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The content for this session is grounded in the 
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Real Talk
Many schools say they value student voice while still 

operating from deeply rooted beliefs that position 
adults as the primary holders of knowledge, power, 

and authority.

-Dr. Payno -Simmons 2026
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Real Talk
As a result, students often learn early whether they 

are expected to simply comply with systems or 
whether they are positioned as thinkers, contributors, 

problem -solvers, and partners in shaping the 
communities and systems they experience every day.

-Dr. Payno -Simmons 2026
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As a child, I 
constantly heard 
adults sayingé

òChildren should be 
seen and not 
heard.ó

5
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òStay in a childõs 
place.ó
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òThis is an adult 
conversation.ó
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òSpeak your mind.ó



Mixed messages shaping my identity
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òChildren should be 
seen and not heard.ó

òStay in a childõs 
place.ó 

òThis is an adult 
conversation.ó

òSpeak your mindó



Voice as both affirmation and risk
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Voice as risk
________________________________

Rejected by my family

Treated differently 
from my older sister

Conformity in my 
schools

Voice as 
affirmation 

___________________________

Supported by my 
mom



The impact of school on my voice
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This is the environment where my voice was shaped. 

through teaching and learning, and through what was 

centered and what was missing.



These mixed messages shaped my 
identities & sense of self

RPS Educational Impact 2026
12

Rejection & erasure 
shaped negative self -

image

Silencing my voice 
caused self -

abandonment

Taking away my 
ability to make 

decisions shaped self -
doubt

òSpeak your mind,ó 
became a part of 

my identity.

It stayed with me.



The questions I carried

Why donõt 
important 
historical 

figures look 
like me?

Did only a few 
people who look 
like me make 

important 
contributions to 

society?

What is 
wrong with 

Black 
people?

Whatõs 
wrong with 

me?

I want to become a 
doctor.  Will I be able go 

to college?

Will I 
graduate 
from high 

school?

Will I be 
successful 

as an 
adult?

The questions I carried were reflections of what my 
schooling communicated to me about whose voices 
mattered, whose stories counted, and who was 
positioned to belong.
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What if my questions had been 
treated as insight within the 
structures of my school?

Å I was expressive and articulate.

Å I was trying to make meaning of myself 

and the world around me.

Å I asked questions.

ÅBut rarely was I asked what I thought, 

needed, or experienced.

ÅNor was I positioned to shape decisions.
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Two Teachers 
Who Made 
Room For 

Student Voice 
Activity
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We, THE STUDENTS

Chose the Plays 

Wrote Scripts

Choreographed 

Built & Designed

Produced 

We Held Real Responsibility & 
Leadership Drama Teacher

Voice as 
LEADERSHIP & OWNERSHIP
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IMPACT ON ME:

Confidence 

Belonging 

Sustained Engagement (4yrs) 

Early model of leadership -level 
student voice

She didnõt control the 
experience. She built the 

conditions for us to lead it well.

Key 

Insight
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American History Teacher 
Voice as IDENTITY & 
REPRESENTATION

Traditional classroom 
structure 

But transformative content and 
representation 

Learning about Black history 
in ways that affirmed my 

identity 

Seeing myself in the curriculum changed 

how I understood my PLACE  in the 

world . 



19

IMPACT ON ME:

Self-image shift 

Academic identity formation 

Choice of history as a field of study 

Long-term influence on teaching 
practice & career

Voice isnõt only about speaking; 
itõs also about being reflected in 

what is taught.

Key 

Insight
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I studied 
histories that 

were absent from 
my Kð12 

education.

I encountered 
narratives that 

complicated what 
I had been 

taught.

I began 
questioning what 

gets centered 
and why.

First Black Senators and Representatives : 

Sen. Hiram Revels (R -MS)
Rep. Benjamin S. Turner (R -AL)

Robert DeLarge (R -SC)
Josiah Walls (R -FL)

Jefferson Long (R -GA)
Joseph Rainey and Robert B. Elliott (R -SC)
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The road I chose 
(history & education)



Becoming the system as a teacher

RPS Educational Impact 2026
21

Å Moments of centering student voice, 

but inconsistent

Example:

ÅConflict Resolution
Is it worth hurting someone or losing your 

freedom, health, or life in order to be cool?

ÅExploring Freedom



Becoming the system as a principal

RPS Educational Impact 2026
22

Å Integrated MTSS (PBIS & Reading)

Å Strong data use

Å Strong fidelity

Å Student provided input on Schoolwide 

Expectations

Å Decisions were still adult -driven

Example:

Å Lunch structure change

Å We saw improved outcomes

Å But student voice was not part of the conversation
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What I experienced as a student, 
teacher, and principal helped me better 

understand student voice.



Why Student Voice Matters
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Student voice is associated with
positive outcomes in schools
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Student 
Wellness

Safer Schools
Stronger 

Relationships

Improved 
Attendance & 
Engagement

Family 
Engagement



Authentic opportunities for student voice are 
associated with increased well -being, agency, and 

sense of belonging. 

