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Abstract
Youth self-determination has been shown to be key to supporting youth engagement 
in school. However, the latent custodial and sorting functions of schooling often 
interfere with reform efforts that seek to change the nature of the central relation-
ship of schooling—that of teacher and student. While many studies exist of short-
term reform efforts, few long-term efforts in the United States have successfully 
persisted. This study is a longitudinal, embedded case study of a network of high 
schools, supported by an intermediary organization, committed to elevating student 
voice. Through a critical examination of the rapid prototyping approach the inter-
mediary organization credits with the long-terms success of its program, I trace the 
adaptations of student voice theory and practice that occurred across 17 schools over 
a period of 5  years. I find that key adaptations that buffered organizational pres-
sures—most notably teacher resistance to student voice—also moved the initiative 
away from the equity-focus that it embraced in early iterations. These findings point 
to the significance of value clarity in counter-normative reforms committed to devel-
opmental change and the challenges of avoiding the trap of only enriching the expe-
riences of the most advantaged students.

Keywords Student voice · Youth–adult partnership · Rapid-prototyping · Youth 
activism · Narrative research

Introduction

The importance of youth self-determination in school settings is being recognized as 
foundational to student engagement (Baroutsis et al. 2016; Brasof 2015; Kennedy-
Lewis 2015; Murphy 2016). However, policymakers and some educators continue 
to define and locate opportunities for youth agency within educational institu-
tions in fairly narrow ways (Pleasance 2016). Extracurricular activities and student 
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councils have historically been sites of student leadership development; neverthe-
less, these activities are often treated as peripheral extras or, in the case of student 
councils, have been circumscribed to working primarily on social activities such as 
dances, bake sales and fundraisers (Fielding 2001; McFarland and Starmanns 2009). 
Attempts by students, or adults in partnership with students, to carve out a space that 
moves beyond these sites of traditional student leadership can encounter significant 
resistance from administrators and teachers as beliefs about the roles and capabili-
ties of young people are contested (Silva 2003; Taines 2014).

The United States has historically represented a challenging context in which to 
implement meaningful self-determination for youth in schools because of the lack of 
recognition of youth agency in policy (Cook-Sather 2010). A symptom of this disin-
terest includes the failure of the US to ratify the United Nations’ Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. Within this context, efforts by educators and school leaders to 
elevate youth involvement in schools by including them in leadership and decision-
making has occurred largely in pockets of success that are decentralized and unco-
ordinated (Mager and Nowak 2012). Without effective networks of support, many 
of these initiatives flounder after 1 or 2 years as individual educators or educational 
leaders struggle to overcome technical barriers or face resistance to institutionalizing 
a new positioning of youth within schools (Mager and Nowak 2012; Mitra 2009a). 
As a result, few studies exist of long-term efforts to involve students in meaningful 
decision-making in schools.

Excitement and interest in student-centered learning as a vehicle for college and 
career readiness in the United States has reignited discussions of youth agency and 
voice in schools (Freeland 2014; Toshalis and Nakkula 2012). However, in coun-
tries, such as New Zealand, that are pressing forward with these policies through 
incentive or mandate find that underlying beliefs about youth agency must change 
before student-centered learning can be effectively realized (Bourke and Loveridge 
2016). Therefore, it is critically important that we understand the challenges and 
trade-offs that occur when schools work to sustain long-term efforts to involve stu-
dents in decision-making and leadership. With 17 participating high schools across 
one Northeastern state, the Adults and Students Partnering in Reforming Educa-
tion1 (ASPIRE) program represents a unique case of a sustained effort to engage 
students meaningfully in school decision-making over the long-term. Schools par-
ticipating in the program are supported by the ASPIRE intermediary organization 
whose mission is to provide technical assistance, training and support to schools 
interested in involving youth in meaningful decision-making in schools. Despite 
encountering many challenges in its implementation, the rapid prototyping philoso-
phy embraced by ASPIRE has allowed some schools participating in the ASPIRE 
program to sustain these efforts over a period of five or more years. Therefore, this 
study explores the interplay of supports and adaptations that schools participating 
in the ASPIRE network have made to sustain long-term youth–adult partnership 
groups, with particular attention to the successes and compromises made to achieve 
this sustainability.

