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Abstract: 
 
The purpose of this article is to illustrate the value of educational leaders intentionally including 
students in shaping the policies and practices that affect young people’s schooling experiences. 
First, we share the literature on student voice and introduce Principal Orientations for Critical 
Youth Educational Leadership as a conceptual model, advocating ways leaders can engage 
young people in school governance. Second, we share an empirical example from our research 
that holds promise to build caring, equitable, and responsive classrooms and schools by centering 
students’ voices. Finally, we consider what our findings mean for educational leadership 
preparation programs. 
 
Keywords: student voice | social justice | shared governance | critical youth leadership | 
leadership preparation programs 
 
Article: 
 
In educational settings, structures rarely invite students and families to work alongside teachers 
and administrators at the proverbial decision-making table. For the most part, educational polices 
and pivotal decisions are made on behalf of students and families rather than with them. Some of 
this decision-making emanates from the federal government in the form of congressional laws 
such as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA, passed in December 2015, governs U.S. 
K-12 public education policy and practice. ESSA replaced the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB), which in turn was the reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA), significantly expanding the federal role in public education. In addition, 
individual states govern decisions ranging from how teachers and principals should be trained 
and certified to how schools are funded, while local education agencies such as school boards 
make judgments regarding what textbooks should be used and how students should be 
disciplined. Rarely are community members, such as parents and students, consulted as to their 
perceived needs or desired outcomes. 
 
For most of its 100-year history, the educational leadership field has been engaged with 
traditional definitions of leadership and roles of school leaders. These emphases are reflected in 
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how leadership preparation programs are designed, curriculum selected, and andragogical 
strategies used in the university classroom (Cobb, Weiner, & Gonzales, 2017; Kottkamp & 
Rusch, 2009; McCarthy & Forsyth, 2009). However, contemporary trends in coursework and 
professional standards have moved toward school leaders’ roles as justice advocates and 
democratic change makers (Carpenter & Brewer, 2012; Cobb et al., 2017; Newcomb & 
Mansfield, 2014). While we celebrate the turn in emphasis, we remain concerned that the act of 
leading schools for social justice still remains an adult-centric venture. That is, regardless of 
educational leadership emphases (both as a discipline and as individual leadership practices), 
seldom do students have a say in the day-to-day decisions that affect their lives. For example, an 
increasing number of education scholars have challenged what they perceive as undemocratic 
practices in schools, highlighting the silence of student voice in the daily functions of schools 
(Cook-Sather, 2007; Mitra & Gross, 2009; Rudduck & Fielding, 2006; Smyth, 2006). 
Furthermore, an emerging group of scholars, specifically in the field of education administration, 
have sought to push the limits of who may be considered an educational leader, advocating for 
centering the voices and experiences of students in schools (Bertrand, 2014; Mansfield, 
2014, 2015; Mansfield, Welton, & Halx, 2012; Mitra, 2006, 2008). 
 
The purpose of this article is to illustrate the value of educational leaders intentionally including 
students in shaping the policies and practices that affect children and youths’ schooling 
experiences. First, we share the literature on student voice and offer what we have named 
Principal Orientations for Critical Youth Educational Leadership (POCYEL) as an emergent 
conceptual model for leaders to engage young people in school governance. Second, using 
qualitative secondary analysis (QSA) of an empirical study, we reengage with the findings using 
POCYEL and discuss the ways the original study does and does not meet the principles of the 
framework. Finally, we consider what our findings mean for educational leadership preparation 
programs. 
 
What Is Student Voice? And Why Should We Care? 
 
In our review of literature on student voice, we decided to focus on research conducted in the 
United States in the past 10 to 15 years, narrowing our search primarily to the field of 
educational leadership to explore how and to what degree students have been conceptualized as 
school leaders in the literature. This review is not meant to be exhaustive, yet we aim to offer a 
broad overview of the literature related to student voice as it pertains to school leadership and 
education reform. 
 
Student voice in school settings, when actualized, can manifest in myriad ways. The practice of 
youth voice, according to Mitra (2006), can involve students simply sharing their perspectives 
with adults at school to working alongside them to seek solutions to problems. Fielding 
(2001) further articulates a continuum of student voice, ranging from students as data source, 
such as teachers using student work to inform instruction, to students as researchers, where 
youth drive in-school inquiries and initiate change in their schools. Mansfield, Welton & Halx 
(2012) have created a conceptual model for student voice based on the extant literature, but 
acknowledge limitations of their current knowledge by leaving space in their articulation 
for Undiscovered Territory of Student Voice Possibilities. Indeed, an examination of the 



educational leadership literature reveals a relatively uncharted terrain with limitless possibilities 
on how to weave student voice into the fabric of leading schools. 
 