These are protective factors for studentsõ social and 
emotional health. 

(Schaefer, Pennington, Divoll, & Tang, 2024; Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012)

Student voice supports mental 
health & wellness
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Student voice improves  school 
climate & safety

27

When students are meaningfully engaged in shaping 

school practices, schools report more inclusive 

climates and improved perceptions of safety due to 

better alignment with student -identified needs.
(National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments [NCSSLE], n.d.; Mitra, 2018)
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Student voice strengthens  
relationships & connectedness

28

Student voice practices are linked to stronger 

studentðteacher relationships, increased trust, and 

greater peer relational connectedness. 
(Conner et al., 2024; Quaglia & Corso, 2014)
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Student voice increases 
attendance & engagement

29

Students who perceive that adults listen 

and respond to their perspectives show 

higher engagement and lower 

absenteeism, particularly in schools that 

emphasize responsiveness to student 

input.
(Chicago Consortium on School Research, 2022; Bryk et al., 2010)
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While research on student voice and family engagement is limited, 

studies indicate that environments that emphasize student agency 

and voice are more likely to foster reciprocal family -school 

partnerships and shared responsibility for learning.
(Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Hill & Tyson, 2009)
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Student voice strengthens 
family partnerships
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(Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012; Mitra, 2004)

What do we mean by 
student voice?

The ways students express 
their perspectives, 

experiences, ideas, and 
preferences within 

educational settings, 

and to the extent to which 
educators listen to,  value, 

and act on those 
contributions  to influence 

teaching, learning, 
student leadership, and 

school policy.



THE SPECTRUM OF STUDENT VOICE-ORIENTED ACTIVITY 

Expression

ÅVolunteering 
opinions

ÅCreating art

ÅCelebrating

ÅComplaining

ÅPraising

ÅObjecting 

Consultation

ÅBeing asked for 
their opinion

ÅProviding 
feedback

ÅServing
in a focus group

ÅCompleting a 
survey. 

Participation

ÅAttending 
meetings or 
events in which 
decisions are 
made

ÅFrequent 
inclusion when 
issues are 
framed and 
actions planned.

Partnership

ÅFormalized role 
in decision-
making

ÅStandard 
operations 
require student 
involvement

ÅAdults are 
trained in how to 
work 
collaboratively 
with youth 
partners. 

Activism

ÅIdentifying 
problems

ÅGenerating 
solutions

ÅOrganizing 
responses

ÅAgitating and/or 
educating for 
change both in 
and outside of 
school contexts. 

Leadership

ÅCo-planning, 
making 
decisions, and 
accepting 
significant 
responsibility for 
outcomes, 

ÅCo-guiding 
group 
processes, 

ÅCo-conducting 
activities. 

Students articulating their perspectives     Students involved as stakeholders       Students directing collective activities 

Students as data sources     Students as collaborators   Students as leaders of change 

Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012. 
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Common ways schools seek student voice

42%

43%

56%

76%

86%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

In decision-making

Formal conversations

Councils/representatives

Student surveys

Informal student conversations

Sources: Fernandez, Doan, and Steiner, 2021; Hanover  Research, 2022
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So, what might this mean for 
PBIS implementation?



Effective School Climate Å Belonging

Behavior Å Learning Å Equity
35

OUTCOMES  

(The Why)

Student voice 

leads to better 

outcomes: 

stronger climate, 

better behavior, 

improved 

engagement, and 

equity for all.

DATA (The What) 

Students help collect, analyze, 

and make sense of data so 

decisions reflect their lived 

experiences.

EQUITY (The How) 

We intentionally remove barriers, 

examine power dynamics, and 

ensure student voice reflects 

diverse identities, cultures, and 

experiences.

KEY TAKEAWAY

When student voice is 

centered in data, 

systems, and practices-

with equity at the core-

PBIS leads to stronger 

outcomes for every 

student.

SYSTEMS (The How)

Students have a seat at the table in 

leadership, decision-making, and 

problem-solving.

PRACTICES (The How)

Students co-create, lead, and shape 

the practices that build positive 

behavior, relationships, and a sense 

of belonging.

PBIS ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS: VOICE AT THE CENTER
STUDENT VOICE IS EVERYWHERE

          Student voice is embedded across ALL 

elements. It flows through data, systems, and 

practices to drive outcomes with equity at the 

center.
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Practical Solutions For 
Educators
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Classroom level 
(micro -infrastructure)
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PBIS INFRASTRUCTURE: Classroom Routines |Behavior Expectations | 
Feedback Systems | Informal Data Use

Expression

ÅStudent 
reflections
ÅExit tickets 

on: feelings 
about class 
norms, 
engagement, 
belonging, 
and clarity of 
expectations  

