns or needs. The outcome was best
summarized by Participant Six, “students learned their voice did make a difference”.
Participant Two stated, “It wasn’t just about the teachers; it was about what everyone
wanted and needed. It got everyone involved.”
Teachers. Mart (2011) expressed that teachers played a critical role in the
positive motivation of students to help inspire and transform classrooms into
environments that not only elicited student voice, but made changes based on this new
information. The educator focus group revealed that teachers with negative attitudes
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could overcome their lack of voice in the classroom by “being consistently available to
students in other settings or times of the day, as long as they were willing to meet
students’ needs in other ways.”
Administrators. Rubie-Davies (2010) indicated that teachers’ and administrators’
expectations had a positive or adverse effect on student performance. Administrator One
reported that the negative attitudes often seen in veteran teacher’s classrooms were “often
very difficult to change and old habits hard to break,” but that it is very important to
make it a priority. Administrators revealed that teachers who were perceived to have an
attitude of kindness and truly caring about students’ well being were viewed to have the
best relationships with students and were seen as the teachers with most success.
Time. All members of the interview participant groups related some concern
regarding the time dedicated to gaining student voice. With the pressure and demands of
the required curriculum, state assessment, and daily required tasks, student voice was
often the first area to lose dedicated time and focus.
Recent graduates. Intellectual challenges created with attention and focus in the
educational system encouraged learners to make improved academic choices with a focus
on problem-solving that led to a deeper level of understanding (DeFur & Korinek, 2010).
Participants suggested that when dedicated time and processes were provided to allow
students to give their ideas and suggestions, there was more confidence and participation
from the students. Participant Two indicated, “there was time daily to talk with teachers
about whatever you needed to.” Recent graduates discussed the value of using different
methods to provide input and ways their ideas were used to improve the systems. The
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advisory classes allowed students to participate individually and as a group to discuss
issues around campus and in the class.
Teachers. Williams (2012) reflected that teachers felt they should set aside more
time for content instruction and must be encouraged to give students more time for voice
in the classroom design. Teacher participants described increased time and dedicated
procedures to elicit student voice was beneficial and they would probably be more
effective if student voice was a priority. Reported by interviewee Teacher Four, “It
would improve the overall system to gain the insight and ideas from students.”
Furthermore, effectively establishing routines that allow time for students to access
teachers before and after class was a critical component of an effective school
environment.
Administrators. Selby (2011) suggested that leaders must engage students through
increased student voice to lead to improved academic success, behavior and character.
Administrators who were interviewed described that the advisory period or some other
type of dedicated time to gain input from students was a concept that was identified as
having a positive impact in this area. Increased student voice is one that is receiving
much discussion and consideration for a return to the school schedule. Administrator
Three further recounted, “Efforts have been made to move from teacher-led instruction to
more student-led instruction to allow more focus on gaining student input.”
Barriers. Selby (2011) identified that it was difficult to inspire students in a
system where students felt they were just another number. Areas identified as barriers
that discouraged student voice included negative attitudes, viewed resistance to new ideas
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or change, restrictions caused by state assessment, and a lack of dedicated time and plans
for the implementation of student voice.
Attitudes. Just as positive attitudes led to positive interactions, negative attitudes
were revealed by the participants to discourage interactions and prevent students from
effectively utilizing their voice in the educational environment. Teachers or
administrators with negative attitudes dispirited students from being able to find the
courage to utilize their voice to assist with decision-making processes.
Recent graduates. Recent graduates indicated that as students it was very
discouraging when they voiced their opinions, and the teacher or staff or administrator
would “act like they were offended.” Additionally, Participant Five related, “But it really
wasn’t personal.” Also, teachers who would “just push stuff on you and say there it is
without any interest in what you really needed or how you learned best,” as stated by
Participant One. Some of the worst experiences were described to be the result of when
teachers would scare the students or tell him or her they a “dumb idea” and no one would
want to speak up or work for those teachers. Recent graduates conveyed that when
students feel like they are not valued they feel like no one cares and they lower their
standards for themselves and often just give up. Specific teachers could also be
discouraging with an apparent lack of interest in their content or in their understanding of
what students need.
Teachers. Students’ perspectives were dependent on personal perceptions of the
teachers’ and administrators’ actions (Bearisto, 2012). The teacher panel discussed
“when teachers were so structured and rigid that students were miserable, the use of their
voice was discouraged, and students lost their confidence and feared speaking up in
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class.” Furthermore, the interviewees noted that when teachers acted like they did not
care or have little focus on the students and their ideas nor made any effort to elicit
student voice in their classrooms, the students were more reluctant to participate.
Administrators. Student friendly, collaborative classrooms were found to be
critical to discover and motivate learners, which led to improved behavior and success
(Toshalis & Nakkula , 2012). Administrative staff felt that students also had to overcome
the previous negative experiences they may have experienced in school or other
professional settings. Administrator One defined, “Some staff simply does not appreciate
the positive outcomes that can result from student voice and have not embraced a
philosophy for change.” Many tenured staff are reluctant to allow the use of student
voice if it was not a part their normal class routines and “changing that mindset is often a
difficult thing to do” as reported by Administrative Participant Three. From the student
perspective, some students simply did not understand the proper protocol or chain of
command to get their voices heard. Information reported by the participants indicated
that if students do not feel their voice will be respected they are often unwilling to even
try to share or bring about needed changes or assistance. Students and teachers become
frustrated when issues on the table are not resolved and negative consequences are the
result as revealed by the participants.
Restrictions from state assessments. Five of the six recent graduates, all of the
teacher panel participants, as well as the administrators mentioned restrictions caused due
to state assessment and other administrative tasks were a negative influence on the ability
to incorporate student voice more effectively in the school system structure.
Recent graduates. Recent graduates identified the increased focus on state
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assessment as an area that took away from the positive relationships established. The
interviewees expressed concerns that due to the pressure placed on students and teachers,
the focus on state assessments reduced time for questions and the focus on individual
needs. The state testing that was required caused a lot of issues for students, and, as
described by Participant Six, “ended up being resented because it was the main focus and
it seemed to interfere with what we really wanted to do with our learning and it often
wasn’t clear how certain activities were supposed to help students with their futures.”
Teachers. Williams (2012) reported that leaders and teachers felt they must set
aside the time for content management. However, leaders and teachers must also be
encouraged to develop processes that improve the students’ performance. Teachers
discussed that testing requirements often affected the ability to be flexible and allow
students to share as much as they would have liked. From the teachers’ perspective the
required curriculum and testing requirements hindered students’ ability to truly select
their courses, electives, and classroom structures. The teachers felt that the pressure to
complete the many requirements from the state mandated functions of school so often
hindered the time they would like to take for student voice to keep the pace. When there
is no dedicated attention to finding time to focus on student voice, the teachers felt
additional pressure and were uncomfortable taking the time away from the required
components of the mandatory curriculum and obligatory rigor of the state exam.
Administrators. Colvin (2009) suggested that leaders must be willing to work
with teachers to make necessary changes to the school structure to balance the required
processes. The administrative leaders discussed that with the increased emphasis on rigor
and state mandates, time for including student voice often gets pushed aside.
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Administrator Three reported, “We are making a dedicated effort to provide students with
ways to provide their voice to help make changes in areas where they want to see
changes.”
Time. Time restrictions were a reported concern for all levels of interview
participants. Feeling rushed in the classroom and not being allowed the time to provide
input was revealed by recent graduates while educators at all levels conveyed a feeling of
pressure to complete the required tasks imposed on all those in education today.
Recent graduates. Students demonstrated a lack of enthusiasm for matters
perceived to have little relevance to their current situations (Smyth, 2006a). Recent
graduates specified that it is critical for students to be provided a way to express
