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− Empirical research on student participation in school management 
has increased significantly in recent years. 

− Countries have local and specific education policies that define stu-
dent participation in school management. 

− Education policy defines places for student participation, but there 
are sociocultural barriers in the governance structure. 

− Student participation in school management is mostly in student 
councils, through class representatives, and only as an advisory 
body. 

− Students create new movements and initiatives, with practices be-
yond the conventional and formal at schools.  

Purpose: To know and study the participation of young students and their 
voice in decision-making in their schools in a competitive education reg-
ulated by excellence. To understand if and how students are involved in 
the democratic management of schools, given that these young people are 
involved globally, with an active participation in society. 

Design: A systematic literature review on student participation in demo-
cratic school management, identifying empirical studies from various 
countries with different theoretical frameworks and methodologies.  

Findings: There are several democratic practices and experiences of stu-
dent participation in schools, despite sociocultural barriers in some coun-
tries. However, the participatory and democratic discourses identified in 
schools, including those in educational policy, do not directly impact the 
possibilities for students to participate in decision-making. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The association between democracy and education has been expressed since Dewey (1916) 
and Freire (1968/1981), considering that education is an important means to build a dem-
ocratic society where everyone can participate, as a fundamental right of citizenship. It’s 
important to emphasise that we don’t think of education for democracy among processes 
of instrumentalisation, production and individuality, which civic education or education 
for citizenship in schools may be accentuating through the curriculum, with the aim of 
students developing skills and knowledge to be a democratic citizen in the future (Aly et 
al., 2022; Apple & Beane, 1995; Biesta, 2016). Democracy in the relationship and interaction 
between everyone, in the plurality and difference of points of view, within the manage-
ment and internal organisation of schools. 

The civic and political participation of young people has been constantly heralded in 
media and political discourse, including in the current EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027, with 
growing concern about the resources that need to be developed for all young people to 
participate in society (Council of the European Union & Representatives of the 
Governments of the Member States, 2021). Young people are involved and claim their right 
to active participation in society (Ribeiro & Menezes, 2022), but are the educational sys-
tems responding to public educational policies still resistant to democratic perspectives, 
where young students have a voice and influence in decision-making? 

From this concern with the (im)possibilities for young people to participate in decision-
making in the school context, a systematic literature review (SLR) was developed as part 
of the ongoing PhD in education sciences, which thinks about the opportunity to be in a 
students' time, considering their voices, their forms of autonomy and expressions of de-
mocracy in high schools, in the Portuguese educational system. The SLR aims to identify 
studies on student participation in the democratic management of schools, thus allowing 
the mapping of different opportunities, times and spaces for student voice in schools. In 
this way, it will be possible to understand the context of public policy production and in-
ternational research regarding the possibility of hearing and listening to students’ voice. 

Research and scientific work is defined from a main starting point: the review of the 
state of the art – of literature in the research area – to be able to define and delimit a 
research problem (C. Hart, 1998). This can be readjusted as the research advances, but it 
is recognized that the literature review establishes the importance of the study, as well as 
the comparison with other studies already developed (Creswell, 2003). 

However, the diffusion of scientific knowledge in the most recent information technol-
ogies, with large and growing databases, disseminated and made available in global terms, 
makes this task of literature review difficult. SLR has been validated as a research meth-
odology since the 1990s (Boland et al., 2017). It is planned and methodically performed 
with the purpose of replication, transparency and rigour, but carries the warning that 
considering an SLR as the only approach to the literature review is very questionable and 
hides significant dangers for research (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2015). 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Student participation is etymologically derived from the Latin participare, meaning the 
action or result of intervening, of taking part in something (Oxford University Press, n.d.). 
In Dewey's (1916) argument of a public school based on a democratic ideal, society adopts 
a type of education that provides individuals with "a personal interest in social relations 
and direction, and habits of mind that permit social change” (p.105). But it is questioned 
whether an educational system can be directed by the state, and yet manage not to be 
restricted, constrained and misrepresented. 