The Potential of Student Voice 
 
Anchoring student voice in educational settings matters in several ways. First, including students 
in school governance teaches them the democratic ideals of the United States that strengthen 
citizenship behaviors into adulthood (Dewey, 2007, 2013). Even in an era of standardization and 
accountability measures in schools, Smyth (2006) argues for an approach to schooling that steers 
away from a compliance model; he advocates a form of schooling that requires students’ active 
involvement and participation in their own learning. Students who develop voice and leadership 
skills strengthen feelings of self-efficacy, and, in turn, are empowered to make a difference in 
their schools and communities (Jones & Yonezawa, 2002; Mitra, 2006, 2008, 2009; Oldfather, 
1995; Parker & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2009). However, Silva (2001) raises the concern of whose 
voice counts among students: the high achieving, college-bound pupil with the propensity 
already to participate in leadership activities or those students who are often left at the margins 
because of their academic standing or track record with discipline. Finally, some youth-led 
initiatives strengthen young people’s critical consciousness, equipping students with the 
sociopolitical skill set and tools to better understand and analyze how social, historical, political, 
and economic structures perpetuate inequitable outcomes in schools and society (Cammarota & 
Fine, 2010; Freire, 1970; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Oakes, Rogers, & Lipton, 2006). 
 
In addition to buttressing students’ development, shared voice and governance also benefits 
educators. For example, research shows that adult facilitators and supporters of student-led 
initiatives articulate the specific ways they learn and grow as they work alongside youth to create 
change inside and outside of schools (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Guishard, 2009; Lac & 
Fine, in press). Cook-Sather (2007) documents the benefits for all stakeholders—students, 
student teachers, and school leaders—when adults pay heed to the concerns and perspectives of 
young people regarding teaching, learning, and schools in general. Even students and teachers 
who may not directly participate in youth voice initiatives benefit when structures are in place to 
elevate the voices and perspectives of young people (N. G. Fielding & Fielding, 1986; Mitra, 
2008, 2009; Poon & Cohen, 2012; Wernick, Woodford, & Kulick, 2014). For example, Poon and 
Cohen (2012) highlight the work of youth in a New Orleans organization called the Vietnamese 
American Young Leaders Association (VAYLA). Touted as the New Orleans “miracle” after 
Hurricane Katrina, schools in New Orleans transitioned into the first major United States city to 
adopt all charter schools across the district. The dominant narrative threading through this 
“miracle” included the storyline that the poor students floundering in underperforming schools 
before Hurricane Katrina would finally be rescued by an innovative approach to education 
through the charter school movement (Poon & Cohen, 2012). In response, the authors, along 
with youth researchers from VAYLA, sought to examine the degree and extent of this 
turnaround in New Orleans. Their research results directly contradicted this dominant narrative, 
eventually leading school district officials to implement policies in response to key findings. 
 
For generations, young people have played a pivotal role in social justice movements despite an 
enduring view of youth cast in a pessimistic light. In fact, from the Civil Rights Movement in the 
1960s to Black Lives Matter Movement since 2013 (Craven, 2015), youth continually play a 



central role as change agents in their schools and communities—ideals that illustrate the promise 
of democracy. Despite the fact that youth have historically been at the forefront of social 
activism, the dominant discourse still positions them as the source of societal ills (Hosang, 
2006). Youth are constructed as passive receivers of mandates rather than agents of change, 
restricting young people’s potential contributions, essentially silencing their voices 
(Vadeboncoeur & Stevens, 2005). Public policies, consequently, tend to focus on controlling and 
containing youth, rather than creating spaces to include students in self-governance and decision-
making processes. Ginwright and Cammarota (2006) assert the integral linkages between youth 
activism and the imperatives of a democracy: 
 

The only chance for democracy to expand in the next generation is for young people to be 
perceived of and treated as vital agents of social transformation. Limiting their agency by 
undermining their efforts to improve community conditions will render them objects of 
knowledge—vessels to be filled. The advancement of an active and engaged citizenry 
requires the edifying practice of acknowledging and supporting youth agency, and young 
people’s capacity to become subjects of knowledge and social transformation. (p. xix) 

 
Thus, we maintain that building an active and engaged citizenry that buoys our democracy 
requires youth to play a crucial role in the vision and the transformation, especially in schools—
places where people purport to serve them and where they spend most of their time. 
 
While the extant literature echoes the idea that youth-led initiatives thrive in learning contexts 
where adults work to support students in their work (M. Fielding, 2001; Jones & Yonezawa, 
2002; Mitra, 2009; Wernick et al., 2014), there is a growing body of research that highlights the 
very real challenges that surface when youth engage in student-led initiatives. 
 
The Obstacles to Student Voice 
 
Researchers and scholars who adopt sociocultural perspectives account for the ways the 
intersections of race, class, gender, sexuality, and many more social categories directly shape an 
individual and a group’s collective identity, experiences, and opportunities (Mansfield, 
2013, 2015; Mansfield et al., 2012). Mansfield and colleagues (2012) contend that addressing the 
complex nature of student voice requires careful attention to context and power. Even as some 
critical theorists acknowledge schools as potential sites for resistance, these same scholars also 
recognize the ways schools continue to serve as sites of social reproduction (Anyon, 
1981; Bowles & Gintis, 2002; Giroux & Penna, 1979; McLaren, 2015; Shapiro, 2017). Having 
students disrupt the status quo and create change in traditional institutions, such as schools, 
sometimes entails encountering challenges unique to school settings, such as resistant school or 
district staff. 
 