1 Pseudonym.



3

1 3

Journal of Educational Change (2019) 20:1–29 

Literature review

Schools represent a fertile context for meaningful youth involvement because of the 
large role that they have in the organization of youth’s everyday lives (Sinclair 2004). 
There are many terms for referring to youth self-determination in schools emanating 
from a variety of countries and literatures, including student voice, youth–adult part-
nership, pupil voice, and meaningful student involvement. All of these refer to the 
involvement of youth in school decision-making processes in ways that are purpose-
ful and authentic and are not tokenistic or manipulative (Cook-Sather 2002, 2010; 
Groundwater-Smith 2011). Research on the partnership of youth and adults for 
school reform, specifically, has been done under two umbrellas: that of youth leader-
ship in schools, which includes research on both student voice, service-learning and 
citizenship education, and that of youth social activism (Mitra and Kirshner 2012). 
These two strands of literature, with broad roots in community organizing, positive 
youth development, community psychology, and student-centered learning prac-
tices, are rarely brought into conversation with one another but share remarkable 
similarity in the content of their concerns and their positioning of youth as agents in 
their lives and their education.

Youth leadership and student voice

Historically, youth leadership development in schools has been grounded in the 
cultural positioning of youth as becomings (Bragg 2007a), or in a state of prepara-
tion for the realization of their leadership potential in the future. This is the same 
paradigm that has historically seen student councils and other student-led extra-cur-
ricular opportunities as practice for adult civic life. However, more recently, a new 
paradigm of student leadership development has sought to involve youth in issues 
central to the communities in which they are situated. With roots in the field of posi-
tive youth development, this paradigm suggests that holistic youth development pro-
grams are more effective than targeted interventions that treat youth behaviors as 
problems to be excised (Larson 2000). These new types of opportunities include the 
redesign of student councils to include issues of community well-being, discipline, 
school climate, and teaching and learning, as well as the expansion of extracurricu-
lar and credit-bearing options in schools that address these critical issues through 
training, action-research, and service-learning (Beaudoin 2005; Fielding 2001; Rud-
duck 2007; Rudduck and McIntyre 2007; Smyth 2007; Zeldin et al. 2000).

Because of deep roots in the study of positive youth development, literature on 
youth leadership in schools has typically focused on the ways in which such oppor-
tunities increase youth’s pro-social competencies, including their sense of belong-
ing, self-efficacy, civic engagement, or care for others (Larson et  al. 2005; Mitra 
and Gross 2009; Mitra and Serriere 2012; Perkins and Borden 2003; Pittman et al. 
2001), in addition to more typical leadership development measures including self-
awareness, the development of moral thinking, and interpersonal skill development 
(Larson 2000; Park and Peterson 2006). These attributes and benefits are often stud-
ied at the individual level, rather than examining the benefits for the school or the 
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community, in part because of the natural churn in student leadership created by 
graduation (Camino 2005; Shah and Mediratta 2008). Notable exceptions to this 
focus include the literature on service-learning, in part because of concerns for iden-
tity issues and power dynamics between students engaged in service-learning and 
those to whom they are providing service (Reeb and Folger 2012). This literature 
is one of the few areas of crossover between the youth leadership literature and the 
literature that examines participatory efforts in partnership with youth or youth-led 
social activism (Mitra and Kirshner 2012).