In the discussion and articulation of a democratic school, we follow these assumptions 
as well as the Freirean perspective (Freire, 1968/1981) of education as a practice of free-
dom (Freire, 1967), considering education as a dialogue between teacher and student, 
where each builds their autonomy in the experiences and decisions they make: "a peda-
gogy of autonomy must be centred on experiences that stimulate decision and responsi-
bility, that is, on experiences that respect freedom" (Freire, 2007, p. 107). Freedom and 
democracy go hand in hand in this pedagogy of autonomy, where the act of deciding is 
promoted through the freedom and responsibility of the student and the teacher's author-
ity. 

It is also considered essential to define democratic management, a concept widely in-
cluded in discourse and policy norms in education. Despite the ambiguity of the expres-
sion democratic management in the organizational and administrative field – since the 
concept of democracy is more associated with action and execution, and less in the scope 
of direction or leadership (Lima, 1998) – the expression is considered to have a plurisigni-
fication: on the one hand, at the level of social representations and political, administra-
tive, pedagogical, and academic discourses, and on the other, at the level of practices. 

R. Hart (1992) refers to participation as a fundamental right of citizenship, a process of 
sharing decisions that affect one's life and life in the community. According to Lima (1988), 
participation is associated with the concept of democracy and is based on the power of the 
people, their interest and participation as the main actors in constructing a democratic 
society. Following the work of Carvalho (2017a, 2017b), it is considered important to have 
a concept of reflexive, critical and active participation to build real actors capable of taking 
an active role in the world; students as active agents in the construction of their own lives 
(Urbina-Garcia, 2019), and not just a climate of apparent participation and certain school 
hypocrisy (Ferreira, 2004, 2007, 2012, 2017). The need for schools to be organised demo-
cratically has been analysed by various authors, from Dewey (1916) to Freire (1967, 
1968/1981), and for Lima (2021) democracy emerges “immediately around the participa-
tion of students, according to an active pedagogy that is defined as life and not only as 
preparation for life” (p.3). However, he draws attention to the contemporary obstacles 
faced by public schools, the obsession with and competition in school results and individ-
ual merit, and technical-rational directions and decisions. Dewey's conception of democ-
racy (1916) cannot be applied to this new school, regulated by the logic of modernization, 
entrepreneurship, and excellence, since the meaning it confers requires favouring 
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cooperation between everyone rather than practice competition and personal interest, 
which are accentuating individualism above the common good. 

Specifically in Portugal, we have seen a rupture in the grammar of Portuguese schools, 
where secondary education has become compulsory for all (Portuguese Assembly of the 
Republic, 2009) and with the particularity of having a presence and vote on the governing 
bodies of public schools (Portuguese Ministry of Education, 2008) for all students from the 
age of 16. The extension to twelve years of compulsory schooling cannot just mean an 
exercise in preventing school dropouts (Matos, 2013), and it may be essential to under-
stand what specific knowledge and social skills are being developed by all these students 
at the national level, considering the profile of students leaving compulsory schooling 
(Ministry of Education & Directorate-General for Education, 2017). The possibility of par-
ticipation, representation and voting rights in the general council [the highest body in pub-
lic schools] (Portuguese Ministry of Education, 2008) is also considered particular to high 
school, along with the definition of regular procedures for listening to these students and 
enabling their participation (Portuguese Council of Ministers, 2018). 

Instigated by this framework of influences, it became essential to emphasise the im-
portance of learning other realities and educational policies to identify different possibil-
ities and initiatives for students in schools. In other words, we are interested in under-
standing the education systems of other countries, the development of the management 
of public secondary schools and the strategies for student involvement and participation 
in democratic decision-making in the school context. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
The SLR carried out serves to identify, summarize, and synthesise the findings of previous 
research. The planning and analysis steps of Boland, Cherry, and Dickson's (2017) model 
were considered, starting with planning the review and defining the review question and 
the protocol. 