themselves in a variety of ways to assure everyone finds a way to give information. Not
giving students time to share ideas was conveyed as a major hindrance to productive
student involvement. When these opportunities were not provided, the graduates
reported they did not want to participate, mechanically went through the motions and
disliked being in class. Moreover, the interviewees discussed that when students do not
want to be in class they do not want to learn, and the teachers are forced to deal with
more discipline issues and a general lack of interest. Additionally, the recent graduates
identified that students have to be taught the right way to address adults as well as
situations that they would like to see changed and that when students are not part of the
process it can lead to resentment and misunderstandings that leads to a lack of interest
and motivation. The general ideas conveyed by the participants were that education then
feels like a required and unpleasant adventure that has no personalization instead of an
event that encourages openness and truthfulness.
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Teachers. All teachers agreed that the lack of time for dedicated focus on
individual student needs was a major hindrance to the school structure. Though student
feedback was described as a critically important step in planning and organizing, the
failure to focus on a dedicated plan to gain student feedback reduced the efforts by the
teachers. Additionally, students did not really understand the power of their voices. The
barriers the teacher focus group reported included time constraints, amount of material to
be covered, interruptions in instructional time, simple miscommunication, and most
importantly dedicated time and systems in place to gain this insight. Understanding
learners’ experiences through elicitation of authentic feedback, assisted teachers in
establishing a successful learning environment.
Administrators. The administrative team collectively conveyed that dedicated
time for a focused attention on gaining student input is difficult to work into the daily
operation of the school day. However, all described that it is very important to have that
dedicated time for students to express themselves and for teachers to gain insight into the
needs of students. Instructional leaders must be willing to make a commitment to assist
their students toward finding their way toward personal responsibility for their own
learning by creating inviting classrooms (McCombs, 2010).
Research Question Three
Research question three was designed to elicit responses regarding what advice
and suggestions could be offered for teachers, administrators, and students regarding
student voice in the decision-making process within the educational setting. Recent
graduates, teachers, and administrators reported consistent ideas of how others should
view and utilize student voice in the classroom with the most critical area identified as
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not only listening to what students have to say, but truly hearing what is being said.
Additionally, providing specific methods for gaining insight from students and being
willing to make changes based on individual student needs were viewed as essential
elements.
Listening. All participants discussed the importance of listening to the voice of
students. More specifically, they thought listening and utilizing the ideas gleaned from
these interactions can create an improved and more meaningful environment that
supports the academic success for students and more productive instruction for teachers.
As a result, the participants believed administrators expressed they enjoy a decrease in
discipline infractions.
Recent graduates. Participant One stated, “It would be good to for people to
really listen to what students are saying, let it soak in, and not discount their ideas
because they are kids.” The perception is that students today have more stress than ever
and every opportunity should be taken to assure they have a say in things that matter.
Graduates recommended that teachers and administrators sit down and talk to the
students, listen to what they have to say, use their ideas to create a place where they are
all working together and “don’t be afraid to ask for help from the students. Some of the
best ideas come from the ideas suggested by us, the students.” The observation from all
interviewees was that it is critical that all members of the school system are
acknowledged for their efforts and know that when done the right way they will be heard.
Recent graduates recommended that students make sure others hear what they
have to say and be willing to say what is needed to improve the system to meet their
needs. Specifically, participants recommended, “Take advantage of the opportunities you
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do have.” to share ideas, make suggestions, and want to improve yourself. Furthermore,
it was expressed that students should make sure they are using their voice in the right
ways. Also expressed was the notion to become a part of their class and student
organizations, and most importantly, “respect yourself enough to take advantage of the
learning that is available to you.” Participant Six reported, “You have to know your own
strengths and weaknesses and you have to set goals. These goals have to be realistic and
you have to be willing to take ownership and responsibility for your own learning. Don’t
be afraid to speak up for help or if you have ideas to make things better.”
Listening more and finding something that works for everyone was a common
theme throughout the interview process. Recent graduates perceived teachers who were
not “always the teacher, but someone who cares,” was someone they respected and
wanted to work harder for, and they would not want to cause trouble for that teacher.
These teachers were also perceived as wanting students to learn not just because it was
their job but also because they really cared about the individual students.
Teachers. The teacher focus group identified that for classroom instruction to be
successful and productive, educators should listen to what the students have to say and
make sure they built in time for voices to be heard. Additionally, these teachers thought
making adjustment to instruction based on the feedback and insight gained from these
interactions was important. Further, these instructors felt that getting feedback and
making changes based on the ideas of all stakeholders creates a collaborative relationship
that increases the chance of quality instruction and decreases discipline issues.
The teacher panel collectively suggested that there are other factors that affect
successful participation in the school setting, based on their years of experience in the
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classroom. Personal motivation and goal setting were the two primary factors indicated
that affect academic success with parental support was identified as an important factor
for many students, but there were definitely students who succeeded in spite of the lack
of parental support. Parental support was identified as not necessarily being involved in
the daily operations of the school day, but being supportive of educational endeavors and
maintaining high expectations for their children. Maturity also was related to play an
important role in how successful a student is in school activities. Teachers further
believed that students who felt they had at least one person in the school environment
they could relate to, made a significant difference in how the student performed.
Administrators. The administrator participants shared that student voice can be
better utilized in the school setting by being listened to, having a plan of action, and being
persistent and consistent in implementation. “Keeping students involved in the campus
decision-making process helps students feel empowered and involved in the educational
process” and is a key factor in the taking academic ownership, which was affirmed by
Administrator Two.
According to the administrators, other factors outside of student voice that
contribute to academic success includes building relationships, fostering community and
school involvement, establishing goals for plans after high school and maintaining some
type of support system, either from someone serving in the parent role, or a respected
staff member who supports the student over the course of their time in high school.
Communication is critical to keep parents, or those in a parental relationship with the
student, informed and in a position to assist with support toward academic attainment.
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Attendance and willingness to take care of their individual responsibilities is also key for
students to find and maintain success.
Method of input. The general theme identified by the research participants was
that there must be a variety of input opportunities to assure that all students with varying
personalities have an equitable opportunity to respond and become a part of the change
process in the school setting. Furthermore, participants noted that if all students do not
find their individual participation style, the stronger voiced students take the lead and do
not always represent the general student body ideals.
Recent graduates. There should be a system which everyone understands that
gives students a chance to give their input, help make decisions and allows them to
express themselves as noted by recent graduate participants. These participants also
noted that when students are allowed to be comfortable and not intimidated there is a
better chance they will want to please the teachers, will take more chances, and will try
new things. All recent graduate participants noted that students must be heard in some
way with interest and respect. Most also reported that there would be times when the
students’ ideas may sound strange but the educators should still take time to listen and
“not blow them off” because there may be a good idea somewhere in there that the
student is just having trouble communicating in a way that makes sense with the overall
plans. When students have an opportunity to express themselves, there is more
opportunity to find strengths and weaknesses and find ways to compliment students on
the things they are doing right.
According to the graduates student voice is very important and teachers should
strive to have it in the classroom. Open classes before and after school, and being
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accessible will make students comfortable so they can “share all the important stuff.”
Recent graduates collectively suggested that in addition to making good use of the
individual voices of students, the following are other important factors that impacts
student academic success:
•