Youth social activism

Another paradigm for considering youth-led or youth–adult led school reform has 
been that of youth community organizing and youth activism (Ginwright et  al. 
2006). Student activism within the United States has a long history of attention to 
both educational and community justice issues from the student protests of the six-
ties and seventies to the occupy movement to the contemporary walk-outs regarding 
gun control and school safety (Cottle 2018; Keniston 1971; Pelletier 2012). While 
many of these efforts have been located within institutions of higher education, high 
school youth and community activists have adapted strategies of community organ-
izing and participatory action research to address issues of social justice within 
K-12 educational and settings (Cammarota and Romero 2011; Christens and Dolan 
2011; Kirshner 2009; Kirshner and Geil 2010; Kirshner et al. 2011; Yonezawa and 
Jones 2009). Such initiatives often address issues similar to those engaged through 
youth leadership efforts; however, youth organizing tends to explicitly situate these 
issues within the context of broader societal struggles over racial, socioeconomic 
and other types of injustice (Christens and Kirshner 2011). Rather than treat inequi-
ties as “a set of technical challenges solved through rational deliberation or incre-
mental change” (Mitra and Kirshner 2012, p. 58), youth organizing approaches con-
front social and political barriers to community change, often by raising awareness 
of the experience of living, working and learning in organizations that are governed 
by inequitable policies and structures (Fine et al. 2007; Taylor and Robinson 2009).

Research on the power-sharing necessary for successful youth–adult partnerships 
within the context of social activism share many similar features with the literature 
on new student leadership. In fact, Tolman et  al. (2001) make many of the same 
claims about youth organizing that advocates for student voice and youth leader-
ship development make with regard to both positive organizational and community 
outcomes and individual positive outcomes for youth. Powers and Allaman (2012) 
document the ways in which youth participatory action research strategies, for 
example, help support the development of new literacies, communication strategies, 
and expand youth’s abilities to build relationships with school and community lead-
ers. Adult advisors for such efforts often grapple with many of the same challenges 
as adults supporting student leadership programs, including knowing when to take 
the lead and when to let youth lead, how to maintain momentum and how to elevate 
youth perspectives in adult-only spaces (Cammarota and Fine 2010; Fox et al. 2010; 
Powers and Allaman 2012).
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Youth–adult partnership efforts born from this paradigm tend not to suffer from 
crises of identity around purpose in the same way that partnership efforts born out of 
the student leadership paradigm might because of the strong foregrounding of social 
justice and the importance placed on addressing structural inequalities in schools 
and communities (Taylor and Robinson 2009). Nevertheless, as might be expected 
when inequitable power structures are challenged, youth–adult partnership work that 
seeks to directly address these issues can encounter significant opposition because 
of the conflict that such efforts create (Alinsky 1971). When this conflict happens 
within a school environment, students, subject to the custody and control of adults 
whose practices may be the object of their attention, become vulnerable (Christens 
and Dolan 2011; Taines 2014). For example, Taines (2014) discusses the sanctions 
that students attempting to advocate for social change faced from teachers who did 
not understand or were not supportive of their efforts. She argues that the youth 
activism paradigm could benefit from the exploration of cooperative strategies of 
organizing within schools that do more to buffer students from these vulnerabilities.

It is worth mentioning that there are several critiques of the potential of youth 
voice to meaningfully transform social relationships (Arnot and Reay 2007), as well 
as a body of work that has pointed to the necessity of critical framing for success-
ful youth–adult partnership initiatives (Chávez and Soep 2005; Kirshner 2010). One 
of the complexities of youth–adult partnership is the necessary foregrounding of 
intergenerational collaboration in the work, while age itself rarely has master status 
for individuals when it comes to defining their social identities. As a result, some 
have argued the necessity of grounding all youth–adult partnership work within the 
intersection of these complexities (Kirshner 2010); however, the realization of youth 
agency, particularly within the traditional school context, can be itself so radically 
counter normative that these complexities may be compressed or ignored within 
such contexts in service of the continuance of the work without careful and constant 
attention.

