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ABSTRACT

Student Voices in Teacher Evaluations

Brenda Sue Burr
Department of Educational Leadership and Foundations, BYU
Doctor of Education

In an ever increasingly competitive global marketplace, a concern exists that American
students are not being adequately prepared with the skills needed for the 21% century. As a
remedy, improving quality of teacher instruction is a current national focus. Stakeholders are
questioning current infrequent and inefficient methods of evaluating teacher performance. Many
states are looking at using a 360 model of evaluating through multiple perspectives including the
students themselves as key stakeholders.

One method of accessing student voice and adding another perspective to teacher
evaluations would be to include student evaluations in the rating of teacher performance, Student
Evaluation of Teaching (SET). While using student evaluations of teacher performance is
widespread in higher education, the practice has been limited in public school settings until
brought to light by the publication of the recent Gates Foundation MET (Measures of Effective
Teaching) Project (2010). Currently, states across the nation are considering adding a student
input component to teacher evaluations. With the validity and reliability of student evaluations in
the university settings still under debate by professors, public school teachers also fear punitive
measures and public judgment based on the verdicts of adolescents.

This research examined the archival data from a program study of one high school’s
student evaluation implementation process, accessing teacher feedback from the initial
evaluation process and then an adjusted implementation of student evaluations according to
teacher feedback the following year. Based on mixed method design using both qualitative and
quantitative methods to analyze teacher questionnaires, focus group open-ended responses and
statistical analysis of close-ended agree/disagree statements from teacher questionnaires, this
study used triangulation to explore teacher reflections on their anxiety levels created by the
student evaluation implementation process, the value they found in student evaluations, and the
degree to which student evaluations facilitated change in their teaching instruction. Exploring
possibilities through the eyes of teachers to reduce their anxiety and increase their value of
student input, this study suggests ways to tap into the potential but underutilized resource in
schools that could come from developing a mutually beneficial partnership between students and
teachers to improve teacher instruction and increase student learning.

Keywords: 21* century skills, teacher evaluation, 360 method, student voice, stakeholders,
student evaluation of teaching (SET)
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Chapter 1
Background

Increasing measures of accountability for schools, teachers, and students are at the heart
of educational reform for American students. One of the new accountability measures being
implemented is a reformation of the evaluation of teacher performance. The implementation of a
new multi-perspective or multi-stakeholder evaluation process that includes the voice of the
students is being considered in many school districts across the nation. While the use of student
evaluations in the university setting is common but controversial, the debate now extends to their
use in public secondary and elementary schools. This research will focus on whether the
concerns over the reliability and validity of student evaluations and teacher anxiety over their
potential punitive application can be overcome and the value of formative feedback and the
inclusion of student voice heightened to create a positive student-teacher partnership that
increases the performance of both.
Teacher Quality in American Schools

From the mid 1980’s to the mid 1990’s democratic leadership was heralded as the
leadership style needed to increase teacher productivity and morale. It also sought to change
traditional schools into communities of stakeholders that fostered increased learning and active
participation using leaders willing to question traditional bureaucratic practices and the outdated
top down framework of schools (James & Rottam, 2009).

During this time, business took an interest in education policy and discussions centered
on a teacher quality agenda. The Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profession released 4
Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century in 1986 that called for the creation of National

Teaching Standards. In the same year the business-led Committee for Economic Development



(CED) issued Investing in Our Children (Koppich & Esch, 2012) which recommended “nothing
less than a revolution in the role of the teacher in order to upgrade the quality and
professionalism of the U.S. teacher workforce” (CED, 1985, p. 60).

As the economy of the late 1990’°s improved, business interest in education began to slow
down and policy making shifted more to federal reforms. The first ever national educational
standards for teachers were developed during the Bush Administration. With the passage of the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001, the federal government held states responsible for
the achievement level of all students and mandated that schools have highly qualified teachers
(Koppich & Esch, 2012, p. 85). At the same time philanthropies, such as the Gates, Ford, Joyce,
Dell, Broad, Walton, and Milken foundations came to be an influence on educational policy
(DeMarrais & Suggs, 2011).