The main objectives of this SLR were to a) identify different concepts and theoretical 
perspectives adopted in other studies; b) understand and identify, in these articles, 
whether or not educational policies promote student participation in the democratic man-
agement of schools; c) identify the various methodologies and methods adopted; and d) 
map the opportunities for students to participate in and influence school decision-making 
which has already been investigated, as a form of democratic school management. 

Thus, it was decided to guide this SLR with the review question: “What studies have 
been carried out on the participation of high school students in democratic school man-
agement?” In this way, it was possible to (1) understand the different concepts/theoretical 
references used to describe student participation and forms of democratic school manage-
ment; (2) identify school practices associated with the conception/construction of demo-
cratic school management; (3) know which forms of school management/organisation 
have allowed/potentiated student participation in other countries; (4) identify which coun-
tries have carried out studies and published articles on this problem; (5) notice trends in 
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research in certain time periods; (6) understand the influence of educational policy on 
students' practices and experiences of participation; and (7) to understand how interest in 
this theme has evolved, according to the number of publications over time. This SLR in-
cluded articles published in scientific journals in certain languages, as mentioned below. 
Other inclusion and exclusion criteria could lead to other results. 

After defining the main review question and the specific questions which were in-
tended to be answered and discussed through this SLR, it was essential to write the proto-
col, with the decision of the concepts/keywords: Student participation and Democratic 
management and High School or secondary education; in the databases: EBSCOhost, SCO-
PUS and Web of Science. 

Regarding the inclusion and exclusion criteria, articles that met the following criteria 
were included: (1) articles published in peer-reviewed journals; (2) full texts in English, 
Portuguese or Spanish; (3) articles with empirical data, employing either qualitative or 
quantitative methodology; and (4) population: high school students. Articles with the fol-
lowing characteristics were excluded: (1) reviews, reports, news, conference papers, 
books, etc.; (2) texts in other languages not mentioned in the inclusion criteria (a text in 
Russian appeared, which had to be excluded, as it was not possible to understand it); (3) 
articles that are only literature reviews, without empirical data; (4) population: cases in 
which the participants were students from other study cycles (e.g., a study on childhood 
or higher education) or the study was on the family, or only referred to teachers or non-
teaching staff. No time restrictions were placed since the aim was also to understand how 
the interest or need for research on this issue has evolved over time. 

The search was performed on December 28, 2021, and 105 results were obtained, with 
publications between 2001 and 2020. To organise the information, the bibliographic refer-
ence manager EndNote was used to easily access the title and abstract for reading and 
analysis. 

Initially, it was considered essential to read the titles and abstracts of these 105 as well 
as create an Excel spreadsheet to facilitate the organisation of the information, with dif-
ferent columns about relationship with the question/topic; main results; design and 
method; population and sample; and evaluation of relevance and criteria, rated 1—5. The 
evaluation from 1 to 5 is already a selection based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
Of these 105 abstracts read, 65 references were considered relevant to answer the review 
question and to meet the inclusion criteria. After reading the full texts, accompanied by 
brief notes and important citations, an additional 22 articles were excluded as they did not 
meet the inclusion criteria. In the end, 43 articles were included in the review, according 
to the following diagram. 
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Figure 1. Diagram for the review article selection process 

 

4 RESULTS 
One of the first descriptive aspects that we consider essential to mention is the growth of 
the number of publications on this topic, which varied between one and three publications 
between 2001 and 2012, but has increased significantly in recent years, namely in 2014 
(five studies) and 2019 (six studies). 

This evolution in the number of published articles may reflect an increase in the rele-
vance attributed to studies and scientific research focused on the participation of high 
school students in more democratic school management. It is also important to analyse 
the distribution in geographical terms, to understand which countries have carried out 
studies and published articles on this issue. 

Table 1. Distribution of the studies carried out in the various countries. 