Having a plan.

•

Being involved.

•

Exposure to all the things that are available in the school setting.
These things help prepare you for the future.

•

Listen to teachers pushing you to do your best.

•

Build relationships and learn how to work with people.

•

Learn how to talk to people.

•

Respect to get respect.

Teachers. The teacher focus group participants noted students respect teachers
and teachers respect students when they know they are heard and their opinion matters
and were provided a variety of ways for students to provide information. Furthermore,
the collaborative relationships established in classrooms that support input by students
and ideas included by the teachers, and supports positive and successful deeper learning
opportunities. The teachers recommend the following to other educators:
•

Do not be afraid to listen to the students

•

Do not take things personally

•

Be flexible

•

Find opportunities to allow voice

•

Make the time. It will save you time in the end
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Administrators. Administrator participants all reported that students who feel
more involved have increased ownership and feeling of accomplishments, not only in
their personal performance, but also in school and campus pride, spirit, and
responsibility. Keeping an open door policy is vital to creating the relationships that lead
to successful student, teacher, and administrator collaboration that leads to academic
success. Administrators reported the following key ideas to utilizing student voice in the
school setting:
•

Positive, fair, consistent communications and implementation.

•

Keep students informed of how and when they can utilize their voice for
school improvement.

•

Maintain high expectations.

•

Create specific and designated times and activities to gain student input.

•

Consistently communicate to students how decisions are made and the
part they played in the process.