The urgency of school reform now has reached a feverous pitch. According to the 2013
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores, international comparisons of
student achievement ranked the United States 26™ in math, 21* in science and in 17" place for
reading. While there is truth to the argument that these tests are not comparing “apples to apples”
with many differing factors among countries included who is tested, the results still show the
United States is actually the exception rather than the norm staying at about the same level for
decades as other countries passed up the US (Ripley, 2013), with some showing remarkable
improvement in 2013, for example, Viet Nam (PISA, 2013). American schools are under
scrutiny to increase student achievement and regain a competitive advantage in the global

marketplace.



Teacher Evaluations

The largest of the new federal education programs under the Obama administration was
Race to the Top. The $4.35 billion in federal stimulus funds was offered to states with
progressive education reform plans and a commitment to teacher effectiveness (Koppich & Esch,
2012). Forty states and the District of Columbia changed state laws to become eligible for Race
to the Top funds including the development of new state policies that focused on changing the
ways teachers are evaluated (Zinth, 2010). On February 9, 2012, Secretary of Education Arnie
Duncan launched a five million dollar proposal entitled the RESPECT Project (Recognizing
Educational Success, Professional Excellence, and Collaborative Teaching) calling for teacher
evaluations based on the 360 method or multiple perspectives and multiple stakeholders (U. S.
Department of Education, 2012).

The 360 method of multiple stakeholders evaluating performance was developed by
businesses. Team evaluation or 360 evaluation meant that an employee would be evaluated by all
who have contact with them including supervisors, peers, clients, and the public or a client-
driven evaluation system. In an educational setting, the 360 method of feedback included
feedback from principals, peers, parents, and students, as well as self-reflection and assessment
of student achievement (Manatt, 1997). Policy makers across the nation are proposing legislation
that requires school districts to establish new systems of teacher evaluation that commonly
require multiple measures of performance, including classroom observations, student scores and
measures of student growth on standardized tests, and surveys of parents and students (Strunk,
2012).

New, more demanding, multiple perspective evaluations of teacher effectiveness as

measured by student outcomes and student input were also the focus of the $45 million dollar



educational MET (Measures for Effective Teaching) research project of the Gates Foundation
(2010) and serves as a new directive to school districts across the nation. Even a discussion
around teacher evaluations is earth shattering for the education industry. Historically, teacher
reviews have been haphazard, ranging from nonexistent to an annual classroom visit from the
principal — often referred to as the drive-by or stop-buy (Smith, 2012).

Students as Teacher Evaluators

The MET (2010) project highlights students as valuable stakeholders in this multiple
perspective process. “Students belong in a category by themselves. They are the most intimately
involved with and aware of the school’s needs and successes—at the same time they are the least
integrated into analysis, decision-making, and planning processes” (Holcomb, 2004, p. 39).
Fullan (2001) also noted:

When adults think of students, they think of them as beneficiaries of change. They rarely

think of students as participants in a process of change. Too little has actually happened

to enhance the role of students as members of the school as an organization. . . . Unless
they have some meaningful role in the enterprise, most educational change, indeed most

education, will fail. (p. 151)

Student voice. Student voice can be defined as the many ways in which students might
be given the opportunity to participate in school decisions that will shape their lives and the lives
of their peers (Fielding, 2004). Community unrest over inequality sparked and spilled over into
student voice movements in the 1960s and 1970s where high school students began to assert the
right to participate in decision making, and to be included in the practice of democracy by having
a say in their education. Yet a focus on the actual role or implementation of students in school

decision making practices and teacher evaluations largely fizzled out (Levin, 2000).



Research is still sparse on just how to facilitate the development of student voice and
promote youth leadership which embodies actual meaningful roles and responsibilities (Mitra,
2005) within school reform and teacher evaluations. Thus, this research explores and investigates
possibilities to make students among the valued stakeholders, giving students an authentic voice
in improving their education and giving them a say in assessing teacher performance.

