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How do school leaders use student voice to inform 
literacy improvement planning?Q.

Teachers use student voice to help shape how classroom environments are structured and identify 

areas of study relevant to students. In addition to the use of student voice in the classroom, there 

are a number of other approaches and initiatives which target student voice.  The Ministry’s Student 

Success Student Voice Initiative (Student Voice, 

EduGAINS), for example, provides a number of specific 

programs to engage student voice within the school 

community. The School Effectiveness Framework also 

suggests actively and regularly seeking out student 

voice to inform instruction and program needs 

(Student Achievement Division, 2013).  

A school improvement process includes a number of 

stages in which information is gathered, a plan is 

developed, actions are taken, and more information is 

collected to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of 

the plan. One such process is outlined in Leaders 

Connect Leading a Process for Improvement in Literacy 

(Fall, 2014), and includes the following stages: 

Investigating Student Literacy Needs, Developing a 

Plan, Activating the Plan, Monitoring Progress, and 

Evaluating the Process. Using student voice as part 

of the process treats students as “authorities on 

educational practices” (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012) 

and recognizes that students possess unique 

knowledge and perspectives about what happens in 

their schools. 

For example, during an investigation stage school 

leaders and their literacy improvement teams 

gather data about literacy needs and goals. It is 

important to consult students during this stage to 

ensure that students voice their needs and goals 

directly. Engaging student voice ensures that the 

evidence is closer to the day-to-day learning at the 

student desk in the classroom. 

A. 
School leaders, along with their school improvement teams, can incorporate student voice 

into the process of literacy improvement planning at a number of points. Information and 

advocacy from students can be added to the other evidence and work which informs a 

school improvement process targeting adolescent literacy. 

LEADERS CONNECT is a tip sheet for school and system leaders that focuses on effective literacy practices. 

Drawn from a variety of resources, these tips are designed to support literacy instructional leadership practice. 

 

“Whereas most curricula and 

pedagogy seek to change the 

student in some way, either 

through the accumulation of 

new knowledge, the shifting 

of perspectives, or the 

alteration of behaviors, 

student voice activities and 

programs position students 

as the agents of change. In 

this way, student voice is 

about agency.”  

Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012 

Using Student 

Voice 
to Inform Literacy 

Improvement 

Planning 

This Leaders Connect considers how school 
leaders can think about a process for Literacy 
Improvement Planning (See Leaders Connect, 
Fall 2014) incorporating student voice about 
their literacy needs and the work needed to 
address those areas. 

Inside this edition, there are four sample 
ideas for  using student voice. Each idea is 
followed by tips for implementation and how 
it may help inform the process. 

http://www.edugains.ca/newsite/studentVoice/index.html
http://www.edugains.ca/newsite/studentVoice/index.html
http://www.edugains.ca/resourcesLIT/SchoolLeader/SettingDirections/LeadersConnect4-LeadingaProcessforImprovement_Fall2014.pdf
http://www.edugains.ca/resourcesLIT/SchoolLeader/SettingDirections/LeadersConnect4-LeadingaProcessforImprovement_Fall2014.pdf
http://www.edugains.ca/resourcesLIT/SchoolLeader/SettingDirections/LeadersConnect4-LeadingaProcessforImprovement_Fall2014.pdf
http://www.edugains.ca/resourcesLIT/SchoolLeader/SettingDirections/LeadersConnect4-LeadingaProcessforImprovement_Fall2014.pdf


 
1. Conduct Student Focus Groups  

Conducting focus group conversations with students can 

tap into their knowledge and experiences related to 

literacy learning.  

This information may be helpful 

 during the Investigating stage of a school 

improvement process to gain insights into the 

needs of students prior to setting a plan. 

 during the Monitoring stage of the process as one 

way to assess 

the effectiveness 

of the actions 

which are set in 

a plan.  

Student voice can 

say 
How students view and value 

literacy. 

The relevance students find or 

place on literacy. 

The literacy skills they want to 

develop. 

How well they recognize the 

efforts of staff to support their 

developing literacy skills. 

How well they feel they are 

developing their adolescent 

literacy skills. 

TIPS 

 Select groups of students representing profiles 

of interest. 

 Meeting with students in groups may be more 

efficient, bring more students into the 

process, and allows for students to build on 

one another’s ideas. 

 Design a key question or a small set of 

questions to keep the talk focused. A sample 

question would be: What supports and 

opportunities are in your classroom that your 

teacher uses to support your literacy learning, 

specifically your abilities to read, write, speak 

and listen, think? 

 Find ways to share the information with your 

staff.  

 Analyse the focus group information to see 

what trends are emerging, and the degree to 

which they reflect the other kind of data 

collected. 

2. Present Plan to a 

Student Panel 

Involve the improvement team in presenting a literacy improvement plan to students 

(e.g., a panel of students) at different times over the course of the plan. Use these 

panel presentations as opportunities to inform students, maintain priorities, ensure 

clarity for students, and to communicate a level of accountability to students regarding 

the plan.  

TIPS 

 Select a group or groups of students to form a panel. The composition 

may be different than the focus group. 

 Plan opportunities to meet with panel at strategic times during the 

implementation of the plan, for example two or three times over the 

improvement cycle . 

 Share literacy goal(s), report on any progress, and actions being taken 

to address the goal(s) during the presentation. 

 Assess how clear the plan is to students (early in the 

process), identify how they are experiencing the plan

and invite students’ questions. 

 Invite the panel to assess the plan and suggest next 

steps. 