Summary
This chapter presented the information and data as gathered, analyzed, and
reported by the researcher. The information was bracketed by reoccurring themes within
the data collected. Chapter V provides a brief summary of the study, conclusions gleaned
from the research, implications for current practices and recommendations for future
research.
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Chapter V
Summary, Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high
school graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on
academic success. Findings from the current study support the belief that the perception
of the opportunity to participate in the decision-making structures within the school
system positively affects a student’s academic success. Student voice used as a value
added component to school systems led students, staff, and administrators to perceive
improved ownership, participation and academic success, while reducing discipline
concerns in the classroom.
Summary of the Study
The study provided valuable insight into how the educational environment should
be cultivated based on the feedback and ideas of the participants in the school setting
including the students, the educators as well as the administrators. This information
ultimately can be time saving and increase the overall productiveness of the system.
Brief overview of the problem. Educating youth of today poses a serious
challenge for educators, youth, and administrators. This study looked at the need for
educators to examine how and why students are successful and does the perception of
having an opportunity for increased input impact the very design of the school structure
that leads to improved academic success. When students collaborated, became partners
in their own learning, and had the chance to be true advocates for change, they learned to
be in charge of their own growth and future learning leading to more successful futures
(Toshalis & Nakkula 2012). There has been growing evidence that students today
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wanted an increased level of connectivity and communication (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).
It is critical for learners of today to be in systems where boards, superintendents, and
other central office personnel assure programs are in place to transform the traditional
learning environment into a place of effective and collaborative learning (Oesterle, 2008).
The voice of students must be heard to best meet the needs of the diverse learners of
today.
Purpose statement and research questions. The purpose of this qualitative,
phenomenological study was to explore rural high school graduates’, teachers’, and
administrators’ perceptions of student voice on academic success. The researcher
investigated the following overarching research question:
•

What are the perceptions of rural high school graduates, teachers, and
administrators of student voice on academic success?

The following sub-research questions guided the data collection and analysis to answer
the overarching research question:
•

What were the common beliefs regarding opportunities for input, or
student voice, on the educational process within the school structure?

•

What were the challenges or barriers faced that encouraged/discouraged
use of student voice?

•

What advice or suggestions can be offered for teachers, administrators, or
students regarding student voice in the decision making process?

Review of the study design. Recent high school graduates were selected from
the graduating classes from 2011, 2012 and 2013 from a small, rural, AA school district.
After gaining permission from the IRB, the district superintendent, and then from the
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campus administrator, the campus counselor was contacted to become the contact person
for the research project. The campus counselor identified the 25th percentile from each
cohort. The samples were then divided by male and female, and randomly sorted. The
names were placed by rank order into an online web-based randomizer. The first
randomly selected male and female was contacted from each group for participation in
the study. All participants agreed to become part of the sample group.
Teachers were divided into two groups, those with one to ten years of teaching
experience and those who had eleven or more years. The names were then placed into an
electronic randomizer for placement. The first two names were selected and contacted.
All four agreed to become a part of the focus group. Lastly, all three administrators were
contacted to become a part of the research project. Each agreed to contribute to the study
by serving as interviewees.
All research participants were interviewed at the administrative offices. Recent
graduates and administrators were interviewed individually while teachers were
interviewed in a focus group format. Dedicated attention was given to introducing the
study, explaining the design, and allowing time for questions. After spending time
establishing rapport, the participants were guided through the interview process utilizing
the interview protocol. All responses were recorded for transcription and analysis.
Following the interviews, all responses were transcribed and analyzed for recurring
themes. Common themes were bracketed for further analysis and compared across
participant groups.
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Summary of major findings
The common beliefs regarding opportunities for input, or student voice, on the
educational process within the school structure centered on the following major themes:
•

Communication that is open, consistent and clear.

•

Relationships that are developed based on trust in a safe environment.

•

Respect and value between students, staff and administrators and valuing, the
input provided by students.

•

Ownership for personal learning and future success.
The supports or interventions/activities available that contributed to the use of