Teacher fears. As evidenced by the recent teacher strikes in Chicago, some teachers fear
new evaluation measures (Pearson, 2012). They are afraid that formulas will put the blame solely
on teachers for poor student performance when so many complicated factors come into play.
Teachers agree that the quality of instruction matters, but they question the methods used to
quantify quality. The issue becomes even more contentious with the possibility of teacher
evaluation scores being linked to pay and to continued job security (Smith, 2012). Teachers fear
evaluations would turn into popularity contests (Zabaleta, 2007) in students’ eyes and question
how decisions that might determine job security and instructional practices could be left to the
whim of and maturity of adolescent opinions.

Teachers are definitely concerned over the validity, bias, and reliability issues
surrounding student evaluations, Teachers also question how student evaluations will be used in
determining job security. Can these teacher concerns be alleviated while still using student
evaluations as a way to inform and improve teacher instruction and access student voice? This is
the question this research seeks to answer.

National Focus on Teacher Evaluations
Despite teacher fears over new evaluation methods, The National Education Association

(NEA), the nation’s largest public school employee organization, recently released an official



statement regarding teacher evaluations (Policy Statement on Teacher Evaluation and
Accountability, 2011).

NEA believes that our students and teachers deserve high quality evaluation systems that

provide the tools teachers need to continuously tailor instruction, enhance practice and

advance student learning. Such systems must provide both ongoing, non-evaluative,
formative feedback and regular, comprehensive, meaningful and fair evaluations. Such
systems must be developed and implemented with teachers and their representatives,
either through collective bargaining where available, or in partnership with the affiliate
representing teachers at the state and local level.

This policy statement was seen as heralding the possibility for greater partnering and
cooperation between teacher union leaders with local public school officials. NEA President
Dennis Van Roekel “believes the new statement signals a commitment to a new, more
prestigious profession of teaching and reflects the first broad endorsement by NEA of the need
for evaluation and accountability reform” and calls for “robust evaluations based on multiple
indicators” (Walker, 2011, p. 1). While embracing reform in the evaluation of teachers, Van
Roekel also expressed concern that the implementation process should involve a collaborative
effort including teacher input. “As more states and districts seek to improve teacher evaluation,
the risk is that reform is done to teachers rather than with them” (Walker, 2011, p. 1).

Maryland model. The Montgomery County Education Association in Maryland is one
example of teacher associations partnering with school systems and legislatures to revise teacher
evaluations. The MCEA played a vital role in the creation and implementation of a new teacher
evaluation policy that includes multiple perspectives and that no longer pitted teachers against

each other for merit pay (Sullivan, 2012). Sullivan explained the teachers’ sentiments.



This bothered many teachers in the MCEA who saw teaching as a cooperative profession,
with teachers working together for the common cause of educating every child. . .
Comparing teachers to one another and determining who was the most outstanding
seemed to encourage teachers to see other teachers as their competition, not their
colleagues. . . Teachers, as part of a team of educators, appreciate that everyone benefits
when every teacher in a school is doing his or her job well (pp. 142—-143).

The pathway to partnering teachers and other stakeholders in effectively improving

education is a crucial issue. “Unpacking the elements of effective classroom instruction—

discovering the policies and practices that maximize teachers’ ability to boost levels of student

achievement—is key to improving American education” (Koppich & Esch, 2012, p. 80).

Lee County model. As part of a school reform plan entitled Choosing Excellence, The

collaborative efforts of the School District of Lee County, in Lee County, Florida, included the

Foundation for Lee County Public Schools and the Teachers Association of Lee County in

systematically requiring teachers to elicit student feedback to aide in teacher goal setting and to

refine instructional practices irrespective of whether or not the feedback would be tied to teacher

evaluation systems. Mark Castellano, president of the Teachers Association of Lee County stated

that

As advocates for the professionalization of teaching, our union embraces data and
information that teachers can use to become more effective and accountable teachers. We
are committed to our students, to their learning. Student feedback in Choosing Excellence
schools has created a new bridge between teachers and their students, more of a dialogue

really, about what appears to be working and what is not (Sanford, 2013, p. 6).