Across several studies, youth express how participation in student-led initiatives allows them to 
exercise autonomy, matching their developmental needs in ways that traditional schooling 
experiences do not (Eccles et al., 1993; Mansfield, 2014; Mitra, 2008; Ozer & Wright, 2012). 
However, creating infrastructures for youth voice in schools can surface intractable hurdles. 
Sometimes challenges can be related to technical aspects of schools, such as scheduling issues or 
time constraints. For example, Ozer, Newlan, Douglas & Hubbard (2013) document how an 



elective course at a local high school, which focused on youth research, encountered obstacles 
when student enrollment changed each semester, compromising continuity in vision and 
execution of the research agenda. Several studies also highlight the tensions of engaging in 
student voice initiatives among students and adults (Mitra, 2008, 2009). Even though the adults 
in Mitra’s (2009) study sought ways to collaborate with students, admittedly, once the project 
turned into a course, and grading became tied to the experience, both students and teachers 
acknowledged a shift in power dynamics among the group. 
 
Few adults in schools would disagree with the idea that students should have a voice in their 
educational experiences. However, based on what we know from research and our personal 
experiences, the extent and the degree to which students’ voices result in change surfaces a clear 
divergence between the will of youth and what most consider traditional educational leadership. 
At times, admittedly, there may be valid reasons for administrative pushback. For 
example, Mitra (2009) illustrated a youth-led initiative designed to support Spanish-speaking 
families at an underresourced school. In this example, student leaders determined that providing 
translation services for Spanish-speaking parents could help relationships between families and 
staff. However, the school principal, citing concerns related to student confidentiality issues, 
made the unilateral decision to terminate student-translator services. But in other empirical 
studies, the adults in the building simply either dismissed or disregarded the work of student-led 
initiatives and/or spent more time marveling at youth’s presentation skills rather than on what 
they were actually asking traditional leaders to consider changing (Bertrand, 2014; Oakes et al., 
2006). Sometimes, as Lac and Fine (in press) report, educational leaders seek to direct the course 
of an initiative rather than supporting youth in their leadership endeavors. In another 
example, Oakes and colleagues (2006) detail the resistance from school staff when students 
protested the practice of racialized tracking at their high school. Conflictual viewpoints create 
challenges for school leaders to address while attempting to appease multiple stakeholders with 
divergent interests. 
 
The Key Levers to Student Voice in Educational Leadership 
 
While the roadblocks to student voice appear insurmountable at times, empirical research offers 
key levers adult advocates and educational leaders can employ to amplify and prioritize the 
voices of young people in schools. The key levers include school leaders committing to youth 
voice, positioning students as leaders in their schools, and affording opportunities to support 
young people to exercise their voice. 
 
First of all, to put it simply, school leaders who genuinely support centering the voice of students 
incorporate it as a natural part of school culture. Mitra, Serriere, and Stoicovy (2012) highlight 
the vision of an elementary school principal prioritizing the engagement of students, and her staff 
echoing that this is a “part of the way we do things here” (p. 106). In his study of four elementary 
school principals, Damini (2014) notes that school leaders who value student perspectives 
normalize a daily routine involving constant interaction and dialogue with students. Rather than 
assuming they know what students think and believe (especially about school), such principals 
actively seek out student perspectives (Damini, 2014; Gentilucci & Muto, 2007). At a 
fundamental level, if school leaders strive to center the voices of students in their schools, then 
they must internalize this core belief and create a school culture that nurtures this ethos. 



 
Another important facilitator for youth voice in schools requires the intentional positioning of 
students as change agents and leaders. York and Kirshner (2015) compare the experiences of 
students participating in civics in action (Levinson, 2014) courses at two different high schools. 
The staff and administration at Smith High perceived students in this course using a deficit-
oriented lens and offered minimal support to help young people in their healthy lunches 
campaign. In contrast, students at Central High were positioned as youth researchers and change 
agents; staff and administrators supported students through their presence at events. Adults at the 
school offered critical feedback to strengthen students’ antibullying campaign. Not surprisingly, 
students most effective in having their voices heard in this study were the ones who were 
perceived as capable of enacting change in their schools. 
 
A final lever requires school leaders to actively and intentionally create opportunities for student 
voice. In their study of three different school administrators leading reform efforts, Osberg, 
Pope, and Galloway (2006) note genuine incorporation of student voice varied depending on 
whether the principal made this a priority. One administrator set up meetings with her leadership 
team with intentionality to ensure their student representative could attend as well. In Sussman’s 
(2015) work with youth leaders and school administrators, he mentions that effective school 
reform efforts require a “circulatory channel” where constant communication occurs between all 
parties involved (p. 124). School leaders were encouraged to invite and include student leaders in 
school leadership team meetings to guarantee that students’ voices were heard (Sussman, 2015). 
For student voice initiatives to thrive within school settings, there needs to be a concerted effort 
made on the part of school administrators to value and support this work. 
 