Country N References 
USA 13 (Bolmeier, 2006; DeFur & Korinek, 2010; Diera, 2016; Elemen, 2015; Kaba, 

2001; Lac & Mansfield, 2018; Maxcy & Nguyen, 2013; Mitra, 2009; Osberg 
et al., 2006; Sippy & Belin, 2020; Smith, 2003; Sussman, 2015; Yonezawa & 
Jones, 2009). 

United 
Kingdom 

9  (Aston & Lambert, 2010; Davies, 2011; Elwood, 2013; Fielding, 2013; 
Frost, 2008; Jones, 2013; Tisdall & Davis, 2004; Warren et al., 2019; 
Wilson, 2009). 

Sweden 3  (Andersson, 2019; Rönnlund, 2014; Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012). 
Spain 3  (Ceballos-Lopez et al., 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2016; Simó et al., 2016). 
Germany 2  (Eckstein & Noack, 2014; Manzel, 2016). 
South Africa 2  (Gamede, 2020; Mncube, 2008). 
Australia 2  (Graham et al., 2019; Mayes, 2019). 
Kenya 2  (Jwan et al., 2010; Mulwa et al., 2015). 
Mexico 1  (Delgado, 2014). 
Scotland 1  (Hulme et al., 2011). 
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Country N References 
Brazil 1  (Falcão & Silva, 2020). 
Lesotho 1  (Matsepe, 2014). 
Hong Kong 1  (Leung et al., 2014). 
Pakistan 1  (Tajik & Wali, 2020). 
Austria 1  (Gamsjager & Langer, 2019). 

 
According to Table 1, the predominance of studies in Anglo-Saxon countries is evident, 

specifically in schools in the United States of America (N=13) and the United Kingdom 
(N=9). These results come from the articles analysed according to the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria defined in the protocol. 

4.1 Typologies of participation 

Based on the reading and analysis of the studies, different types of participation can be 
identified, with the same definition being mentioned in some articles, as indicated in Table 
2. 

Table 2. Systematised list of the typologies of participation identified 

Typologies of participation References 
Conventional and unconventional par-
ticipation 

 (Andersson, 2019; Falcão & Silva, 2020; 
Rodriguez et al., 2016). 

Student participation and consultation (Frost, 2008; Graham et al., 2019; Hulme, et al., 
2011; Rönnlund, 2014) 

Direct and representative participation (Falcão & Silva, 2020; Rönnlund, 2014) 
Formal and informal participation  (Simó et al., 2016; Warren et al., 2019)  
Participation of students in the opera-
tional and political dimension 

(Falcão & Silva, 2020) 

Objective and subjective conditions for 
participation 

(Kaba, 2001) 

 
One typologies distinguishes conventional and unconventional participation, where 

conventional refers strictly to voting and traditional forms of participation (Rodriguez et 
al., 2016). According to Andersson's definition (2019), formal student participation is orga-
nized and institutionalized in schools, such as class councils or school councils and collec-
tive decision-making forums. About the unconventional, it departs from pre-established 
patterns in regulations and operating rules (Falcão & Silva, 2020), based on the idea that 
students act to influence those who have decision-making power (Rodriguez et al., 2016). 

Another typology of participation distinguishes between student participation and stu-
dent consultation, signifying very different degrees of involvement and power (Frost, 
2008). Student consultation is only a listening process, limited to responding to changes 
proposed by others, without opportunities to influence and contribute (Graham et al., 
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2019; Rönnlund, 2014). On the other hand, in different forms of participation, what the 
students say, the opinions they transmit and the problems they point out are taken into 
account and influence the decision (Hulme et al., 2011). 

Expanding this distinction between participation and consultation with students for 
practice and action in schools, Hulme et al.’s (2011) research concluded that school staff 
predominantly perceive student participation in terms of forms of consultation, with 73% 
associating student participation with “involving pupils in consultation or evaluation, in-
cluding meetings, questionnaires to pupils, voting and assemblies”, and only 37% associ-
ating it with participation in school council or pupil council activities. 