Utah education legislation. Other states are in the process of changing their teacher
evaluations. One of those states is Utah. Utah Legislative House Bill 64, Public Education
Employment Reform (2012), outlines stipulations for new more rigorous evaluations of teacher
performance. “The Legislature recognizes that the quality of public education can be improved
and enhanced by systematic, fair, and competent annual evaluation of public educators” (lines
347-349) and requires that those evaluations include “multiple lines of evidences” (line 406) of
which one possible source is “student input” (line 408) and that salary increases or the
“compensation system to be aligned with the district’s annual evaluation system” (lines 665-
666). The development of methods to facilitate these new teacher evaluation requirements by the
2014-2015 school year are currently in progress in Utah.

Many other states across the nation are also exploring new methods for teacher
evaluations (Strunk, 2012). The Utah bill allows a local school board to develop its own
evaluation program, within guidelines set by the State Board of Education, or adopts an
evaluation program developed by the State Board. As long as all requirements of the bill are met,
there can be local control over implementation. The specifics of how the results of teacher
evaluations will be used in salary compensation measures, how results will be published, and
what percentages will be given to each component or perspective in the new teacher evaluation
plan remains uncertain. These measures are still in the developmental stage by the State School
Board and Utah State Office of Education. The creation of evaluation tools and the design of the
implementation at the state level are being developed in a collaborative process with school

districts partnering with the state office of education in pilot programs.



Research Purpose

“Few measures of teachers’ classroom ability inspire as much optimism among
researchers—and as much unease among educators—as surveys of students” (Cavanagh, 2014,
p. 1). With the 21% century paradigm shift “from an instructional paradigm (one that puts the
teacher and instruction at the center of teaching) to a learning paradigm (one that places the
learner at the center of teaching)” (Calkins & Micari, 2010, p. 14), comes the opportunity for
new ways of thinking about student evaluations. This shift provides the opportunity for
“questions turned from whether and how evaluation tools may or may not be telling the truth to
how evaluation can be conducted in more meaningful ways” (p. 15). Chulkov and Van Alstine
(2012) called for the continuous review and improvement of the student evaluation process.

This research investigates the potential and possibilities for creating an implementation
process for student evaluations that would unite teachers and students, seating them together
around the stakeholder table. The researcher will study the archival data from the implementation
of two rounds of student evaluations specifically through the eyes of the teachers receiving the
feedback at a high school in Utah.

The researcher was a member of the Utah State Teacher Effectiveness Committee whose
purpose was to give input to the design of the principal’s new observation evaluation tool. The
uncertainty over how House Bill 64 will be implemented is causing anxiety. Many districts are
preparing to look at that part of the process for which there is local control and to prepare for
implementation of state mandates.

This study seeks to examine the student evaluation implementation process at one Utah
high school by analyzing the initial implementation of student evaluations (Phase I) and a re-

implementation the following year (Phase II) after modifications suggested from the initial
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implementation. The teachers gave feedback on the implementation process of both phases
through teacher questionnaires and focus group discussions. The researcher will access and
analyze this feedback from both phases.
Research Questions

At this important turning point, “states must not respond with quick-fix measures to
address teacher quality by simply imposing rigorous evaluation standards, which will result in
the disaffection of teaching professionals” (Oon-Seng, 2012, p. 76). Strunk (2012) warns against
the rush to implement new multiple perspective teacher evaluation policies which could
undermine their potential benefits, advocating instead allowing time to learn from initial
implementations in a no- or low-stakes setting. This research study examines one
implementation study in just such a setting.

The research hopes to examine the overall question of how teachers react to SETs,

shedding light on two main sub-research questions.