Some school leaders may need a way to conceptualize how including student voice in their 
leadership practices fits within what they learned in their preparation programs. Taken together, 
we agree with Mansfield and colleagues’ (2012) assertion that “democratic practices, critical 
pedagogy, transformative leadership, and leadership for social justice are critical components of 
educational leadership that foster students’ voices and leadership capacity” (p. 31). Next, we 
push further, by building on the Mansfield et al. (2012) tripartite approach by sharing additional 
specificities around the orientations that traditional school leaders need to engage young people 
in school governance. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
 
Grounded in our review of the extant literature on youth voice, we seek to contribute to the field 
of educational leadership by offering guiding principles for school leaders to consider when 
working collaboratively and equitably with students for social justice. The following section 
details principal orientations nested in a Freirian (Freire, 1970) lens that fosters a liberatory 
approach to leadership for administrators in their work with youth. These elements come 
together to generate what we are calling the Principal Orientations for Critical Youth 
Educational Leadership (POCYEL) framework. POCYEL consists of three orientations that 
encompass fostering critical perspectives with youth, recognizing and respecting students’ lived 
experiences, and adopting a constructivist approach to leadership in schools. We begin with an 
overview of Freire’s philosophical stance and then proceed to summarize the three principles of 
POCYEL. 



 
The roots of the POCYEL framework draw from the teachings of Paulo Freire. Notable as a 
world-renowned scholar and activist, Freire formulated his philosophical approaches to 
education through his work as a literacy teacher in the rural areas of Brazil. Freire’s seminal 
book The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) delineates key principles in his vision of what 
transformative and liberatory education looks like in practice. Freire (1970) argued that 
oppressed populations have the right to critical consciousness—a recognition of the utility of 
systemic inequities and how public policies have directly shaped the oppression of marginalized 
groups. He also delineated between a banking model and a problem-posing approach to 
education. A banking model assumes students enter schools as empty vessels with nothing to 
offer classroom learning; in this model, the teacher represents the sole proprietor of knowledge, 
depositing content and skills into students. However, a problem-posing approach levels the 
hierarchy in the classroom where both teachers and students alike have experiential knowledge 
and skills to contribute to the learning in the classroom. In a problem-posing classroom, dialogue 
represents a vital element in pedagogy where students and teachers together co-construct 
knowledge and an understanding of how to read the word and the world around them (Freire, 
1970). Threaded throughout this POCYEL framework, we braid together the principles of 
Freire’s teachings and also tie in key takeaways from the literature review on student voice. 
 
Developing a Critical Eye 
 
The first orientation of POCYEL requires school leaders to develop critical subjectivities in their 
efforts to work alongside students for social justice. For example, if school leaders do not learn 
to recognize the function of educational policy and practice in shaping oppression, how would 
they come to understand the importance of leading with a social justice stance or the essential 
role student voice plays in effective school reform? Freire (1970) insisted that authentic change 
requires an active recognition of how policies and structures, historically and presently, shape 
oppression. Building from that, scholars of youth participatory action research (YPAR) assert 
that discovering and implementing solutions requires critical analyses to define and understand 
problems (Cammarota & Fine, 2010; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Kirshner, Strobel, & 
Fernández, 2003). 
 
One approach to consider would be to create learning opportunities for students, families, 
teachers, and administrators to foster critical perspectives. For example, during professional 
development meetings, principals might engage staff in critical conversations centered on 
systems of oppression such as racism, classism or xenophobia (Lewis & Diamond, 
2015; Mansfield, 2013; Pollack, 2008; Singleton, 2014; Smith et al., 2011). To nurture a critical 
mindset in students, school leaders and teachers could enact critical pedagogy, thus helping 
young people move beyond viewing opportunity gaps in terms of individual merit and toward a 
more nuanced perception of ways current institutional structures carry the vestiges of both de 
jure and de facto segregation (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Parker & Stovall, 2004). Both 
school personnel and students need a firm understanding of power over to more adequately 
practice power with, which could potentially lead to expanding our notions of who counts as a 
leader or what constitutes leadership. 
 