The role of intermediary organizations in meaningful youth involvement

Students, teachers, and administrators must attend to a range of competing priori-
ties related to their everyday work in schools. Redefining the central relationships 
to the institution, therefore, presents a challenge that many educational leaders are 
unwilling to take on alone (Beck 1992; Fullan 2007). While studies have examined 
what types of practices are most successful in supporting the meaningful inclusion 
of youth in school decision-making, including optimal group size (Mitra 2009a), 
role definition (Mitra 2008a, 2009b), collaboration with school leadership (Mitra 
2008b; Mitra et  al. 2012), and the necessary training and support (Mitra 2009a), 
fledgling youth–adult partnership initiatives must still buffer threats to their sus-
tainability while they attempt to engage shared power between students and adults 
(Cook-Sather 2002; Taines 2014). Often, these threats take the form of adult resist-
ance, but can also be as simple as finding time in busy school schedules to meet 
and plan, changes in leadership priorities, and pressure from other types of school 
reform (Mitra and Biddle 2012). One important innovation in this space, therefore, 
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has been intermediary organizations partnering with schools to provide resources 
and training to support more equitable relationships with youth (Mitra et al. 2010).

Intermediary organizations have taken on a variety of roles that help to support 
schools in exploring the possibility of youth–adult partnership. Mitra et al. (2010) 
suggest that intermediary organizations play an important role in both sparking the 
introduction of paradigm shifts around youth involvement in school decision-mak-
ing and providing stability to nascent initiatives as groups attempt to shift percep-
tions of youth capabilities and agency within their schools. In their study of two 
such intermediary organizations, they note that intermediary organizations’ support 
efforts in this space are often designed as one time or short-term provisions of train-
ing and technical assistance. Long-term, or multi-year partnerships, between inter-
mediary organizations and schools working to elevate youth voices have proven to 
be extremely rare, and as such, are a poorly understood and little-researched phe-
nomenon (Mitra 2009a). As a result, little is known about the ways in which these 
relationships evolve over time, or how such relationships respond to the variety of 
external and internal pressures that shape the daily practices of schools.

Background on the case

The ASPIRE program represents a case of an intermediary organization dedicated 
to providing long-term technical assistance to groups of youth and adults in schools 
interested in partnering. To participate in the program, schools make a minimum 
3-year commitment to supporting a group of youth and adults in this effort. In 
exchange, the ASPIRE program staff provide schools with on-going training in facil-
itation, school change, and relevant educational research, as well as curriculum and 
long-term site-based coaching informed by best practices around youth–adult power 
sharing and partnership. ASPIRE helps to support schools through the successive 
organizational challenges they may encounter as they begin to experiment with 
increasing youth involvement in school decision-making, including competition for 
participant time, the need for capacity-building, and teacher resistance or school 
leader turnover (Mitra 2008a, b). First year schools, for example, must commit to 
recruiting a team of at least two teachers, at least 8–15 students and an administra-
tor; be provided time to meet for 1 h during the week; attend a 2-day summer ori-
entation; regularly document their work; and facilitate 2–3 faculty meetings a year. 
Additionally, all adults involved in the program are offered enrollment in a graduate 
course dedicated to reading and discussing how to be better partners to youth and 
providing on-going trouble-shooting for their site-based work. In this way, ASPIRE 
as an intermediary organization aims to provide stability to these youth–adult part-
nership initiatives during their early years when they are most likely to be derailed 
or abandoned (Mitra et al. 2010).

Contemporary ASPIRE teams always begin their work—an action-research 
cycle—with a survey designed to hone in on the state of youth–adult relation-
ships, climate, and teaching and learning practices in the building. The design of 
this schoolwide survey is based in a framework called “The 4Rs”, the central tenets 
of which are rigor, relationships, relevance and shared responsibility. The ASPIRE 
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framework suggests that these elements of teaching and learning are the most impor-
tant for supporting student engagement. The purpose of ASPIRE groups’ work is 
to enhance attention to these 4Rs within their school, and as a result, to increase 
student engagement in learning. The organization takes the position that issues of 
unequal access and equity—such as racism or economic marginalization—that have 
ramifications for individuals within a school will arise through the data collection 
process and be addressed through action-research guided by the 4Rs framework.

As will be described in more detail, the nature and focus of this work has shifted 
over time, with key decisions made at different points in order to minimize organi-
zational conflict caused by the challenge to dominant perceptions of youth roles and 
abilities in school. The study sought to explore how the organization, working from 
its founding forward, developed and refined this model that has buffered nascent 
threats to their counternormative work in schools through a process the leadership of 
ASPIRE have termed “rapid prototyping.”