The studies analysed also demonstrate a distinction between direct participation, 
where everyone has space and time to express themselves, and representative participa-
tion, where representatives of everyone's interests or needs are elected. In this sense, we 
consider Rönnlund (2014) perspective necessary, arguing that representation is a prereq-
uisite for an inclusive and fair democratic practice, but that it is also necessary to look for 
systems that encourage all students to express their opinions (Rönnlund, 2014). 

The typology of formal and informal participation distinguishes between participation 
in formal governing bodies (Simó et al., 2016; Warren et al., 2019); and participation via 
more informal paths, in the relationship between students, teachers and staff, for example 
(Warren et al., 2019), in collaborative processes in informal relationships (Simó et al., 
2016). 

Falcão and Silva (2020) define student participation as a principle of democratic man-
agement, distinguishing an operative dimension, through the presence of students in de-
cision-making spaces, and a political dimension, where the group's participation in deci-
sion-making is effectively materialized, with influence on action. 

From Kaba (2001) study, another distinction can be perceived, in this case, between 
objective and subjective conditions for the participation of students in decision-making. 
In these, the subjective conditions refer to what the students say about their participation 
– “feeling ‘equal’ on their LSCs”; and the objective conditions, which concern what is actu-
ally done – “[students] unhappiness with having partial votes, being outnumbered on their 
councils and feeling frustrated with the scope of their influence over policy decisions” 
(Kaba, 2001, p. 31). 

4.2 Conceptions of democratic management 

In the studies analysed, several conceptions of democratic management emerge, with ref-
erences to the need to be thought of in the experience and daily practice of schools 
(Andersson, 2019; Diera, 2016; Wilson, 2009), and school management that allows the shar-
ing of responsibility among all members of the educational community (Jwan et al., 2010) 
in participatory environments (Delgado, 2014) and the daily functioning of schools 
(Gamede, 2020). This is not limited to procedures, meetings and formal councils, “but it is 
a way [of] living and a form of relationship within the school community (...) democracy 
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is best learned by practising it in everyday life, in relationships in school and in class-
rooms” (Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012, p. 45). 

However different discourses are perceived, namely, from the students themselves: “I 
think democratic school leadership is where a person respects and follows the rules. For 
students it means we should respect our teachers, be time conscious in the school and obey 
all the school rules (Students: C2-FGD2)” (Jwan et al., 2010, p. 257). These discourses, more 
focused on teachers' power, can build on traditional practices of adult hierarchy and au-
thority (Osberg et al., 2006), thus building barriers to a democratic way of living, where 
responsible deliberation and cooperation could be encouraged through conflict resolution 
for democratic decision-making (Simó et al., 2016). 

The study by Delgado (2014) defines different styles of culture of democracy at school, 
distinguishing between democracy in simulation, in which apparently it is only established 
on paper and rarely operationalized; democracy in construction, in schools where changes 
can already be perceived, but not all democratic assumptions have been achieved yet, due 
to limitations in the central organization of schools, lack of involvement of teachers or 
directors, etc.; and democracy in consolidation, where an effective transformation of strat-
egies for active participation of all can be perceived, with innovative practices and even 
meetings at the regional level. 

4.3 Discourses and influences of educational policy on student participation 

Considering one of the specific objectives formulated for this SLR – understand and iden-
tify, in these articles, whether or not educational policies promote student participation in 
the democratic management of schools – it is essential to understand whether the authors 
of these studies, published in different years and countries, identify the promotion of stu-
dent participation in educational policy. Regarding the studies carried out in the UK, in 
the discourses of students and teachers it can be seen that students are regularly consulted 
(Tisdall & Davis, 2004; Warren et al., 2019; Wilson, 2009), and there are educational poli-
cies that pay attention to the agency of children and young people, but at the risk of being 
interpreted only as yet more boxes to tick to fulfil the self-evaluation requirements, within 
an education system that increasingly exerts control over examinations and qualifications 
(Elwood, 2013; Frost, 2008). 