Honoring Students’ Lived Experiences 



 
Another leadership orientation that is essential to building POCYEL is affording respect and 
appreciation for the perspectives of students. Students know what is working and what needs 
serious attention in schools. However, far too often, educational leaders do not take advantage of 
harnessing the knowledge and wisdom youth could be offering if only given the chance. Rather 
than viewing youth as a resource and as potential co-leaders, principals and teachers more often 
than not adopt a banking model to school leadership, making assumptions about what students 
are capable of actually thinking and doing (Damiani, 2014; Gentilucci & Muto, 2007). However, 
research outside traditional notions of educational leadership suggests that when adults value and 
recognize the lived experiences of students, classrooms and schools become more inclusive and 
welcoming (Jones & Yonezawa, 2009; Mansfield, 2011, 2015; Poon & Cohen, 2012; Wernick et 
al., 2014). For example, Wernick et al. (2014) document the work of young people involved in 
Riot Youth, a community-based organization located in Ann Arbor, Michigan, with the goal of 
supporting lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, or questioning youth (LGBTQQ). Based on 
Riot Youth members’ personal experiences of being bullied and harassed in schools, Riot Youth 
decided to develop a school climate survey to be distributed across multiple high schools in the 
city. Students used theater performance as a mechanism to share findings from the survey with 
the community (Wernick et al., 2014). The theater group called Gayrilla performed their survey 
findings regarding harassment, bullying, and feelings of isolation to audiences packed with 
parents, community members, and school administrators. As a direct result of attending the 
performance, educational leaders reached out to Riot Youth to help shape school and district 
policies to support LGBTQQ students. 
 
The promotion of student voice in schools necessitates school and district leaders seeing students 
as experts in their own lives. According to Freire, respecting people as subjects of their lives 
rather than objects in our lives is essential to human growth and development. Freire 
(1970) declares, “Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the 
act of liberation is to treat them as objects that must be saved from a burning building” (p. 65). 
Similarly, attempting to change schools without involving students robs them of the opportunity 
to develop their leadership capacities and pilfers their prospects to be agents of change in their 
own schools. 
 
Adopting a Constructivist Approach to Educational Leadership 
 
A final orientation toward developing POCYEL requires traditional school leaders to employ a 
constructivist approach in their practices. Similar to understanding learning as something people 
construct together in a problem-posing classroom (Freire, 1970), a constructivist approach to 
leadership entails recognizing students as potential co-constructors of knowledge when it comes 
to everyday practice in schools. Thus, principals who couple their knowledge of learning theory 
with their leadership for social justice philosophy would understand the need to create systematic 
opportunities to co-construct knowledge with students in terms of identifying, defining, and 
solving problems. In other words, a constructivist approach to educational leadership means 
constructing what it means to be a leader with students and inviting opportunities for co-
leadership. For example, students can lead a committee that shapes policies around dress code; in 
addition, students can be co-leaders in determining discipline policy as well as take a leadership 
role in implementing peer mediation. 



 
Echoing the sentiments of Freire (1970), who refused to see students as empty containers in the 
classroom, school leaders must also envision students in their schools as valuable contributors in 
building leadership capacity of a school. Take, for example, the research of Jones and Yonezawa 
(2009), which documented the ways local students can be supported to conduct research in their 
schools. At one high school, in particular, a principal in their study requested youth researchers 
investigate how the structure of their school either facilitated or deterred learning for students. 
Student researchers shared their findings with the staff, specifically that sophomores felt 
overwhelmed by the workload at school. The principal used student research findings to inform 
discussion during professional development and, ultimately, to support teachers in how they 
approached assigning student work (Jones & Yonezawa, 2002, 2009). The work of Jones and 
Yonezawa highlights the ways school leaders can apply a constructivist approach to leadership 
with students. Without the invaluable insights of students, school leaders and staff would not 
have the necessary information to improve the learning conditions in schools (Halx, 
2014; Mansfield, 2014, 2015; Welton, Harris, LaLonde, & Moyer, 2015). Furthermore, when 
students are provided the tools and opportunities to engage in building their own leadership 
capacity, they often unearth perspectives and insights from fellow students not typically or 
readily accessible to adults. 
 
POCYEL in Practice 
 
To make sense of our understanding of POCYEL in practice, we revisited the findings of a prior 
study documenting the ways school leaders created a safe space for middle school girls to 
develop their voice and leadership skills. The purpose of this section is threefold. First, we 
describe our QSA methodology used to generate this article. Then, we share an overview of the 
original empirical study including its purpose, methods, and findings. Finally, we engage in an 
analytical discussion whereby we reexamine the existing data through the POCYEL lens. 
 
Overview of QSA Methodology 
 
As noted above, for this study, we chose to use QSA of one of our empirical studies to ground 
our understanding of the POCYEL framework. In doing so, we also hoped to provide readers 
examples of specific ways educators might implement the POCYEL approach. 
 
We chose QSA because its purpose matched ours; that is, we used existing data collected from 
prior studies to pursue a new research question or utilize alternative theoretical perspectives 
(Gladstone, Volpe, & Boydell, 2007; Heaton, 1998; Mansfield, 2015). To do so, we adhered to 
four key ethical principles for using QSA effectively (Heaton, 1998; Hinds, Vogel, & Clarke-
Steffen, 1997; Szabo & Strang, 1997). First, this QSA is sound because we have access to the 
original data, as Mansfield is the primary investigator. Second, we conducted preliminary 
analysis on the original interview transcripts, observational notes, documents, and field notes to 
check for compatibility of the data for QSA, consequently enabling supplementary in-depth 
analysis. Third, we provide an overview of the original study’s design and methods (as 
prescribed by Witzel, Medjedovic, & Kretzer, 2008) in the next section. Finally, as outlined 
by Hinds et al. (1997), we gave careful consideration to the ethics associated with using primary 
data for secondary purposes. Based on our professional judgment, we do not consider secondary 



analysis for the purposes of this article a violation of the original agreement we made with the 
participants. 
 