student voice within the school system included teachers and administrators creating
opportunities for students to share their voice in campus and classroom decisions, being
available and accessible for students before, during, and after class and creating time and
dedicated systems to gather and utilize ideas discovered through student voice activities.
In addition to the supports identified by the research participants, challenges were also
readily identified. The challenges or barriers faced that discouraged use of student voice
included negative attitudes that were apparent in some interactions, reduced flexibility
due to the required components surrounding state assessment requirements, and the lack
of time and systems in place to assure an equal opportunity for student voice activities.
The advice or suggestions offered for teachers, administrators, or students
regarding student voice in the decision making process include not only listening to
students but also really hearing the suggestions provided and incorporating these ideas
into the daily structures and routines. Building respectful, communicative relationships
creates a school culture where all members can find productive relationships.
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Conclusions
This chapter presented the information and data as gathered, analyzed, and
summarized by the researcher. This information further supports the previously
presented research by authors such as Rubie-Davies (2010), Selby (2011), Landrum,
Scott and Lingo (2011), Mitra (2008), Manefield, et al. (2007), Quaglia (2012), Smyth
(2006b) and others indicating that student voice is a necessary part of school structures.
Graduates reported that their personal experiences afforded them an opportunity to
participate in a variety of ways during their high school years that supported and
encouraged their use of voice to not only change the class environment but also the
school structure. The recent graduates further indicated that these experiences supported
their high school academic success, as well as their success as they transitioned into their
futures. These futures included not only college attendance but also personal
responsibility in the work setting, adjustment to various life situations as well as personal
understanding of how their input could change their current circumstances.
Recent graduates, educators, and administrators described utilizing activities that
included student voice increased effective communication. Communication in turn then
improved the relationships between all stakeholders in the school environment. These
relationships were considered to have a high level of respect and value attained through
the perception of the consistent opportunity to provide input and see changes that
occurred as a result of student feedback. The communication, relationship building, and
reported respect and value led to the perception by recent graduates of an increase in
personal ownership. Taking ownership and learning to be self-responsible is an
important skill for success.
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The ability to practice these skills in the educational environment allowed
students to gain skills that followed them beyond the high school setting. Recent
graduates, educators, and administrators viewed these experiences as critical to the
overall academic success of students in the school setting as well as in the work
environment. The research participants perceived the high school setting as a positive
learning environment where student voice was valued and respected. Communication,
building relationships, feeling respected and valued, along with learning to take
ownership for oneself were all identified as developing as a result of increased use of
student voice in the educational setting. Furthermore, these appeared to be interrelated.
Participants tied all of these concepts together as working collectively, with student voice
as the key or foundation, to establish the most productive educational environment.
Figure 1 represents a visual model of the identified concept of student voice impacting
the academic success of students.
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Figure 1 Perceptions of Student Voice on Academic Success represents the perception of
the relationship student voice has with regard to academic success. Student voice
provides the foundational system to support the identified key systems to utilize student
voice within the structure of the educational environment.
The common themes that occurred throughout the study relied heavily on the
foundational base that is developed through the use of student voice in the educational
setting to actively support student growth and development. It was surprising to discover
that participants did not identify any one method of input to be more beneficial than
another. The perception of utilizing student voice was very global and viewed as
successful regardless of the format for input. The opportunity for student input could be
as simple as the teacher asking for feedback on specific projects or class routines or as
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formal as serving on campus/district advisories, as long as students, teachers and
administrators understood the process and there were visible outcomes readily viewed by
the students. Regardless of the method of input, the same perception was reported that
the voice of students did and should matter in all things related to the learning
environment.
Implications for Practice
Those who work in schools would be well served to seek and listen to the ideas
gained through the incorporation of student voice into educational structures and
operations. The consistency of these findings as supported by results of work from
researchers such as Smyth (2006b), Rubie-Davies (2010), Selby (2011), Matthews (2010)
and Mack (2012), indicates that student voice should play a large and active role in the
educational processes both at the campus and district levels. The foundational work of
James Burns (1978) and expanded by Bernard Bass (1999) in the field of
transformational leadership, is supported by the findings of this research study.
Specifically this study indicates that leading individuals to higher levels of maturity,
responsibility, and improved academic success through the practices identified through
transformational leadership is a worthy endeavor that can lead to improved educational
structures. Consistency of opportunities allows students the chance to fully understand
the role they play in their own learning and affords them a safe and comfortable learning
environment to practice skills that will assist them not only in the academic setting, but
also in their future employment arenas.
Educators and administrators are encouraged to dedicate the time necessary to
develop and implement consistent routines that allow the students means to utilize their
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voice in shaping and improving their daily routines and learning environments. The time
dedicated to these activities would appear time saving measures in the long term as
discipline decreases and ownership increases. Teachers in the classroom should develop
simple, accessible, and consistent routines, which allow students ways to provide
feedback and input on instructional methods and output opportunities. Administrators
would be well served to encourage and work to develop a campus climate that is
conducive the respectful relationships that develop through the use of student voice.
Recommendations for Future Research
Student voice is an area with many subtle nuances that can drastically affect the
day-to-day routines in the educational setting. More research is warranted to further
examine the phenomenon that occurs in student learning when students perceive their
voice is a valuable part of the process. Investigations utilizing a greater number of
diverse groups, perhaps a focus on those students who are not as successful,
incorporating a larger sample size, and including participants from larger districts would
afford more insight into the perceived relationship between academic success and student
voice.
Contribution to the Field of Leadership
“Listening to the voice of students provides benefits to both students and
educators. Students develop ownership and responsibility for their education while
teachers gain new understandings and insights from listening to student voice” (Fox,
2012, p. 1). There continues to be a need for further understanding of the effect of the
intrinsic phenomenon that occurs with active student involvement. The possibilities for
improved school systems where students strive to be active participants in their own
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learning and development can be further refined through future research. There are
indications that developing a system strong in student voice, implemented in the more
archaic systems of instruction, could provide valuable feedback with the result of overall
improvement for all students and staff to meet the differences in learning preferences in
today’s students (University Partners, 2011). Leaders building cultures within the school
climate based on collaboration and trust will enhance educational achievement for all
students and foster a system of success that benefits not only the learners but educators
and administrators as well (Cherry, 2012).
Concluding Remarks
This chapter included a summary, conclusions, implications, and
recommendations regarding the research project investigating the perception of student
voice on academic success. Though there were some surprises in the research outcomes,
the final discoveries were consistent with previous research. Recent graduates, teachers,
and administrators revealed that student voice is a crucial aspect to a successful school
environment and student academic success as well as future success beyond high school.
Communication facilitated through the use of student voice improved relationships
leading to an increased positive perception of respect and value. These improved
perceptions ultimately led to increased ownership that followed students into their
futures.
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Appendix A
IRB Informed Consent Approval

Lamar University
Human Subjects Review Board
Cover Sheet for
Approval of Research Using Human Subjects
Date: 7/9/2013
Title of research project:
A Phenomenological Study: Perceptions of Student Voice on Academic Success
Principal Investigator:

Tammie Marberry

Department: Educational Leadership

Email: tammiemarberry@gmail.com

Campus Mailing Address: P. O. Box 10034 Beaumont, TX 77710 Campus Phone: 409-880-7362
If this is a student proposal, name of faculty advisor: Dr. Diane Mason
Requested Review:
Exempt Review
X
Expedited Review
Full Board Review
Does this project involve minors, pregnant women, prisoners, or other special populations?
Yes _X No
Comments:

Research Office
Date Received:
To Be Reviewed by:

__________________
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Lamar University
Request for Approval from Human Subjects Review Board
1.

Description of Project (attach additional information as needed)
a. Briefly describe the population of human subjects involved (e.g., university students,
community members, school children, prisoners, pregnant women, etc.) Indicate if
participation is voluntary or not.
The research population will include voluntary participation by recent high school and post
high school students ranging in ages from eighteen and twenty-one and in school placement
from seniors and recent graduates who were in the top twenty-five percent of their class.
Additionally, voluntary participation will also be sought of teachers with varying levels of
experience and all three campus administrators.
b. Briefly describe research procedures and data collection techniques (e.g., interview,
questionnaire, observation, etc.).
Following the acquisition of access and participant assent forms, data will be collected
using observations in individual interviews, to gather reported perceptions of the success
or the lack of success of each participant.
c.

