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I support school teams nationwide through the process of unpacking survey and focus group data from their communities. One

consistent trend across school districts is that most adults overestimate their ability to understand and empathize with their
students’ experiences at school. Even teachers who regularly work directly with students and have the best intentions tend to

misrepresent students’ feelings and beliefs about their academic and social experiences at school.

This trend is particularly problematic when a district’s strategic plan, the framework that guides decisions impacting students most,

is written solely by adults. Nearly every school district strives to write a student-centered strategic plan, but how student-centered

can your plan be without actively including student voice throughout the planning process?

Amplifying Student Voice in the Process
One district in upstate New York understood this from the very beginning. Nestled in the northwest corner of rural Wayne County

along the beautiful shores of Lake Ontario, Wayne Central School District is relatively small, but the positive impact they have on

their students and community is anything but. 
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The first time I met Superintendent Joe Siracuse, he made it abundantly clear that his primary goal in the strategic planning process

was to honor, serve, and accurately represent the students of Wayne CSD. Before he selected any teacher, parent, administrator, or

staff member to serve on the steering team, Dr. Siracuse added students Jonah and Kaitlin to the team, and their participation

proved to be integral to the process and resulting strategic plan.

Jonah, a junior at Wayne Central High School, recognized the value he brought to the strategic planning process early on when the

team started digging into survey and focus group data. “As we were going through the student comments, I thought, ‘Oh yeah, I’ve

heard about this. I know everything they are talking about, and I understand what they mean. I know the students’ problems.’ I felt

like I could explain to the adults in the room what they were trying to say.”

 

This understanding of the student experience was especially important as the team analyzed data collected during the community

engagement phase of the strategic planning process. For two weeks, our Education Elements team and the Wayne CSD steering

team worked diligently to engage over 1600 students, teachers, families, board members, and community members through focus
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groups, town halls, empathy interviews, and a survey. From there, the steering team read through every comment shared by their

community and worked to objectively identify trends that would guide the rest of the strategic planning process.

Jonah was intrigued by the data regarding student engagement and motivation. “I feel like students who aren’t in advanced classes

feel like they aren’t as smart as the kids who are, so when they get bad grades they are just like, ‘Oh, well.’” When asked why he

thought this was the case, Jonah cited the impact of being selected for advanced courses and not. “When we got selected in 8th

grade for advanced classes, the ones who didn’t [get selected] just stopped caring as much, I think. They just aren’t as motivated

because they see it as “Oh, I’m just in the regular classes, so why try?’” 

Jonah hoped the strategic plan would ensure all students are adequately challenged and supported because he felt this would be

an effective way to increase student efficacy and motivation. The strategic plan includes a commitment to “appropriately challenge

and enrich all students,” a direct result of his perspective and the analysis of community feedback.

Generating Student-Centered Solutions
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Kaitlin, a sophomore, realized her value in the strategic planning process when the steering team began ideating around possible

solutions to challenges identified from the community engagement data. ”I really liked being able to think about ways we could

make our school better,” she explained. Kaitlin said her favorite part of the process was brainstorming possible actions and

strategies in response to “How Might We” questions. 

In response to the question, “How might we increase student interest in classroom curriculum and instruction?” Kaitlin suggested

incorporating more student voice and choice. “Making classes more student-centered where kids can show what they learned in the

way that works best for them would make students a lot more interested in their classes,” Kaitlin explained. “Not everyone is good

at the one thing that is assigned, like an essay or presentation. I don’t feel like most teachers allow students to really shine and

show what they are good at. I think if they [allowed students to choose how they show their learning], they would understand the

kids better and know how to reach them. I also think students would be less stressed by school work if they were able to make



more choices like these in their classes.” Sure enough, Kaitlin’s idea made it into Wayne CSD’s strategic plan in the form of a

commitment to “amplify student voice in learning.”

While Kaitlin and Jonah played an important role in creating student-centered solutions, both noticed early on that they weren’t the

only ones advocating for students. When asked what it was like to serve alongside adults in this process, Jonah said he got to see a

side of teachers and administrators that students don't always get to see. “They definitely try to find solutions to whatever problems

are happening within the school, and that’s really nice to know. They care about us a lot–a lot more than most students think they

do,” he explained. 

Kaitlin had a similar reflection. “Students look up to all the adults in the building, but they don’t really get a chance to interact with

them beyond their classes. Being on the steering team allowed me to get to know my principal and some of the teachers a little

better, and it made me realize that the adults really are here for you and they really do care about the students.” 

 

The Impact of the Process on the Students Involved
While Kaitlin and Jonah have had many experiences and successes at Wayne CSD, both students said they were a little nervous

when they were first asked to serve on the steering team. Neither had ever served on a team or committee made up of mostly

adults, and this was a little intimidating at first.

“When we were going around introducing ourselves at that first meeting, I couldn’t even get my words out,” Kaitlin explained as she

thought back to the kickoff meeting where she and Jonah sat in the district board room alongside 21 adults. “But by the second

session, I felt so much more comfortable speaking in front of everyone. I realized that no one in the room is going to judge what you

say, and everyone is open to any idea you have.” 