1. Will teachers find value in student voice?
a. Will the value level of student evaluations be sufficient to cause teacher
reflection?
b. Will the value level of student evaluations be sufficient to impact teacher
instruction?
C. Does teacher anxiety level over student evaluations impact teacher value?
d. Will teachers belief in the ability of students to evaluate impact value?
2. What can be done to improve the implementation process of giving students voice

through SETs?
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a. Will teachers believe that shared ownership and a collaborative process
improves the process?

b. How can the implementation process be improved to increase teacher
value?

This research involved teachers in analyzing and determining the value of student
evaluations and seeks for improving the process to allow for non-threatening ways for teachers to
focus on examining their instruction from a student perspective. The methods in this study
include both qualitative and quantitative analyses, using a mixed method design, of teacher
responses through questionnaires and focus group discussions. The research used archival data
from two phases, one year apart, of the implementation of school-wide student evaluations of
teacher performance at one Utah high school. A third non-archival phase was implemented based
on the findings of the first two phases.

Summary

Teaching is personal; to be done well, it requires a piece of the heart. Thus, being the
target of an evaluation of a very personal performance, it is hard to avoid not taking it personally.
Cohen (1990) summed up the concerns: “Negative attitudes toward student ratings are especially
resistant to change.” Teachers “support their belief in student rating myths with personal and
anecdotal evidence, which for them outweighs empirically based research evidence” (pp. 124—
125). Perhaps, if the argument can be changed from merely examining the accuracy or
inaccuracy of student evaluations to rather examining or selecting feedback for helpful insight,
students and teachers could work together to improve instruction. As John Daley (1999) stated in
an article in the NEA Higher Education Journal, if administered fairly, “I believe enough in the

student evaluation’s diagnostic potential to risk the impertinent and the downright nasty in order
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to glean a few useful insights” (p. 57). It is the possible worth or value of those insights and the
outcome that is the focus of this research.

If teacher concerns can be resolved over student evaluations, the discussion of reform, as
the MET project suggested, perhaps, could begin to tap in to the potential but underutilized
source of power that could come from developing a partnership with the students themselves.
“Educational reformers often partner with others to make change happen in their schools. But
few reformers look to students as agents of change” (Yonezawa & Jones, 2009, p. 205). Perhaps,
increasing school performance means including the ones performing in the power, both teachers
and students. Gaining or regaining the competitive edge internationally may include giving

American students and teachers together the chance to fully participate in education reform.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature

This chapter will cover topics related to both the value of accessing student voice as well
as the controversy over how that access is to be achieved. The review refers specifically to the
current reform movement in education calling for a new multiple perspective method of
evaluating teacher performance and the potential positive use of student voice in the form of
student evaluations as one of those perspectives.

Student Voice

Student voice is the unique educational perspective of the students. When that voice is
included, students become actual stakeholders investing in their own education. Important
concepts about student voice are found in examining student voice as it relates to current
practices in education, connections with student achievement, and opportunities for increasing
student voice.

Historical perspective. Leadership within a school setting can encompass the idea that
people through their leaders “ought to be able to shape the institutions, culture and relationships
of which they are a part” (James & Rottman, 2009, p. 478). Embracing Professional Learning
Communities (PLC), many schools have changed to a much more collaborative environment
than the previous culture of isolation (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Administrators empower teachers
as they guide school improvement rather than mandate. Administrators derive their power from
empowered teachers who are much more likely to follow a leader who implements policies in
which they had a say. “When schools move into sharing of authority, collective identities,

communities of practice, and serving others, a more democratic learning community emerges”
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(Williams, Cate & O’Hair, 2009, p. 458). Thus, to achieve the full collective identity, a school
must consider including as many stakeholders as possible, including the students.

Taking a second look at the relationships that administrators and teachers build with
students, the very people they serve may be the very source of new power to facilitate
improvement in student achievement.