Briefly present the objectives of the research (e.g., present in lay terms hypothesis to be
tested).
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore rural high school
graduates’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of student voice on academic
success.

2.

Subject recruitment (in addition to the information requested below, submit verbatim copies of
all letters, notices, advertisements, etc. with an outline of all oral presentations to be used):
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

Direct person-to-person solicitation
X
Telephone solicitation
X
Newspaper solicitation
Letters of solicitation
X
Posted notices of solicitation
Other (explain)
List below all criteria for including subjects.
Students ranked within the top twenty-five percent of the class
Students within the ages of eighteen and twenty-one
The first volunteer from each group, three male and three female,
Identification of one additional male and female alternate

h.

List below all criteria for excluding subjects.
Students ranked outside the top twenty-five percent of the class
Students younger than eighteen
Students in excess of the requested number per grade level

Marberry120

3

.

Benefits and costs to subjects:
a.
Indicate what, if any, benefits may accrue to each of the following (note: financial
payment to subjects is considered a benefit).

b.

i.

Benefits to human subjects involved:
Participants will have an opportunity to provide feedback and input that may
improve their individual school experiences.
Participants will be provided a copy of the final results of the research.

ii.

Benefits to individuals who are not subjects and generalized benefits to society:
Future students/educators will benefit from the changes in processes, policy and
procedure that may result from the research project.
Staff will benefit from the changes in processes, policy and procedures that may
result from the information obtained in this research project.
Overall student performance may be impacted by the research findings.

If subjects are to be paid, present financial details (amount, method of disbursement,
payment schedule, financial effect on subjects who withdraw from participation).
No monetary reward will be offered.

c.

4.

Estimated participation costs to each subject:
i.

Time (total time commitment for duration of project)
a. Up to one hour for each interview scheduled before or after school hours for
a maximum of three interviews:
b. Up to one hour for completion of teacher focus group.
c. Up to one hour for individual interviews of campus administrative
personnel.
d. Up to one hour for completion of final or exit interview and clarification
session

ii.

Money
a. There will be no financial expense for any participant

Basis Of Claim For Exemption or expedited Review - To qualify for an exemption from a Full
evaluation by the Lamar University Human Subjects Review Board, at least one of the
following must apply:
X
a. The research will be conducted only in established or commonly accepted
educational settings (e.g., classrooms) and it involves normal educational practices
such as research on regular and special education instructional strategies, or research
on the effectiveness of, or the comparison among, instructional techniques, curricula
or classroom management methods.
b. The research will be conducted using only questionnaire or interview survey methods
and the subjects are elected or appointed public officials or candidates for public
office.
c. The research is limited to the collection and study of existing data, documents,
records, and pathological or diagnostic specimens available to the public.
X
d. The research is limited to the collection and study of data obtained using only the
following techniques and the data or information obtained will be recorded in such a
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X

5.

manner that subjects cannot be identified, directly or indirectly, through identifiers
linked with the subjects. Check below the technique(s), which apply:
___The data will be obtained through the use of educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement, etc.).
___Data will be obtained by observing the public behavior of subjects.
__X_Data will be obtained through survey or interview procedures.
__ _The data will be obtained from existing documents, records pathological or
diagnostic specimens.
e.
The research is limited to the collection and study of data obtained by:
___Observing the public behavior of the participants
__X_Using survey or interview procedures and (both of the following must apply
if this basis is to qualify for an exemption):
_X__The information collected about the subjects’ behavior does not
involve sensitive subjects such as illegal or immoral conduct, drug or
alcohol use, sexual behavior, mental illness, or other possibly embarrassing
subjects, and
__X__The information collected, if it became known to outsiders, could not
reasonably be expected to place the subjects at risk of civil or criminal
liability, or be damaging to the subjects’ social or financial standing or
employability.

Statement of Risk, Request/Recommendation for Exemption

The undersigned certify that they believe that the conduct of the above described research (should be
“constitutes”) no more than minimal risk of physical or emotional harm, or social or legal
embarrassment participating human subjects and request that the Lamar University Human Subjects
Review Board consider the above-described research exempt from full review:
___________________________________________
Principal Investigator(s)

___________
Date

___________________________________
Principal Investigator(s)

__________

________
Date

_____________________________________
Principal Investigator(s)

________

_____
Date

__________

___
Date

____________

___
Date

____________

_______________
_____________________________
Faculty Sponsor (if the research is carried out by students)
______________________
Department Chair

______________________

______

Marberry122

Marberry123
Appendix B
Letter of Introduction-Superintendent
July 11, 2013

Dear Mr. :
As a doctoral candidate with Lamar University, I am conducting a study for my
dissertation to understand and describe the perceptions of student voice on the academic
success of recent high school graduates. The purpose of this qualitative study is to
explore the perception of how student voice can affect a student’s academic performance
from the view of the students, the teachers and the administrators and how these
perceptions may be used to improve the educational setting for future students. The
results of this study should be of interest and value to the current and future leaders and
educators designing academic systems by providing information that may lead to
processes that result in improved learning.
I will be conducting individual interviews with graduates, teachers and administrators.
These interviews will take no longer than one hour per participant and will be recorded
for transcription. There will be no personally identifiable information on the recording or
the interview protocol. All information will remain confidential and reported
anonymously in all records and reports.
The Lamar University Institutional Review Board has approved this study. Participants
are free to decide not to participate in this study or withdraw at any time without
adversely affecting their relationship with the investigator or Lamar University. On
completion of this study, I will share a summary of findings with you. The input
provided is extremely valuable for educators and leaders as they work to improve the
educational performance of students in our area.
Sincerely,
Tammie Marberry
tammiemarberry@gmail.com
Dr. Diane Mason, Dissertation Chair
diane.mason@lamar.edu
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Superintendent Acknowledgement of Access
The purpose of this study is to examine the perception of student voice on individual
desire to be successful in the educational setting. The research program will take place
before or after the school day, or summer from one to four interviews to assure all
information is collected without undue stress or hardship on regularly scheduled school
events.
Participants will be asked to participate in the following tasks:
1.
2.
3.