, 

This information may be helpful 

 during the Activating stage of a school 

improvement process to help maintain 

focus and protect priorities. 

 during the Monitoring stage of the 

process as part of gathering 

information to assess the effectiveness 

of the plan. 

Student voice can 

say 

How well the plan is understood. 

If students are seeing in their learning the goal(s) 

and actions identified in the plan. 

If those actions are making a difference for 

students.  

IDEAS
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3. Involve Students as Researchers 

Making space for students as researchers allows students 

to develop critical thinking skills, inquire into their own 

learning, contribute knowledge about their school, and 

propose solutions for literacy needs based on evidence 

they have collected.  

 

 

This information may be helpful 

 during the Monitoring stage of the process as 

one way to assess the effectiveness of the 

actions which are set in a plan. 

 during the Evaluating stage as one way to  

assess the impact of the plan and to seed 

ideas for the next improvement cycle. 

TIPS 

 Collaborate with student researchers to determine the 

scope of the research, supports and timelines, and the 

potential benefits the research may have on the literacy

improvement plan. 

 Meet with student researchers periodically to support 

their work and for students to share findings during the 

process. 

 Provide forums for student researchers to share their 

research and proposals with other students. 

 Communicate how the work of the student researchers 

supports their own literacy skills and how their findings 

can contribute to improving the literacy skills of other 

students. 

Student voice can 

say 
What is important to the students 

when investigating needs related to 

literacy learning. 

What kinds of student solutions may be 

offered. 

4. Invite Students to 

Complete a Survey 

A student survey may involve a wider group of 

students than with the other ideas listed here. A 

survey provides an opportunity to gather student 

perceptions about the impact of the plan on their 

literacy learning.  

This information may be helpful 

 during the Evaluating stage as one way to assess 

the impact of the plan and to seed ideas for the 

next improvement cycle. 

TIPS 

 Design survey questions to target student perceptions of 

the impact of the plan. 

 Use questions that are straightforward to answer, and 

will provide responses that are straightforward to analyse 

(e.g., Use a scale responses greatly, somewhat, stayed the 

same  for questions such as To what extent do you think 

you are a better reader (writer, communicator, thinker) at 

the end of the year? To what degree do you feel your 

ability to read difficult texts has improved? or check boxes 

for questions such as What supports for literacy learning 

have you used in your classrooms to help you understand? 

(anchor chart, conferencing…). 

 Analyse the survey responses, including inviting students 

to also describe and interpret the responses. 

Student voice can 

say 
From students' perspectives, what 

was successful, what had impact and 

what new actions may be needed.  
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USING STUDENT VOICE TO INFORM LITERACY 

IMPROVEMENT PLANNING 

Spectrum of Student Voice In Students at the Center: Motivation, Engagement and Student 

Voice, Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) outline a spectrum of student voice-oriented activity. On one 

end of the spectrum, student voice provides information to the adults about students’ interests, 

needs and preferences. It positions students as consultants, providing information to the adults 

to identify areas of need and respond. At the other end of the spectrum, students are in 

positions of activism and leadership. That is, they are identifying issues and developing solutions, 

and collaborating with adults to make decisions and take actions that have responsibility. 

The ideas suggested on pages 2 and 3 provide examples at different points along the spectrum. 

Conducting student focus groups is a way students act as consultants in the process by providing 

their perspectives as one source of evidence to be used in developing a plan. Engaging students 

as researchers places more responsibility on students and invites them into researching areas of 

interest and developing solutions to issues that arise from their investigations. 

Why Student Voice Matters. Engaging student voice as part of learning sends a message that 

students have input into key priorities related to learning in the school. 

Adolescents tend to be more committed to learning and have a greater sense of community 

when they see that their voices are being heard, their perspectives are seen as unique and 

important, and that they can be partners with the adults in the building to shape their learning 

(Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). Further, “when students are involved in evaluating programs, 

conducting research as part of school reform efforts, or investigating issues in their communities, 

they experience growth in identity exploration, self-confidence, social capital, social 

competencies, civic competencies, research skills, critical thinking skills, and problem-solving 

skills (Zeldin, O’Connor & Camino, 2006 cited in Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012).  

Engaging student voice also allows students to use literacy skills to be reflective about their 

learning environment, to communicate ideas about their learning, and to pursue questions 

relevant to their learning and their sense of self. 

Leaders Connect  Leading a 

Process for Improvement in 

Literacy (Fall, 2014) may be a 

useful companion to this 

resource.  

“Principals play a key role in 
honouring student voice and 
developing a school culture that 
promotes it.” 

Student Achievement Division, 
September 2013 

LEADERS 
CONNECT 

Leadership Framework 

Connections 
Setting Directions 

Improving the Instructional Program 

Securing Accountability 

School Effectiveness 

Framework Connections 
2.1 Collaborative instructional leadership 

builds capacity to strengthen and enhanc

teaching and learning. 

3.1 The teaching and learning 

environment is inclusive, promotes the 

intellectual engagement of all students 

and reflects individual student strengths, 

needs, learning preferences and cultural 

perspectives.  

3.2 Students’ stated priorities that reflect

the diversity, needs and interests of the 

student population are embedded in 

School Improvement Plans. 

3.3 Students are partners in dialogue and

discussions to inform programs and 

activities in the classroom and school tha

represent the diversity, needs and 

interests of the student population.   

4.2 A clear emphasis on high levels of 

literacy achievement in literacy and 

numeracy is evident throughout the 

school. 
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