In Scotland, the right of young people to have their voices heard appears in several 
policy texts, strengthening the position of citizenship education in the curriculum to pro-
vide “clearly defined rounded outcomes for young people; smoother transition between 
different stages of education; new choice, space and time within the curriculum for teach-
ers to design learning to suit the needs of young people” (Hulme et al., 2011, p. 131). How-
ever, the students mistrust the effectiveness of participatory activities, raising questions 
about how participation incorporates the students into an existing framework established 
by adults (Hulme et al., 2011). 

In the research undertaken in the USA, there are references to school-based 
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management (Kaba, 2001), creating Local School Councils in the case of Chicago, where 
the principal, parents, teachers, students and community members are present (Kaba, 
2001). However, public policies tend to keep forms of control and containment of young 
people instead of creating spaces to include them in management and decision-making 
processes (Lac & Mansfield, 2018). 

Also in the USA, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law is mentioned, which came into 
effect in 2002, but the obstacles created by normalization and accountability prevent pro-
cesses of student participation in democratic management. The voices and particular 
needs of students are excluded – “Unfortunately, as NCLN and other governmental policies 
(...) have shaped the wants and needs of education, and of students in particular, students 
are left at the margins of decision making (...)” (Diera, 2016, p. 220). 

On similar lines, the study by Gamsjager and Langer (2019) refers to the educational 
mandate in Austria, which involves democratic learning based on cooperation and part-
nership, with classroom participation experiences. However, “students have so far been 
largely neglected as school actors” (p. 69), with their participation predominantly as ad-
vice, information and application in informal opportunities for participation, usually in 
the classroom or in the school project.  

In the case of Mexico, the Project of Pedagogical Renovation was initiated in several 
schools as an alternative model to lead and manage schools based on the democratic and 
equal participation of students, teachers, school leaders and parents. This project aimed 
at the equal participation of all stakeholders in decision-making. However, Delgado's 
(2014) article notes that many of the schools that took part in this project continued to 
struggle to establish a participative and collaborative culture, only partially creating the 
conditions for fully enabling the meaningful participation of all members. 

In the Brazilian context, we can consider that there are educational policies that pro-
mote the principle of democratic management of public education through the creation 
and strengthening of student councils and school councils, ensuring conditions for their 
operation and “guaranteeing conditions for the autonomous operation of this collegiate 
body; and stimulating the participation of students in the formulation of political-peda-
gogical projects, school curricula, school management plans and school regulations” (Fal-
cão & Silva, 2020, p. 5). Nevertheless, the discourses of school actors highlight that includ-
ing these issues and strategies in the legislation is not enough to promote changes in the 
daily lives of schools, since they still see situations marked by authoritarianism. 

About the state of affairs in South Africa, the study by Gamede (2020) and Mncube 
(2008) elucidates on a democratic government and a new relationship between the gov-
ernment and schools, establishing a School Governing Bodies (SGB) in law, where parents, 
teachers, and students are present; and the Representative Councils of Learners (RCL), 
democratically elected by the students, which are mandatory for all public schools. How-
ever, despite the institution of RCLs, “learners still experience difficulties in being fully 
involved in school governance in the rural areas, mainly as a consequence of their cultural 
background” (Gamede, 2020, p. 6). In contrast, in Lesotho, a small country embedded in 
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South Africa, students are not members of school councils, with parents representing the 
students (Matsepe, 2014, p. 192). 

In South Africa, the barriers to and difficulties in student participation are a cultural 
consequence, while in Hong Kong it is the conservatism, authoritarianism, and paternal-
ism of the government which does not encourage student participation in school govern-
ance (Leung et al., 2014). Similarly, in Pakistan (Tajik & Wali, 2020), systemic sociocultural 
barriers in a hierarchical school governance structure prevent students from having a 
voice in schools because they are considered immature and incapable. 