Individual Interviews, no more than three
Observations during interviews
Follow-up phone or email communications to clarify questions as
necessary

All information is considered confidential and will not be specifically identifiable or tied
to the subject under study. There are no suspected harmful risks or effects of
participating in this study. The positive aspects of this study would be the ability for you
to positively influence the future educational structure for themselves and their peers.
Your signature below indicates you understanding of this research prospect and your
consent for the district’s participation. Participants have the ability to withdraw at any
time without penalty or prejudice. If you have questions or concerns you are welcome to
contact me at the following number, 936-334-2783 or email
tammiemarberry@gmail.com. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Diane Mason at
diane.mason@lamar.edu. Questions regarding research may be directed to the
Institutional Review Board.
Thank you,
Tammie Marberry

Superintendent

Date
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Appendix C
Letter of Introduction-Principal
July 11, 2013

Dear Mr. :
As a doctoral candidate with Lamar University, I am conducting a study for my
dissertation to understand and describe the perceptions of student voice on the academic
success of recent high school graduates. The purpose of this qualitative study is to
explore the perception of how student voice can affect a student’s academic performance
from the view of the students, the teachers and the administrators and how these
perceptions may be used to improve the educational setting for future students. The
results of this study should be of interest and value to the current and future leaders and
educators designing academic systems by providing information that may lead to
processes that result in improved learning.
I will be conducting individual interviews with graduates, teachers and administrators.
These interviews will take no longer than one hour per participant and will be recorded
for transcription. There will be no personally identifiable information on the recording or
the interview protocol. All information will remain confidential and reported
anonymously in all records and reports.
The Lamar University Institutional Review Board has approved this study. Participants
are free to decide not to participate in this study or withdraw at any time without
adversely affecting their relationship with the investigator or Lamar University. On
completion of this study, I will share a summary of findings with you. The input
provided is extremely valuable for educators and leaders as they work to improve the
educational performance of students in our area.
Sincerely,
Tammie Marberry
tammiemarberry@gmail.com
Dr. Diane Mason, Dissertation Chair
diane.mason@lamar.edu
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Principal Acknowledgement of Access
The purpose of this study is to examine the perception of student voice on individual
desire to be successful in the educational setting. The research program will take place
before or after the school day, or summer from one to four interviews to assure all
information is collected without undue stress or hardship on regularly scheduled school
events.
Participants will be asked to participate in the following tasks:
1.
2.
3.

Individual Interviews, no more than three
Observations during interviews
Follow-up phone or email communications to clarify questions as
necessary

All information is considered confidential and will not be specifically identifiable or tied
to the subject under study. There are no suspected harmful risks or effects of
participating in this study. The positive aspects of this study would be the ability for you
to positively influence the future educational structure for themselves and their peers.
Your signature below indicates you understanding of this research prospect and your
consent for campus participation. Participants have the ability to withdraw at any time
without penalty or prejudice. If you have questions or concerns you are welcome to
contact me at the following number, 936-334-2783 or email
tammiemarberry@gmail.com. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Diane Mason at
diane.mason@lamar.edu. Questions regarding research may be directed to the
Institutional Review Board.
Thank you,
Tammie Marberry

Principal

Date
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Appendix D
Letter of Introduction-Participants
July 11, 2013
Name
Address
Dear

:

As a doctoral candidate with Lamar University, I am conducting a study for my
dissertation to understand and describe the perceptions of student voice on the academic
success of recent high school graduates. The purpose of this qualitative study is to
explore the perception of how student voice can affect a student’s academic performance
from the view of the students, the teachers and the administrators and how these
perceptions may be used to improve the educational setting for future students. The
results of this study should be of interest and value to the current and future leaders and
educators designing academic systems by providing information that may lead to
processes that result in improved learning.
I will be conducting individual interviews with graduates, teachers and administrators.
These interviews will take no longer than one hour per participant and will be recorded
for transcription. There will be no personally identifiable information on the recording or
the interview protocol. All information will remain confidential and reported
anonymously in all records and reports.
The Lamar University Institutional Review Board has approved this study. You are free
to decide not to participate in this study or withdraw at any time without adversely
affecting your relationship with the investigator or Lamar University. On completion of
this study, I will share a summary of findings with you. The input you provide is
extremely valuable for educators and leaders as they work to improve the educational
performance of students in our area.
Sincerely,
Tammie Marberry
tammiemarberry@gmail.com
Dr. Diane Mason, Dissertation Chair
diane.mason@lamar.edu
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Appendix E
Research Protocol

RESEARCH PROTOCOL
Perceptions of Student Voice on Academic Success
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this research project. The following
questions will be asked during the interview process. Your information will remain
confidential and will be reported anonymously. Your name, specific age and/or grade
will not be directly connected. Please be honest and forthcoming as this information may
assist not only future research but also the design and structure utilized in educational
settings. You are welcome to ask clarifying questions at any time. You may also add to
your comments via email, tammiemarberry@gmail.com following this interview if you
should choose to do so.
1. What were the common beliefs regarding opportunities for input, or student voice,
on the educational process within the school structure?
a.

How did teachers/students create an environment that supported and
respected student voice?

b.