Consultation

ÅStudent input 
on 
expectations 
& routines 
ÅStructured 

feedback 
cycles on 
teaching 
practices and 
classroom 
climate

Participation

ÅStudents co-
create 
norms
ÅEngage in 

class 
problem -
solving 
discussions 
about 
behavior 
patterns 

Partnership

ÅStudents 
collaborate 
with teachers 
to analyze 
classroom 
data
ÅCo-design 

classroom 
routines or 
interventions

Activism

ÅStudents 
identify 
inequities in 
participation 
or discipline
ÅAdvocate for 
changes to 
classroom 
policies or 
practices

Leadership

ÅStudents 
facilitate class 
meetings or 
restorative 
circles
ÅLead 

reteaching of 
expectations

ÅTake roles in 
monitoring 
class climate

Classrooms move from òstudent voice in routinesó Ƃ students shaping the environment
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School/building level 
(core PBIS team infrastructure)
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PBIS INFRASTRUCTURE: PBIS Leadership Team | Monthly Data Meetings | 
Schoolwide Expectations | Climate Data Review

Expression

ÅStudent 
storytelling 
sessions or 
listening 
circles

ÅOpen 
forums 
where 
students 
share lived 
experiences

Consultation

ÅSchool 
climate 
surveys 
(student 
perception 
data)

ÅFocus 
groups 
informing 
PBIS team 
decisions

Participation

ÅStudents 
involved in 
reviewing 
schoolwide 
behavior or 
climate data

ÅStudents 
participate in 
school 
improvement 
discussions

Partnership

ÅStudents 
serve as 
active 
members of 
PBIS teams

ÅCo-design 
schoolwide 
expectations, 
acknowledgm
ents, or 
interventions

Activism

ÅStudents 
identify and 
raise 
schoolwide 
inequities

ÅPropose and 
advocate for 
systemic 
school 
changes

¶Organize 
around issues

Leadership

ÅStudents co-
facilitate PBIS 
team meetings

ÅLead data 
presentations 
to staff or 
leadership 
teams

ÅStudent -led 
committees on 
school climate 
and belonging

Students move from being òat the tableó Ƃ influencing what the table does
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District level 
(scaling infrastructure)
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PBIS INFRASTRUCTURE: District PBIS Leadership Team | Coaching 
Structures | Cross -school Data Systems | Professional Development Systems 

Expression

ÅStudent 
storytelling 
at district 
events or 
showcases

ÅPlatforms for 
sharing 
student 
experiences 
across schools

Consultation

ÅDistrict -
wide 
student 
surveys on 
climate and 
engagement

ÅStudent 

advisory 

input on 

district 

priorities

Participation

ÅStudents 
participate 
in district 
forums or 
listening 
sessions

ÅContribute to 
district 
improvement 
planning 
processes

Partnership

Å Students co-
design 
district 
initiatives

ÅCollaborate 
with district 
teams on 
program 
development

Activism

ÅStudents 
advocate for 
district -level 
policy 
changes

ÅCross-school 
student 
organizing 
around equity 
issues

ÅRaise 
systemic 
concerns 
across schools

Leadership

ÅYouth advisory 
councils with 
decision-making 
influence

ÅPresent to 
district 
leadership and 
school boards

ÅHelp set 
district 
prioritiesStudents move from ògiving inputó Ƃ shaping district direction
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State level 
(policy & guidance infrastructure)
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PBIS INFRASTRUCTURE: State Leadership Teams | Guidance Documents | 
Funding Priorities | Statewide Data Systems

Expression

ÅStudent 
testimony 
panels 
sharing 
lived 
experience

ÅPlatforms 
for youth 
storytelling 
at state 
events

Consultation

ÅStatewide 
student 
surveys

ÅStudent 
feedback 
informing 
state 
guidance or 
initiatives

Participation

ÅStudents 
engaged in 
state -level 
forums or 
working 
groups

ÅContribute to 
state 
discussions 
on climate 
and policy

Partnership

ÅStudents co-
develop state 
guidance, 
frameworks, 
or resources

ÅYouth 
collaborate 
with state 
agencies on 
initiatives

Activism

ÅYouth advocacy 
influencing 
legislation or 
policy

ÅStudent -led 
campaigns 
addressing 
statewide issues

ÅPublicly 
challenge 
inequitable 
systems and 
propose 
alternatives

Leadership

ÅStudents serve 
on state 
advisory 
councils

ÅCo-lead 
statewide 
initiatives or 
working groups

ÅInfluence 
statewide 
planning and 
priorities 

Students move from òconsulted stakeholdersó Ƃ system -level change agents
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The TFI As A 
Supportive Resource

41
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Where student voice lives 
within the TFI 3.0
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42Center on PBIS. (February 2025). Tiered Fidelity Inventory 

(TFI) Manual. University of Oregon. www.pbis.org .

Tier 
1

Practices + 
Systems

Voice shapes 
universal 

experiences

Tier 
2

Leadership 
Practices

+ Systems

Voice informs 
intervention 

access/ adaptation

Tier 
3

Leadership 
team/practices + 

systems

Voice informs 
individualized 

supports