In other studies in Kenya (Jwan et al., 2010; Mulwa et al., 2015), it appears that most 
schools had hierarchical and bureaucratic structures, preventing the participation of stu-
dents and teachers (Jwan et al., 2010). Despite the reform of educational management in 
2005, where the policy of transferring (some) authority to the district education councils 
was adopted, it is clear from the students' speeches that the decision-making process in 
schools needs to be more participatory. In this sense, student strikes, especially in second-
ary schools, have continued to increase (Mulwa et al., 2015). 

Although this analysis only includes articles, published in different years and countries, 
we have seen how educational policy in other countries and their policymakers refer to 
democratic management in schools, encouraging democratic practices and student expe-
riences and establishing spaces and times for their participation. However, in reality, de-
spite being present and represented in the different decision-making spaces, students 
have few opportunities to influence the decision and little chance of meaningful partici-
pation with real effect. 

4.4 Student Participation Experiences 

In the studies analysed, different experiences of student participation are highlighted, 
with research that identifies practices of listening to the student's voice through their par-
ticipation in the general council, student councils, or class representatives. However, oth-
ers are also recognised, as shown in Table 3. 

Table 3. Systematized list of students' participation experiences 

Students' participation 
experiences 

References 

Student council/Student 
body 

(Andersson, 2019; Diera, 2016; Fielding, 2013; Gamsjager & Langer, 
2019; Jones, 2013; Jwan et al., 2010; Kaba, 2001; Maxcy & Nguyen, 
2013; Mulwa et al., 2015; Smith, 2003; Tajik & Wali, 2020; Warren et 
al., 2019; Wilson, 2009) 

Class representatives (Andersson, 2019; Falcão & Silva, 2020; Jwan et al., 2010; Mulwa et al., 
2015; Rodriguez et al., 2016; Smith, 2003; Tajik & Wali, 2020) 

Participation in school 
governing bodies 

(Falcão & Silva, 2020; Gamede, 2020; Hulme et al., 2011; Matsepe, 
2014; Maxcy & Nguyen, 2013; Mayes, 2019; Mncube, 2008; Smith, 
2003) 
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Students' participation 
experiences 

References 

Education psychology 
service 

(Aston & Lambert, 2010) 

Co-research projects (Bolmeier, 2006; Wilson, 2009; Yonezawa & Jones, 2009) 
Suggestion box (Mulwa et al., 2015) 
Classroom dynamics (Bolmeier, 2006; Eckstein & Noack, 2014; Gamsjager & Langer, 2019) 
Citizenship education (Leung et al., 2014; Manzel, 2016) 
Open forums (Students 
and teachers meetings) 

(Jwan et al., 2010; Mitra, 2009; Mulwa et al., 2015) 

Student teams (Ceballos-Lopez et al., 2019; Mitra, 2009; Sippy & Belin, 2020) 
Students voice network 
(inter-school) 

(Frost, 2008; Sussman, 2015) 

Participation in educa-
tion policy 

(Graham et al., 2019; Tisdall & Davis, 2004) 

Participation in school 
reform 

(Osberg et al., 2006) 

 
In this predominance of student councils, it can be perceived that these may not be a 

form of power-sharing, but generally serve as an advisory body under the supervision of 
teachers (Gamede, 2020; Hulme et al., 2011; Leung et al., 2014; Manzel, 2016; Mayes, 2019; 
Mncube, 2008; Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012). In reality, “student participation in practice 
is restricted to informal spaces and dependent on teachers' good will” (Gamsjager & 
Langer, 2019, p. 70), although the students affirm that they are heard in the councils and 
feel equal. But when asked about the effective influence they have on the decisions made, 
the discourses change: “They’ll listen to you, sure they will, but that’s it” (Kaba, 2001, pp. 
28-29), “what we say does not make big difference” (Rönnlund, 2014, p. 109), “But when 
we suggest something, they’re just not interested” (Simó et al., 2016, p. 187). 