Overview of Original Study 
 
Data for this QSA were derived from an ethnography conducted over a 6-year period that used 
participant observation, photography, focus groups, and interviews to discover and describe the 
emergent school culture and the lived experiences of female secondary students in an all-girls 
college preparatory school (for additional details on the methodology, see Mansfield, 2011). The 
ethnography shares the story of a group of women educators who purposefully crafted a unique 
school culture designed to disrupt and transform the “dailiness of sexism, racism, and classism” 
(Mansfield, 2015, p. 25). The principal and teachers were committed to building a supportive 
school culture that included developing robust relationships, forefronting the voices of women, 
and creating opportunities for students to co-lead this organization. The educators featured in this 
research did not have training in POCYEL, nor was there direct mention of this approach in 
transcripts. However, the development of women as leaders was a distinct purpose of the school 
as stated in the memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the school district and the 
private philanthropy partially funding the school. 
 
The original research, as a long-term ethnography, was approached inductively. That is, the 
researcher did not enter the setting with exact research questions in mind, but spent extended 
time in the school looking for artifacts and patterns of behavior that led to tentative hypotheses 
and theory building around fostering a positive school culture. Throughout the research 
endeavor, it became evident that the school culture centered on including critical conversations 
about race, gender, class, language, and other social identities, examining the social justice 
implications therein, along with developing the voices and leadership skills of students. (A more 
substantive treatment of these issues can be found in Mansfield, 2011, 2013, 2014, 2015). 
 
Overview of Secondary Study 
 
Conducting a secondary analysis of the original data entailed approaching the current research 
deductively. That is, we began with a particular theoretical framework in mind (POCYEL) and 
examined the original findings in light of our understanding of the POCYEL framework. While 
it can be argued that there are nuances within the POCYEL framework, we focus on three 
general principles that make this particular approach distinctive: the importance of (a) building 
and strengthening the critical perspectives among students and staff, (b) honoring the lived 
experiences and valuing the knowledge of students and staff, and finally, (c) employing a 
constructivist approach to including student voice in decision-making processes. 
 
To assist with this approach, data points included revisiting interview transcripts, observation 
notes, and visual data such as photographs and lesson plans. Below, we discuss the original 
findings and compare them to our understanding of POCYEL. We then follow with a discussion 
of implications of this QSA for traditional school leaders hoping to build caring, equitable, and 
responsive classrooms and schools by centering students’ voices before considering what these 
findings mean for educational leadership preparation programs. 
 



Discussion of QSA Findings 
 
The purpose of this section is to discuss how the original research findings compare with our 
understanding of the POCYEL framework. It is important to note that, in the interest of space, it 
is impossible to fully flesh out this discussion by providing abundant supportive evidence. 
Rather, the reader is counseled to consult prior publications that examine and discuss these 
research findings in greater detail (Mansfield, 2011, 2013, 2014, 2015). 
 
The founding principal of the school, Ms. Santiago1 showed evidence of POCYEL orientations. 
For example, she worked to purposefully develop critical perspectives as an essential skill; 
actively recognized students’ lived experiences as true, just, and appropriate; and espoused a 
constructivist approach in a variety of ways, albeit to varying degrees. Much of Ms. Santiago’s 
intuitiveness can be contributed to her intimate knowledge of the city and her lived experiences 
that were very similar to those of the students she served. (Ms. Santiago was often referred to as 
a “local girl” who went off to an Ivy League university so she could “come back home to serve 
the community.”) Ms. Santiago was also promised a great deal of autonomy during the hiring 
process. Additional details are shared below. 
 
Cultivate Critical Perspectives 
 
Ms. Santiago was in the unique position to build this school “from the ground up.” She literally 
crafted the school culture according to her understanding that historically minoritized peoples 
have the right to critical consciousness and that she was in a position to make that happen. In 
addition to adhering to high expectations and providing a robust formal curriculum, Ms. Santiago 
and her team displayed a conscientious effort to incorporate problem-based skill building in 
informal curricula. On a regular basis, the adults at the school engaged students in critical 
conversations about some of the barriers that they (principal, teachers, students, parents guest 
speakers) have faced/are facing/may face as a person of color or as a woman (or at the 
intersection of ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status). Ms. Santiago also emphasized that 
awareness of systemic inequities and ways policies have shaped oppression (Freire, 1970) was 
not enough. Principal Santiago believed that “it’s a social injustice if you don’t let people know 
what they need to be aware of in their lives [and how to combat that].” Thus, she and the faculty 
and staff, along with community volunteers, provided students with information and skill-
building activities that they believed would help to “empower them to become strong women.” 
 
