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Abstract

This paper examines the concept of student 

voice and its potential role in shaping educational 

policy, particularly in the context of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) policy, a rapidly expanding 

technology recently introduced to schools. It 

explores the current research trends on student 

participation in decision-making and student 

voice, highlighting the benefits of incorporating 
student perspectives for more effective and 

inclusive policies. The review identifies a 
significant gap in research on student voice in 
education policy, especially AI Policy, despite 

the rapid adoption of AI tools in classrooms. To 

address this, research questions focus on the 

impact of student voice in policy development, 

strategies for effective student participation, and 

the potential benefits of incorporating student 
perspectives in AI policy. By synthesising 

existing literature and suggesting future research 

directions, this paper aims to contribute to a 

deeper understanding of how student voice can 

enhance educational policy, especially in the 

evolving landscape of AI in education. Ultimately, 

it advocates for a more inclusive and student-

centred approach to policy formulation, ensuring 

that the voices of those most impacted by 

educational decisions are heard and valued. 
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Student 

voice gives 

students the 

opportunity to 

communicate 

their ideas and 

opinions

Introduction

Policies are a critical aspect of effective school 
function developed by the school management 
team together with the school council, directly 
impacting the students and their day-to-day 
involvement with the school. Behaviour policies or 
acceptable use agreements for ICT are examples of 
educational policies where student voice could be 
incorporated. However, student perspectives and, 
subsequently, their voice, are generally missing from 
policy development. Student voice gives students 
the opportunity to communicate their ideas and 
opinions within their own educational environment; 
it is about students being empowered to influence 
change. Further, research has consistently shown 
that good policy development involves input from 
all stakeholders to which the policy relates. (OECD, 
2021). 

This paper focuses on current and past trends 
in research regarding the use of student voice as a 
contributor to policy development. This investigation 
is vital at the present time, as the focus in literature 
regularly argues the use of student voice as a 
strategy for increasing engagement in the classroom 
(Mitra, 2008; Mitra, 2018; O’Conner, 2022), but it 
rarely examines its application in other aspects of 
education. Over the years, the focus has been on 
the development of models around student voice in 
individual learning, rather than in other areas where 
student voice is critically needed. This review brings to 
light the gaps in research literature and highlights the 
necessity of including the influence of student voice in 
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the formulation of educational policies. 
Schools should not limit student voice and agency 

to just their learning; it is crucial to extend this to 
school decision-making. As students become more 
aware of their rights and their capabilities, schools 
have a valuable opportunity to foster a sense of 
ownership and collaboration by encouraging students 
to actively participate in decisions about how the 
school is shaped for them and in creating a solid 
partnership (Kamara, 2016). The concept of student 
voice has been extensively researched, and evidence 
continues to highlight the positive impact of allowing 
student voice to permeate a school (Mitra, 2018). The 
research indicates that including student voice not 
only enhances learning outcomes (Kamara, 2016; 
Mitra, 2018; Gillett-Swan, 2022) but also contributes to 
improved student well-being, health, and attendance. 
Recognising these benefits, schools worldwide are 
actively exploring and implementing frameworks to 
integrate student voices into their classrooms and 
broader school operations. 

Research Question/s 

This paper explores current literature to discover 
whether student voice is included in school policy 
development, and if so, how the students are involved 
in this development. Further, what are the outcomes, 
or impact, of the inclusion of students in this process? 
Current literature is also examined regarding policies 
on AI in schools, and how the inclusion of students 
in policy development might be applied to the 
development of AI policies. 

Literature Review 

Student voice 
The term ‘student voice’ varies in meaning across 
the field of educational research. There are many 
discrepancies between the ways researchers have 
defined this term (Cook-Sather, 2018). In this paper, 

it is essential to consider and understand how 
researchers have used the term ‘student voice’. 
In some areas of research student voice is used 
specifically to refer to the participation of students in 
the classroom to construct learning or occasionally 
within school decision making (Mitra, 2018; O’Connor, 
2022), as opposed to others who refer to student voice 
in an unspecified way and leave it up to the reader to 
interpret what student voice could mean, based on 
preconceived notions and perceptions of the concept 
of student voice (Biddle, 2019; Cook-Sather, 2006; 
Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). 

This literature review focuses on the concept of 
student voice developed by Jeffery and Bograd (2021). 
Their concept arose from combining two current 
models of student voice already in existence that were 
created by Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) and Mitra 
and Gross (2009), the four foremost authorities on 
research into student voice. This “spectrum of voice” 
ranges from utilising lower-order skills like simple 
consultation to working towards integrating higher-
order skills like activism and leadership, as described 
by Jeffery and Bograd (2021) in Figure 1. This 
spectrum includes both constructs of student voice 
and succinctly defines the participation levels, allowing 
teachers and schools to employ more targeted student 
voice strategies. 