Current practice. Although the idea of allowing for student voice is not new to
education, it has experienced resurgence in recent years. And yet, in the idea of leaving no child
behind came the emphasis on accountability for student outcomes and a focus on measuring the
success of those outcomes by test scores while the broader mission of preparing students to
become engaged and contributory citizens moved back to limbo. Increased demand for
accountability and visible results of student achievement has narrowed the vision and purpose of
schooling in recent years, not only in terms of pedagogy and content, but also participation. “As
the accountability movement has been designed and implemented with little student input, one
must question its ability to increase engagement of high school students” (Mitra & Gross, 2009,
p. 525).

However, No Child Left Behind has been replaced by the reality of not leaving America
behind. “Developing countries like China and India are offer[ing] the world economy workers of
increasing education and sophistication at far lower costs than the USA can match” (Center for
American Progress, 2005). Secretary of Education, Arnie Duncan, was quoted in the New York
Times (Dillon, 2010) on the release of the 2009 international educational scores.

We have to see this as a wake-up call. I know skeptics will want to argue with the results,

but we consider them to be accurate and reliable, and we have to see them as a challenge
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to get better. The United States came in 23rd or 24th in most subjects. We can quibble, or

we can face the brutal truth that we’re being out-educated (p. 1).

On March 10, 2009 in a speech on education delivered to the U.S. Hispanic Chamber of
Commerce, President Obama (2009) gave this now often repeated quote: “Despite resources that
are unmatched anywhere in the world, we have let our grades slip, our schools crumble, our
teacher quality fall short, and other nations outpace us. . . . The future belongs to the nation that
best educates its citizen” (p. 1). Concerns over US students being less prepared than their
international cohorts has led to a rigorous remedy, a new Common Core. The Common Core
focuses on 21 century skills most needed for future career success (USOE, 2014). The four Cs
as they are called are critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and communication. “The
educational mandate has shifted from ensuring that a// students learn to ensuring that a// students
learn at high levels” (Dufour & Marzano, 2011, p. 141). With a push from the new Common
Core to facilitate higher levels of thinking including the ability to “evaluate intricate arguments;
and the capacity to surmount the challenges posed by complex texts, create and test solutions,
and exert opinions in a rigorous classroom discourse” (USOE, 2014), it seems contradictory to
not give students more consideration in making decisions about their own education.

In the educationally and culturally diverse setting of American, The Center for American
Progress and the Institute of America’s future (2005) calls for the American education system to
rise to the challenge facing our country and the educational process needed to continue to ensure
education that supports democracy by stating

We must ensure that all American children—regardless of race, ethnicity, income, native

language, or geographic location—are afforded access to high-quality schools that will

enable them to participate in the promised opportunity of the American dream. Failure to
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do so will only lead to greater divisions in the country between the haves and have-nots,

which history tells us can have disastrous consequences. We must also produce more

high-caliber students to compete successfully with young people overseas (p. iii).

With the urgency of school reform and with a need for greater focus on higher levels of
learning for all students being the goal, Smyth (2006) questions the effectiveness of any program
that does not first address the simultaneous increased disengagement of students with schools
and learning. “We need a more mature and nuanced approach that is more inclusive of those
most affected, and by that I mean students” (p. 288). In other words, the problem must be looked
at through the positional lens (Glazier, 2005) of those being served, the students. Fullan (2001)
notes that

When adults think of students, they think of them as beneficiaries of change. They rarely

think of students as participants in a process of change. Too little has actually happened

to enhance the role of students as members of the school as an organization. . . . Unless
they have some meaningful role in the enterprise, most educational change, indeed most

education, will fail (p. 151).

Research suggests then that students should be respected as expert witnesses by
reconfiguring “the power dynamics and discourse practices within consisting realms of
conversation about education to embrace the student perspective” (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 3;
Rudduck & Demetriou, 2003, p. 290), “such collaborative engagement causes students to feel
respected and this often produces higher levels of student involvement in both their learning and
the school” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p. 360). Actually seeking out and listening to the perspectives of
students can serve as a method for quality control, and unlike so many other reform strategies-

this one costs little to nothing. Given the importance of what is at stake in our efforts to reform
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the nation’s schools, it may be time to try an approach that allows us to learn about how to
improve schools without having to expend additional resources while also engaging those with
so much at stake—the students (Nogurea, 2006).