Jonah agreed. “I was definitely scared to speak up at the first meeting, but as I got to know everyone better I started to realize that it

was safe to ask questions and make mistakes. You know, we are all just there to make our school better. Realizing that helped me

open up more.” 



The students were referring to an integral element of successful teaming: psychological safety. Psychological safety is the shared

belief that all ideas, questions, and feedback are welcome and that it is safe to take risks and admit mistakes. Dr. Siracuse sums

this mindset up with a sentiment he frequently shares with his teams: “Ideas, not people.” He explains that this mindset is key to

ensuring his people not only feel comfortable sharing their ideas but also pushing back or challenging someone else’s ideas when

necessary.

Watching adults model psychologically safe behavior helped the students  realize that it was okay for them to do it. Jonah explained

the nature of the steering team sessions and how it was beneficial for him to see the adults in the room problem-solve, ask

questions, and even struggle to make a decision at times. “It was definitely a different experience,” he explained. “It’s not like

teachers just going through a lesson, which is all we normally see.”

The impact of creating a psychologically safe environment goes beyond just idea generation. Both Jonah and Kaitlin reported

experiencing personal growth as a result of serving on the steering team and collaborating with others in this safe space. “This

experience has helped me a lot personally,” Kaitlin stated. “My confidence has grown, and I am more willing to speak my ideas and

thoughts, especially in front of adults.”

Derek DeMass, assistant superintendent of Wayne CSD, saw this growth in Kaitlin firsthand. “As we progressed through the

sessions, you could see her confidence grow to where she would eventually volunteer to share a summary of what our group had

discussed aloud to the rest of the team, and I was just so proud,” he noted. “This process gave Kaitlin the opportunity to see who

she is and what she is truly capable of. She doesn’t always give herself enough credit, so to see her start to have confidence in her

ideas and what she has to offer has been great.”

DeMass also saw Jonah shine in this process as well. “In the working sessions, Jonah worked hard and took pride in what he was

doing,” DeMass reflected. “He was highly motivated to do the work well. I wasn’t surprised by that because Jonah is a hard worker in

general, but I also think he was motivated by genuine care for his peers and his school.” 

These sentiments were echoed by many on the steering team. At the closing session, several members, including parents, teachers,

administrators, and board members, cited Kaitlin and Jonah’s commitment to the process as being vital to the development of their

strong strategic plan. “It’s definitely been a learning experience for both of us,” Jonah explained. “I’m really glad I was a part of it.” 

Kaitlin agreed, “I’m so glad I did this. It really has helped me so much, and I hope I’ve helped my school, too.”



Selecting the Right Students for the Job
While including students in the strategic planning process may be a no-brainer, selecting the right ones may be a little more

challenging. “There were several students who could have been on the steering team and would have done a great job,” DeMass

explained. “However, there were a couple of things that really set Kaitlin and Jonah apart.”

The first was their involvement in a wide array of activities within the school district. “These two have taken advantage of the full

range of offerings we have. Both are involved in athletics. As an upperclassman, Jonah has taken a lot of  advanced courses, and

Kaitlin is involved in other extracurriculars, like band. Knowing that both of these students have had a rich experience at the school,

we thought they would be able to weigh in on various aspects of the student experience.” And they were. Many times throughout the

process, the adults in the room would defer to Kaitlin and Jonah when considering student experiences, and they always had

something valuable to add to the discussion.
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DeMass acknowledged that while many students at Wayne Central High School are involved in various activities, there was an

additional consideration that set Kaitlin and Jonah apart. “These two are not myopic,” he explained. “Developmentally, many young

people are not able to fully see and understand the perspectives of others, which is vital to the strategic planning process. Kaitlin

and Jonah can.”

The reality is that there are no set criteria when it comes to selecting the right students to serve on your strategic planning steering

team. When asked what advice he would give to other districts, DeMass simply advised, “Know your kids.” In Wayne CSD, the choice

wasn’t based on a list of GPAs or class rankings. It was about what the students could bring to the table–and what the process

could do for them. “They benefited from this process just as much as the process benefited from them being in it,” DeMass

concluded. “In the end, that is what it is all about.”

 

https://www.edelements.com/cs/c/?cta_guid=d7e425bd-259c-4357-9ba4-d00d356f001c&signature=AAH58kGQxb5Glc3fQ3hEFC7L7yIvWd26jw&pageId=126828603985&placement_guid=5c36476b-e606-4edf-abee-2b20f0b043ac&click=d009a72c-b95f-44f4-af65-78acc9a12719&hsutk=3a5b18470e33c9c904db7487bf8d8185&canon=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.edelements.com%2Fblog%2Fstrategic-planning-with-students-for-students&portal_id=428371&redirect_url=APefjpE96IauC0BTAo2S2PKAeUPoJxH8wqofkkM8C5rmyRbthEJO2cvIuiHtRTEx9wkFxdaTJvC66GBfhaDxim8CjtLPJA12RBVD_7K-wR_Srllwm5ivwgDPnpqa7I93rlEUghnm94zf&__hstc=105741404.3a5b18470e33c9c904db7487bf8d8185.1693406061430.1693406061430.1693406061430.1&__hssc=105741404.1.1693406061430&__hsfp=3821415273&contentType=blog-post