Further, this spectrum allows for students of more 
diverse learning needs and those from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds to be included in 
the voice process and to use their voice at levels 
that are comfortable for them (Jeffery & Bograd, 
2021). The conceptualisation of student voice as a 
spectrum allows for those involved in policy making 
to create a framework for themselves to measure 
their progress in the inclusion of student voice at all 
levels of school. This is evident already in Europe 
with the Council of Europe Children’s Rights Division 
and Youth Department publishing a document that 
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Figure 1: Types of student voice (Jeffrey & Bograd, 2021, p. 2) 

Adapted version of Toshaliis and Nakkula’s “The Spectrum of Student Voice Oriented Activity” and Mitra and Gross’ 

“Pyramid of student voice”.
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Sources: This graph is adapted from Eric Toshaliis and Michael L. Nakkula, “Motivation, Engagement, and Student Voice” (Boston: Jobs for the Future, 2012, 
available at https://jfsvpro.prime3.s3.amazonaws.com/servlet/), and Mitra and Steven Jay Gross, “Increasing Student Voice, Opt Out, Dual D, Mitra and Steven 
Jay Gross,” Increasing Student Voice in High School Reform: Building Partnerships, Improve Outcomes, Educational Management Administration & Leadership 
32:4 (2004): 522–54, available at https://www.buildingstudentvoice.org.uk/resources.
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assesses the level of child participation or voice 
across levels of government that member states can 
use to ensure that they are complying with Article 
12 of the UN Convention on the rights of the Child 
(United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
1989). When looking at policy development and using 
the “spectrum of student voice”, student activism is 
the level that a school would want to encourage for 
student voice to be successful for policy construction 
and consultation, as this is when the students are 
entirely able to comprehend and rationalise the issues 
that they face and can identify and articulate these 
issues. At this stage of student activism, they are also 
supported to share these ideas due to the higher level 
of collaboration with adults and school leadership. 

Student participation in decision making 
Across the broad scope of research, the literature 
reveals a wide range of student involvement within 
school life and management. Some studies have 
shown it can be used to influence government sectors, 
where students are being brought in to comment on 
high-level decisions (Kane & Chimwayange, 2014) or, 
conversely, other papers refer to student voice being 
used solely at the classroom level (Skerrit et al., 2021). 
Notably, there is very limited research available that 
distinctly measures the impact of students on the 
general decision making of a school, despite a varying 
degree of hypotheses on the topic; the area remains 
largely under researched (Henebery, 2022). 

Student voice in practice tends to deepen student 
participation in decision making (Smith, 2023). 
In her article, Children’s Participation in Decision 

Making: The Perception of Teachers and Student 

Leaders, Smith (2023) examines the difference 
between two schools’ views of child participation in 
decision making. She found that in one school where 
authentic participation existed, the adults facilitated 
and organised opportunities for the students to have 
their voices heard. This finding points to the need 
for a deep understanding of students, their expertise 
and how they can contribute to the decision-making 
processes, as well as allowing them to express their 
needs. “Student expertise needs to be recognised and 
facilitated so they can implement the changes” (Smith, 
2023, p. 6). However, “where adults offered contrived 
or limited opportunities, children had little voice or 
agency, and authentic participation did not occur.” 
(Smith, 2023, p. 6). Ab Kadir (2018) discusses the 
importance of the development of educational policies 
and reforms to emphasise critical thinking skills for the 
21st century. He suggests that schools can leverage, 
within the proper context, these policies to create an 
environment where students become co-agents of 
their own education (Ab Kadir, 2018). Being able to 
think critically is an essential skill that enables anyone 

to be able to rationalise the world around them. If 
students are able to have the capacity to master 
critical thinking skills and apply them as well, the 
student voice would be amplified and would position 
students as transformative co-agents in the school 
decision making process. This development of critical 
thinking skills could also support a systemic inclusion 
of students for overall educational change (Jones & 
Hall, 2021). The concept of a ‘thinking student’ is not 
new in the realm of education, and there are significant 
bodies of research into teaching critical thinking skills 
as well as the benefits of students gaining these skills. 
A promising research direction would be to investigate 
a correlation between a student’s ability to think 
critically and their engagement with school processes, 
decisions and policies. This research has the potential 
to shed light on the possible connection between 
critical thinking abilities and a model that represents 
student voice. 