Concede Lived Experiences 
 
Ms. Santiago was clear that her personal experiences as a Latina growing up in poverty were the 
impetus for her work. She purposefully shared her story to help people understand her 
motivations and the passions developing the culture of the school. This standpoint also translated 
to how she treated faculty, staff, and students. Ms. Santiago went beyond tolerating diversity. 
She acknowledged teachers’ lived experiences as true and proper by first hiring people who 
understood this philosophical stance and then regularly conceded to their judgment on meeting 
the needs of students in their individual classrooms. 
 

 
1 All names of people and places are pseudonyms. 



Perhaps most importantly, Principal Santiago and her team built a trusting environment to draw 
out the students’ voices and share their lived experiences. The educators at this school modeled 
their belief that to avoid seeking the introspective involvement of students in their “liberation” is 
to treat students as “objects that must be saved” (Freire, 1970, p. 65). Honoring lived experiences 
was a reciprocal endeavor. Ms. Saaveda, the college counselor, expressed how “sharing her 
story” was essential to help students trust her; she “gets it.” 
 

We literally have been like to the same bakeries on Sunday morning, gotten the same 
things, seen the same lady that is mute and sells candy apples, you know, from time to 
time, in the hot, hot sun, and how our dads always either bought the candy apple or gave 
her money. Like, we had the exact same stories. And, they are like, “Wow, you are me, 
Miss. You’re me!” And, I said, “That is what I am trying to say. Yes, yes. You’re me.” 
And, I said, “Yeah, like I am not kidding when I tell you I get it. I lived there.” I showed 
one of them my house . . . “that’s literally my room on the other side of that window . . . 
you know I used to sleep on the floor, too, because eight houses down, the girl got shot 
[by a drive-by shooter] and paralyzed from the waist down, when I was in like the fifth 
grade. And, you know, I could not ride my bike on those two streets there . . .” They were 
like, “You are really not kidding.” “No, I am not kidding you. It is not like this thing that 
I get up and do, like a little spiel in front of you, kind of thing.” So . . . I think that really 
makes a difference, when the teachers can really relate to the students. 

 
By using her personal stories, Ms. Saaveda built trust, modeled active introspection, elicited the 
voices of students, and affirmed the lives of both adults and students; that their experiences and 
perspectives are true, valid, and important. 
 
Espouse a Constructivist Approach 
 
Principal Santiago and her team went further than just honoring students’ perspectives. She and 
her team sought students’ perspectives because they viewed students as valuable contributors to 
identifying problems and solutions in their school. It was clear they espoused a constructivist 
approach not only in their pedagogy but in inviting students as co-leaders in important school 
decision-making processes. 
 
One of the most salient co-constructions of leadership involved employment decisions. The 
power to build the cadre of teachers was not hoarded by the principal. Rather, students 
participated in defining what their hiring needs were and the meaning-making around what 
constituted excellent teaching. Students participated in training sessions that included 
understanding important state and district policies as well as federal U.S. Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) guidelines for evaluating job applications and conducting 
interviews. In addition, students helped design the rubric to use during demonstration lessons 
when evaluating potential teachers for hire. On top of observing these leadership training 
sessions, Mansfield was invited to join the students and other stakeholders as an evaluator for 
three finalists for a teaching position. The students were not just honorary committee members; 
their voices held much weight not only in the development of the hiring criteria, but in the 
implementation of the hiring processes and the decision-making processes that followed. 
 



This secondary analysis of a prior study was helpful to us, not only to make sense of our nascent 
theory building but also to test whether our thinking was capable of bridging the theory-to-
practice gap. While conjoining different theoretical frames to form a new way to view student 
voice is not the only way to analyze a school culture, we offer our framework as a fresh and 
useful tool to research how students might be positioned as co-leaders in their schools. In 
addition to using POCYEL as an analytical framework in our research, we also believe the three 
prongs of developing critical perspectives, honoring lived experiences, and practicing a 
constructivist approach to teaching and leading can potentially be used as a blueprint for 
sustained change in schools. 
 
Implications and Conclusion 
 
Hearkening back to the question posed in the title of our article, “What Do Students Have to Do 
With Educational Leadership?” we offer this answer: everything. The conundrum remains in 
how school leaders balance espousing the values of a school with actualizing these beliefs in 
practice. Schools and districts cannot establish equitable learning outcomes for all students when 
leaders continually ignore, belittle, or deny the voices of historically marginalized students, 
parents, and families. Educational leaders cannot purport democratic principles in the mission 
statement of their schools while also excising students and families from the decision-making 
process. 
 