Connection to student achievement. Anonymous student surveys addressing school
climate issues and concerns are not new and have been part of school accreditation procedures.
However, with the rise of issues of school safety, the U.S. Department of Education awarded
eleven states a piece of a $37 million dollar grant to explore school climate through the eyes of
multiple perspectives including students (Shah, 2013). David Osher, the principal investigator at
the National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments said, “It’s really understanding
that what you want to do is create emotionally safe and supportive conditions in school so people
work together better and learn better together” (p. 2). This same idea of working together with
the students is spreading beyond the classroom climate to gathering student input on classroom
instruction.

Perhaps education is overlooking the very key to increasing student achievement;
increasing student connection to school by increasing their chance to have a say in the learning
process. In considering the needs of adolescents for connectedness (Smyth & Mclnerney, 2006)
along with the four C’s of the common core, educators may be able to reach the hearts of
students as well as their minds by letting them speak.

Evidence suggests that an important first step in including students in the reform process

is to give students a ‘voice’—in other words, to give them the right to speak for

themselves about their educational experiences and the opportunity to be heard by those

in places of power (Feuer, 2009, p. 17).
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This concept of student voice incorporates much more than the current idea of student
leadership given to most students through student councils with power limited to planning
assemblies and school dances. All students, from those making straight-A’s to those struggling to
pass, need to believe that they have a voice in their education and need to be given the chance to
voice their ideas (Feuer, 2009).

When students feel that their lives, experiences, cultures, and aspirations are ignored,
trivialized, or denigrated, they develop hostility to the institution of schooling (Feuer, 2009).
Culture and climate surveys asking for student, parent, faculty, and staff input have proven
remarkably valid. School climate measures were associated with student academic performance.
In 2009 the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools drafted a
model of school climate that includes three main categories: engagement, safety, and
environment. “High-quality relationships between and among teachers and students are critical
for developing a school environment conducive to student attachment and learning (O’Malley,
Renshaw, Ritchey, & Furlong, 2011).

The truth may be that while Wall Street senses the economic crisis and the future global
marketplace calls for increased levels of learning, many students simply do not care because they
are not invested, and therefore not achieving. Student engagement means more than involvement
in activities or the lesson for that day, but engaged in the very mission of learning itself.

By elevating student voice to its rightful status, we can change the way that students view

learning, themselves, and their school. . . By listening to student voices, we can motivate

and engage student’s in today’s schools, and that engagement can lead to greater
achievement. . . Those critics who do not address low levels of student engagement link it

to other factors, only rarely, considering student engagement in its own right. . . . Unless
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we engage our students—unless we get them to care—not much else will matter

(Beaudoin, 2005, p. 5).

Not caring could be the way students are manifesting the need for control. By the very act
of avoidance or disengaging, students may be making a statement, overtly or covertly or
inadvertently by choosing not to learn. Choosing not to learn can be a form of political resistance
(Erickson, 1987). Motivation research suggests that as humans we are more motivated when we
have say. Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs implies that the opportunity to exercise control or
have some freedom in choices is an essential human need linked to motivation to act (Maslow,
1943).

In the eight-year study of American high schools written about by John Goodlad in 7he
Moral Dimensions of Teaching (1990), he quoted Herbert Thelan, one of the participants in the
study. Thelan concluded that by separating the “creating, planning, thinking, and doing” (p. 286)
from the students themselves in the high school setting, education is in fact separating students
from being able to attach a purpose or meaning to their education. Thelan continued:

Since the practical importance of purpose is to enable us to see how to recognize and

choose among alternatives, the practical consequence of avoiding purpose is avoidance of

the necessity for choosing, and with this of course, the flight from freedom, for freedom

without choice is impossible (p. 286).

The alternative would then be to make students int