Educational Policy 

Over the years, the consensus of researchers on 
student participation has amounted to tokenism, which 
is a form of non-participation (Lundy, 2018). However, 
a counterargument to that statement is that sometimes 
tokenism is needed to start the change and that it is 
better for student participation to be a token than do 
nothing at all to involve them in what may just end up 
being a tokenistic endeavour anyway (Lundy, 2018). 
For over thirty years, the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child has paved the way for 
students’ rights to participate in decision-making. 

Consistently, reviews of literature around 
educational policy struggle to identify the inclusion of 
a genuine student voice, and if it is included, it is seen 
as tokenistic (Mitra, 2005, 2008). Within educational 
policy research, there is a perception that ‘adults 
know best’, which is a common theme in numerous 
research papers that focus on the use of student voice 
and educational policy (Ab Kadir, 2018). The ways in 
which policy is developed have changed over time, 
with a substantial shift towards a more collaborative 
approach of system governance noticed across 
research (Förschler & Decuypere, 2024). Following 
this collaborative approach would provide significant 
opportunities for schools and policy developers to 
include a more diverse representation of voices within 
their policies. 

Educational Policy is a broad term that 
encompasses all levels of policy, from school 
operational policy to overarching governance. The 
next section considers school-based policy, which 
is policy that is operational and that directly impacts 
a student and their schooling; for example, policies 
such as a Student Use of Mobile Phones Policy or a 
Behaviour Management Policy. 
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School-based policy development 

Students comprise the largest population of 
educational stakeholders, and yet, according to 
Jeffrey and Bograd (2021), they are rarely included 
in educational governance at any level. School-
based policy development directly impacts this key 
stakeholder group, though they are often left out. 
In this paper, the focus is on school-based policy 
development and policies related to the organisation 
of the school-topics that directly impact students 
themselves. It is also important to note that at a school 
level, many policies and frameworks are developed 
that directly impact vulnerable groups of students, 
such as those from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
groups, who are provided with little opportunity to be 
involved during the development of these policies 
(Jeffrey & Bograd, 2021). 

The school council and leadership teams usually 
develop operational policies for the school. To help 
students succeed, those who establish these policies 
for the students should include them in every stage 
of the process (Skerrit et al., 2022). Recent literature 
in this area is shown to be lacking significantly in 
research on the potential impacts that involve these 
mentioned groups of students and others, as these 
are the policies that purport to help them engage with 
schooling and achieve on-par educational outcomes 
with the national standard (Jeffrey & Bograd, 2021). In 
recent times, schools have been scrambling to work 
out how to integrate Artificial Intelligence into schools 
and generate policies to prevent the tool’s inappropriate 
use and preserve academic integrity (Carey, 2023). 
Students have been the early adopters of this new 
technology. Hence, there is an excellent possibility 
for being proactive and bringing students into the 
conversation on how Artificial Intelligence in schools 
should be regulated to maintain academic integrity. 

Artificial Intelligence Policy 
Artificial Intelligence is a concept that has been 
around since 1957, when it was initially defined as 
the “science and engineering of making intelligent 
machines” (McCarthy, 2007, p. 2). Today, AI has 
a wide range of applications designed to simulate 
human intelligence processes such as speech 
recognition, decision making and administration. 
However, in recent years, AI’s impact has significantly 
expanded. The emergence of Artificial Intelligence 
tools in education, specifically Generative AI (GenAI) 
tools, has revolutionised the teaching and learning 
process as it can be used to create new content, 
including audio, video, and text generation in response 
to user prompts. Applications like ChatGPT and 
CoPilot are two examples of the many iterations of 
Generative AI available for students and staff. 

Several frameworks have been developed 
to address the need for regulation and control in 
the education sector, as this is a rapidly evolving 
landscape. (Lao, 2020; Song et al., 2024; Touretzky et 
al, 2019). These frameworks, while assisting teachers 
with the deployment of AI in their classrooms, do not 
specifically address the ways in which governance 
of AI tools can be achieved, though they can 
accommodate student voice as a critical element in 
the process of policy making. 

Most recently, the Australian Government 
(November 2023) has released a national framework 
regarding the use of Generative AI (GenAI) tools 
in education. This framework broadly outlines 
how schools are encouraged to safeguard against 
difficulties with GenAI, such as academic integrity and 
the protection of student data, as well as how best 
to engage students in learning about AI; however, 
research is limited about developing AI policy with 
the student in mind. Most research that has been 
or is being developed focuses on regulating GenAI 
rather than how to broach the learning of it and the 
subsequent impact of it on a student’s education 
(Schiff, 2019). 