Some of the studies analysed refer to new school management bodies as other spaces 
for student participation (Smith, 2003; Tajik & Wali, 2020). According to Sussman (2015), 
there is no need for more groups or councils, but rather a bridge between students, teach-
ers and management, in order to “develop a meaningful shared agenda, plan, and take 
action (...) improvement that keeps communication pumping through the circulatory 
channels that connect key committees to each other and to all staff and students” 
(Sussman, 2015, p. 124). 

One of the strategies identified is the proposal of research projects for the students, 
where they identify problems in their schools, try to listen to the educational community 
(through focus groups, interviews with or surveys of other students, teachers, staff, etc.) 
and look for solutions that make sense for everyone (Maxcy & Nguyen, 2013; Sippy & Belin, 
2020; Yonezawa & M. Jones, 2009). For example, in the study developed by Sippy and Belin 
(2020), students were responsible for an audit regarding school climate, due to the serious 
problem of school shootings in the United States of America (p.22). 
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From these studies, it can be seen that, although this right of children and young people 
to express themselves and be heard freely has been defined since the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (United Nations General Assembly, 1989), there are still barriers and 
difficulties to the participation of students in the school context, sometimes with reduced 
and sporadic times and spaces for listening to students voice. 

5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 
This SLR reveals the persistence of a dominant culture led by teachers and a particular 
culture of resistance to student participation and involvement in school management and 
decision-making. This means more practices and experiences of non-participation of the 
students, where they are only present in the decision-making spaces or even excluded 
(Elemen, 2015; Gamede, 2020; Gamsjager & Langer, 2019), with few opportunities to exert 
influence and a passive political role (Andersson, 2019). This resistance, lack of participa-
tion, and exclusion can sometimes generate counter-discourses and student strikes (Diera, 
2016; Mulwa et al., 2015). 

Despite these examples and students' discourses of more autocratic than democratic 
management, with no time for students, this SLR provides information about other prac-
tices and experiences in schools, which challenge the status quo of power by the teachers 
in schools (Ceballos-Lopez et al., 2019), despite poor socio-economic conditions, geograph-
ical location, and barriers in centralized school governance (Tajik & Wali, 2020). New 
tracks for action emerge among various initiatives and movements of the students, with 
practices beyond the conventional, considering that it is not an exercise for the future – 
they are citizens of the present and not of the future (Rodriguez et al., 2016). 

School governance has traditionally been marked by asymmetrical and regulatory di-
mensions of power, which restrict participation and autonomy for students in particular. 
Thinking about the participation, autonomy, emancipation, and expression of students in 
decision-making with teachers in their schools, the space of the traditional educational 
relationship is complexified and it is assumed that students have to be protagonists in their 
learning and more involved, informed and have a critical way of thinking at school – based 
on a pedagogy of autonomy (Freire, 1968/1981) with experiences that encourage decision-
making, responsibility, and freedom, not as an exercise for the future, but in the present 
and everyday school life. 

In this article, the relevance of this SLR is considered, allowing for different readings 
and analyses, but also considering it as a standard approach, which can be seen as prob-
lematic due to the replicable and mechanical search for results (Boell & Cecez-
Kecmanovic, 2015). Thus, the SLR is used in the research as a technique, responding to a 
set of procedures and instruments and that will serve as a basis to further complexify the 
problematic under study with other literature reviews (Wanyama et al., 2021) without 
missing other articles/books which are relevant to it.  

In conclusion, this SLR has brought us to a point of arrival, allowing us to identify some 
types of student participation in school governance. At the same time, it has consolidated 
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the critical view proposed by reinforcing the importance of promoting policies that favour 
freedom, responsibility and autonomy for students in the management of their schools, 
emphasising greater articulation and communication between teachers/students and 
school management. Overall, it has become clear that the problem persists and that, with 
some nuances in the various countries, in the present and students' daily school lives, their 
democratic participation in the decisions of their schools remains incipient and common-
place, without recognising their influence on decisions, which raises new questions and 
calls for more systematic study. 
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