But engaging student voice in schools does not come easy. Along with others (Bertrand, 
2014; Mansfield, 2012, 2014; Welton et al., 2015), we recognize that contesting the status quo 
and including students in school governance is difficult work. Add to that the fear that some 
teachers and principals have that they will lose their jobs if they become known as a justice 
advocate (Marshall & Anderson, 2008). For example, while the Professional Standards for 
Educational Leaders (PSEL), adopted by the Council of Chief State School Officers, advises 
more learner-centered leadership and political advocacy, many school districts and educational 
leadership preparation programs encourage taking a neutral stance or refraining from activism 
altogether (Carpenter & Brewer, 2012; Mansfield et al., 2012). These conflicting messages (or 
lack of training in policy advocacy leadership for social justice) could potentially derail 
movement toward including students in school reform efforts. That leads us to wonder how 
leadership preparation programs can address these issues. What role can/should our university 
programs play in encouraging school leaders to engage students as co-leaders? How can we re-
teach our students schooled in the current institutional structures new ways of engaging with 
these “othered” educational leaders? While we are in no way claiming to have all the answers, 
we do offer a few ideas for consideration in the hopes that they will spur others to build on these 
ideas. 
 
At the core, school leaders who prioritize equity and aim to cultivate student voice in their 
schools must also become scholars in the study of social justice. Educational leadership 
programs should offer a range of courses that allow students to study how the intersections of 
race, class, gender, sexuality, and geography inform and shape educational inequities in our 
country. Emergent principals should develop a fluency in how structural forces perpetuate 
uneven outcomes for historically marginalized students through public policies and structures. 
We cannot expect adults to become partners and collaborators in school reform 



initiatives alongside students if they do not have the skill sets to recognize the institutional 
factors that reproduce societal inequities. Educational leadership preparation programs should 
train new principals with the capacity to lead professional development with students and staff to 
address issues related to social justice. 
 
As schools do not operate in vacuums, school leaders interested in fostering leadership skills 
among students must also recognize the assets and challenges present in the larger context of 
neighborhoods and communities. Instructors teaching courses that focus on school and 
community relations can consider ways to incorporate student voice. Graduate-level course 
readings can offer empirical studies highlighting youth in equity-oriented initiatives in schools. 
Furthermore, assignments such as equity audits direct practitioners to examine the academic and 
behavior data at their school site along categories such as race, socioeconomic status, and gender 
(Green, 2017; Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 2004). To build on this assignment, perhaps 
emergent school leaders can include students in their classes to conduct their own audit of the 
school by administering youth surveys or student-led focus groups. Training aspiring school 
leaders to prioritize student voice in principal preparation coursework might encourage 
practitioners to disrupt traditional notions of whose voices matter in a school setting. 
 
While traditional leadership preparation programs might offer general qualitative or quantitative 
methods courses, we assert that research methods courses should be tailored to match the needs 
of emergent principals. Programs should specifically offer action research courses that offer 
practitioners the tools to research their own school settings (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Pine, 2008). 
Furthermore, aspiring principals should be exposed to participatory action research methods that 
require the experiential knowledge and perspectives of students to engage in critical social 
inquiry (Cammarota & Fine, 2010; Morrell, 2004; Oakes et al., 2006). Future school leaders 
should learn how to co-research alongside students and families to collectively solve problems 
plaguing public schools. 
 
In conclusion, we acknowledge the advancements educational leadership and policy scholars 
have made in recent years to work toward equity and social justice (Bertrand, 2014; Dantley & 
Tillman, 2009; DeMatthews, Edwards, & Rincones, 2016; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2014; Furman, 2012; Green, 2017; Mansfield, 2014; O’Malley & Capper, 2015; Pazey & Cole, 
2013; Santamaría, 2014; Scanlan & López, 2012; Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 
2010; Theoharis, 2007). Research is taking place; results are being published. This work on a 
more micro level is making a difference. The more difficult part is expanding justice-minded 
scholars’ influence to the local, regional, national, and even international levels. Educational 
leadership preparation programs are in a unique position to provide future principals, 
superintendents, and policy makers with the critical knowledge, skills, and dispositions that lead 
to more democratic and equitable schooling, while also including students’ voices and building 
their capacity as leaders. In addition, it is imperative that leadership preparation programs find 
ways to help their students navigate potential backlash from those satisfied with the status quo. 
We agree with Mansfield and colleagues (2012, pp. 37-38): 
 

The future success of social justice pursuits depends on researchers and practitioners who 
are willing to step outside the conventional box and try something that might seem 
counterintuitive. It is indeed ironic that sharing power with others actually strengthens 



one’s power, and that engaging students in school leadership actually enhances the 
outcome of that leadership, but these ironies are nonetheless true. Professors in school 
leadership programs and current school leaders should all step back from the unexpected 
and allow the perhaps unexpected student “wisdom” to help them do their jobs. 

 
The young people seated in our classrooms represent untapped resources with a wealth of lived 
experiences and knowledge, possessing the agency and the transformative power to improve 
their own educational experiences, given the appropriate support of adult allies. Ultimately, we 
contend that school administrators hold the potential to authentically engage alongside their 
students as educational leaders in pursuit of racial and social justice in schools and communities. 
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