In his paper, Schiff (2019) discusses the lack of 
public attention on the educational uses for AI, with the 
focus being on the military, cybersecurity and ethics 
rather than the education sector. Schiff (2019) alludes 
to the lack of research in education being linked to an 
economic viability, as well as the constant euphoria 
and then depression that educational technology tends 
to go through when teachers are not well-resourced 
and subsequently struggle to take on board and use 
the newly introduced technology. It is interesting to 
note at this point that most research states the history 
of Artificial Intelligence from its birth in the 1950s. Yet, 
no one has argued the need for AI to be regulated or 
developed into policy until the recent introduction of 
GenAI and its quick permeation into the education 
sector (Berendt et al., 2020). Currently, the research 
into AI and policy is extremely narrow and related to 
regulating the development of AI technology rather 
than its use. Still, the rapid progression of GenAI 
may see the tide of research change as it becomes 
more integrated into everyday life and especially into 
education. 

At the end of his paper, Schiff (2019) rationalises 
that for successful AI educational research to occur, 
researchers must involve teachers and students in 
their research rather than treat them as ‘accessories’. 
His point echoes other researchers outlining the 
critical role of stakeholders in research that can be 
applied directly to policy development (Elwood, 2013). 

The Case for Generative AI 

While writing this paper, the Department of Education 
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Victoria (2024) released a policy labelled Generative 
Artificial Intelligence Policy. They are the first state in 
Australia to formally implement GenAI as a teaching 
and learning tool in a formal policy. Whilst reading the 
policy at first glance, there is little evidence to show 
that students have been involved in the development 
of this policy; however, the Victorian Department 
of Education has a strong culture and focus on the 
benefits and use of student voice, so it is likely that 
they have consulted with students in some way, even 
if it could be considered tokenistic (Department of 
Education, Victoria, 2019). This Generative AI Policy 
formally implements GenAI as a teaching and learning 
tool and has the potential to have a significant impact 
on education in Victoria. It is therefore important that 
students are involved in its further development and 
implementation. 

Student Engagement in Policy Development 

Critical, though limited, research has demonstrated 
that when students are engaged in policy 
development, they offer unique insights and 
perspectives that might not be considered otherwise 
(OECD, 2021). Unfortunately, the research in this 
area, specifically around the perspectives of students 
in both primary and secondary school, is limited 
(Elwood, 2013). Drawing on their firsthand experiences 
in navigating the educational system, students can 
shed light on areas for improvement, identify systemic 
barriers, and highlight priorities that directly impact 
their learning and well-being (Fiarman, 2016; Mitra, 
2008; Quaglia & Fox, 2018; Jones & Bubb, 2021). The 
implication is that by omitting ‘student voice’ from the 
process of policymaking, particularly in technological 
areas such as the use of generative AI, a body of 
valuable insight is ignored. 

Current student voice frameworks are heavily 
classroom-focused and tend to have minimal detail 
or design that includes all levels of schooling, 
such as the Board of Directors (BOD) and school 
councils. This marginalises the likelihood of student 
voice being allowed to flourish in its most accurate 
form and permeate all levels of schooling, as adults 
consistently see student views as being worth less 
than those of adults (Kadir, 2018). A few researchers 
have highlighted the gaping hole that has been left 
by policymakers across numerous international 
educational contexts, not just in Australia (Cook-
Sather, 2002; Kadir, 2018), which leaves one 
questioning why this topic is being skirted by those 
who have the most impact on amplifying student voice 
in educational change. 

Across the research critiqued for this paper, there 
is an incongruity between the educational systems 
discussed in these papers and the lives of the young 
people whom these systems are meant to educate 

and empower (Kadir, 2018). The Victorian Child 
Safe Standards specifically state in Standard 3 that 
“Children and young people are empowered about 
their rights, participate in decisions affecting them and 
are taken seriously” (CCYP, 2023, p. 14). If this is a 
legislated compliance indicator, the logical question 
is: What research has been done to show this works 

effectively, and if it has been done, why do schools not 

have access to it? 