Describe ways in which a culture of value for input could be seen from
members of the staff, student body, and/or administrators?

c.

Was there a belief that the voice of students could make a difference in
the daily operations of the school structure? Please describe.

d.

How did these beliefs encourage participation in the school setting? In
academic performance? Why or why not?
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e.

What supports or interventions/activities were available that
contributed to the use of student voice within the school system?
What were some specific activities provided to allow input from
students?

f.

How were teachers encouraged to develop activities with input from
students?

g.

Describe specific opportunities, classes or activities where you felt
student voice was valued?

h.

How did these opportunities affect class performance? Other academic
activities? School overall?

1. What were the challenges or barriers faced that encouraged/discouraged use of
student voice?
a. What were the specific situations, classes, teachers, or students that
prevented use of student voice?
b. What were the specific organizational procedures that prevented student
voice?
c. How did these barriers affect the use of student voice in class, activities,
and systems?
d. Did these barriers affect the educational processes negatively? If so in
what way?
2. What advice or suggestions can be offered for teachers, administrators, or
students regarding the use of student voice in the decision making process?
a. How can student voice be better utilized in the school systems?
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b. What one thing would you tell your teachers, students or supervisor about
the use of student voice to improve the educational environment?
c. Describe what other factors may contribute to the academic success of
students in high school settings?
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Consent Forms
Graduate Consent Form
Dear Participant,
You have been selected to participate in a research study as part of a doctoral research
project. For students who are age eighteen or older, consent to participate does not
require parental permissions. The purpose of this study is to examine the perception of
student voice on individual desire to be successful in the educational setting. The
research program will take place before or after the school day, or summer from one to
four interviews to assure all information is collected without undue stress or hardship on
regularly scheduled school events.
You are eligible to participate in this research project as a student who has found
academic success in the school setting and is between eighteen and twenty-one years of
age. You will be asked to participate in the following tasks;
1. Individual interviews, no more than three
2. Observations during interviews
3. Follow-up video or email communications to clarify questions as necessary
All information is considered confidential and will not be specifically identifiable or tied
to the subject under study. There are no suspected harmful risks or effects of
participating in this study. The positive aspects of this study would be the ability for you
to positively influence the future educational structure for themselves and their peers.
Your signature below indicates your understanding of this research prospect and your
consent for participation. The student has the ability to withdraw at any time without
penalty or prejudice. If you have questions or concerns you are welcome to contact me
through the school counselor, who will serve as a primary contact or at the following
number, 936-334-2783. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Diane Mason at
diane.mason@lamar.edu. Questions regarding research may be directed to the
Institutional Review Board.
Thank you,
Tammie Marberry

Signature of Participant

Date
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Teacher Consent Form
Dear Participant,
You have been selected to participate in a research study as part of a doctoral research
project. For students who are age eighteen or older, consent to participate does not
require parental permissions. The purpose of this study is to examine the perception of
student voice on individual desire to be successful in the educational setting. The
research program will take place before or after the school day, or summer from one to
four interviews to assure all information is collected without undue stress or hardship on
regularly scheduled school events.
You are eligible to participate in this research project as an experienced teacher who has
found academic success in the school setting for your students. You will be asked to
participate in the following tasks;
1. Individual interviews, no more than three
2. Observations during interviews
3. Follow-up video or email communications to clarify questions as necessary
All information is considered confidential and will not be specifically identifiable or tied
to the subject under study. There are no suspected harmful risks or effects of
participating in this study. The positive aspects of this study would be the ability for you
to positively influence the future educational structure for themselves and their peers.
Your signature below indicates your understanding of this research prospect and your
consent for participation. The student has the ability to withdraw at any time without
penalty or prejudice. If you have questions or concerns you are welcome to contact me
through the school counselor, who will serve as a primary contact or at the following
number, 936-334-2783. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Diane Mason at
diane.mason@lamar.edu. Questions regarding research may be directed to the
Institutional Review Board.
Thank you,
Tammie Marberry

Signature of Participant

Date
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Administrator Consent Form
Dear Participant,
You have been selected to participate in a research study as part of a doctoral research
project. For students who are age eighteen or older, consent to participate does not
require parental permissions. The purpose of this study is to examine the perception of
student voice on individual desire to be successful in the educational setting. The
research program will take place before or after the school day, or summer from one to
four interviews to assure all information is collected without undue stress or hardship on
regularly scheduled school events.
You are eligible to participate in this research project as an experienced campus
administrator who has found academic success in the school setting for your students.
You will be asked to participate in the following tasks;
1.
Individual interviews, no more than three
2.
Observations during interviews
3.
Follow-up video or email communications to clarify questions as
necessary
All information is considered confidential and will not be specifically identifiable or tied
to the subject under study. There are no suspected harmful risks or effects of
participating in this study. The positive aspects of this study would be the ability for you
to positively influence the future educational structure for themselves and their peers.
Your signature below indicates your understanding of this research prospect and your
consent for participation. The student has the ability to withdraw at any time without
penalty or prejudice. If you have questions or concerns you are welcome to contact me
through the school counselor, who will serve as a primary contact or at the following
number, 936-334-2783. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Diane Mason at
diane.mason@lamar.edu. Questions regarding research may be directed to the
Institutional Review Board.
Thank you,
Tammie Marberry

Signature of Participant

Date
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Biographical Note

Tammie Marberry was born in a small town in Southeast Texas to Terry and
Janice Elder, graduating from the small AA school district that she now works. She has
made her home in the small community of Hardin, Texas where she resides with her
husband and four daughters. Mrs. Marberry has devoted her time to the public education
system having worked in or supervised all grade levels in many capacities including both
special and regular educational programs, from direct instruction to supervisory
management.
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