The Need for Collaboration Between Adults and 

Students 

Research shows that there is a disconnect between 
children and adults who do not take the rights of 
children seriously (Perry-Hazan, 2016). One feasible 
assumption is that governing bodies, consisting of 
adults, are too reluctant to give too much agency to 
students, particularly in the realm of education (Mitra, 
2018). While we can discuss the inclusion of student 
voice and its benefits to educational policy, there is no 
actual ‘playbook’ for educators to use in order to make 
sure that they are doing it correctly. Maybe it is time to 
stop looking for a ‘lesson plan’ and start collaborating 
authentically with students within each school context. 
Adults need to learn to trust children in this respect 
and believe that they can think critically about what 
affects their involvement in learning, no matter their 
background or ability. In this context, Ashton-Hay and 
Williams (2023) argue the importance of developing 
‘inclusive mindsets’ that consider the benefits of 
student voice in educational decision-making. We 
can see schools are promoting the importance of the 
involvement of students in the school self-evaluation 
process, but their participation in policy development 
tends to be left out (Skerrit et al., 2022). 

In her research, Smith (2023) finds that within 
the constructs of an SRC (Student Representative 
Council), which usually could be defined as a tokenistic 
role of student voice, those who were found to have 
authentic participation had a high involvement of adults 
to facilitate and organise opportunities for student 
voice to be authentic. The other considerations that 
need to be made when discussing student voice and 
collaboration with adults are that both parties need 
to want to work together and support each other, and 
listen to ideas and opinions for it to be successful. 
Across research, there is clear evidence that adults 
and students are still looked at through the lens of 
two separate entities with clearly defined roles. Smith 
(2023) calls for re-evaluating these roles and bringing 
students and adults together for a deeper collaboration. 

Discussion

When looking to the future of student voice in policy 
development, Australia can learn from its European 
counterparts about how they have successfully 
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infused student voice through all levels of schooling 
and government. One only must look at recent history 
to see how the student voice has been used to make 
massive worldwide changes (Hattenstone, 2021). 

Essentially, a policy about including student voices 
at all levels needs to be thoughtfully developed if 
organisations are serious in their intent to include 
student voices in their policy development. The Center 
for American Progress says that once it has been 
placed in policy, it needs to be carried out (Jeffrey & 
Bograd, 2021). Institutionalising student voices from 
the classroom right up to the government level will 
ensure that students feel more included in the school 
organisation and, as research has shown, will have 
more engagement in their schooling life. Involving 
students in a Christian school’s policies promotes 
a sense of ownership, improves school climate by 
making students feel heard, and helps them develop 
critical thinking and leadership skills that align with the 
school’s faith-based values. 

Another direction that could be taken in research 
would be to look at the key principles of stakeholder 
engagement and how these can be applied to a school 
setting, specifically to the students at the school. 
Incorporating students as true stakeholders and being 
authentic in their engagement shows them how policy 
is developed and how it can work for them, helping to 
build the next generation of policy makers. This could 
be used to develop an Artificial Intelligence use policy 
with students included. 

Another potential area of future research could 
be to investigate the Victorian Government’s Amplify 
model and use this framework as a methodology to 
test the effectiveness of this program on the inclusion 
of student voice in schools and investigate if it could 
be applied to other areas of the school. 

This project was undertaken to critically evaluate 
the literature on the use of student voice in school 
policy development. It has been shown that student 
voice works, that it engages students in their learning 
and it is hypothesised that it would work in the context 
of all levels of school management. Further research 
needs to be done in this area to test this hypothesis. 
It is important to note that there has been little to no 
mention of student involvement in policy making since 
2011 and it is crucial that it is picked up as an area 
by researchers, as there is a growing shift in student 
awareness of their rights and their ability to have 
agency. 

It would be worthwhile and interesting to take the 
Model proposed by Jeffery and Bograd (2021) and 
use it to develop a rubric for schools to include voice 
in policy development as a whole-school approach. 
This rubric or framework could then be studied as 
part of future research into student voice in policy 
development. It could also build on the work of 

Jeffrey and Bograd (2021) and test ideas and claims 
discussed in their paper. The strongest test would be 
of the Jeffrey and Bograd (2021) concept model of the 
spectrum of student voice model, as this would allow 
for the middle tier and to be studied and measured 
against a model. This is an area for future research. 

Conclusion

As GenAI becomes more integrated into the education 
sector, it is more likely that we will see AI integrated 
into pre-existing policy rather than stand-alone. 
The focus for future research might be best suited 
to looking at the impact of student participation in 
developing an AI policy and a measure of the effect 
of this inclusion on their engagement with their 
schooling and the GenAI tools they will be using in 
their classroom. It would also be interesting to note 
the development of a student’s existing critical thinking 
skills and how that correlates to how much GenAI they 
choose to engage with within their learning. 

This literature review would be helpful for 
policy makers, school leadership and educational 
governance bodies to understand the benefit that 
could be had by the inclusion of students in the 
development of educational policies that directly 
impact them. TEACH
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