Theoretical framework

Since its beginning, ASPIRE has embraced a rapid prototyping approach to the 
development and support of its work in schools. “This is such a dynamic organi-
zation,” said one of the leadership team members in an interview, “we are never 
in a steady state.” Within a rapid prototyping paradigm, there is the acknowledge-
ment that no program will be perfect and therefore it is useless to strive for perfec-
tion, but rather to simply reflect on and refine the work as it unfolds (Gustafson and 
Branch 1997). Action is prioritized to maintain forward momentum and excitement, 
with theory following after in order to communicate the lessons of the work to new 
schools and stakeholders. Because of this approach, recognition of shifts in the oper-
ationalization of key organizational ideas or the implications of those ideas for prac-
tice tend to lag behind the implementation of those shifts, leaving the theory of the 
organization’s work constantly in a state of catching up to the forward momentum of 
the work itself. The story of the development of ASPIRE’s theory of change, then, is 
a story of action followed by reflection, followed by action, in a sequence of iterative 
revision that changes both theory and practice.

This approach is notable in its similarity to methods of inquiry based in philo-
sophical pragmatism, in which experience, along with reflection, is assumed to be 
the best way of achieving effective praxis, or theory in action (Dewey 1916). Prag-
matism is sometimes referred to as an anti-philosophy because of the contextual 
and dependent way in which it positions knowledge in relation to reality, eschew-
ing traditional notions of ontology and epistemology in favor of pursuing knowledge 
in use—knowledge that is for a specific end in a specific context, gained through 
experience and gleaned from reflection (Biesta 2010; Biesta and Burbules 2003). 
This similarity between philosophical pragmatism and ASPIRE’s rapid prototyping 
approach to its work is notable because of the way in which it raises questions about 
how utility and value are defined in long-term student voice practice.

Philosophical pragmatism has been critiqued for its underdeveloped axiologi-
cal stance, most often through the invocation of the questions such as “Utility 
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for whom? And to what end?” (Himmelfarb 1994; Russell 1909). Early pragma-
tist philosophers saw the utility of action defined within the context of commu-
nity, captured broadly within the concept of the “social good” (Fesmire 2003). 
They saw the social good as a context dependent phenomenon, recursively nego-
tiated through democratic dialogue, and evaluated through the questioning of 
what practical difference one action made over another towards furthering that 
good (Maxcy 2003). Unfortunately, in practice, it is not always clear in prag-
matic decision-making how the social good is being defined or what role power 
plays in determining good for whom.

This distinction is important in the context of youth–adult partnership work 
in schools. Schools are an institutional context in which good has traditionally 
been defined through the power and control of adults, while youth voices have 
played little or no role in those negotiations (Cook-Sather 2002). Social and cul-
tural beliefs about the capacity of young people have excluded them from demo-
cratic processes implied by a pragmatic axiology, disallowing them to contrib-
ute to the definition of social good. Furthermore, critically informed analyses 
of these negotiations suggest that in practice these exclusions extend to many 
groups within society, and locate in these exclusions the failure of deliberative 
democracy to ensure equity (Delgado and Stefancic 2001).

These issues of access and equity within pragmatic approaches to school 
reform are critical to consider as youth voice struggles with imposed estima-
tions of its relative value emanating from competing ideologies of school reform 
(Fielding 2001). Neoliberal education reform tends to define value as the crea-
tion of positive outcomes for individual youth, and in particular reifies student 
achievement and career-transferable human capital development (Au 2010). By 
contrast, reform approaches informed by community empowerment and social 
justice tend to define value creation within the context of good for the most mar-
ginalized within a community (Fielding 2001; Bragg 2007b).

This research seeks to answer the following questions:

1. How did ASPIRE and its partner schools sustain youth–adult partnership groups 
in their schools for 5 years or longer?

2. What actions and choices contributed to buffering nascent threats to ensure long-
term sustainability?

To understand this, I examine their process of rapid prototyping through the lens 
of the controversy over axiology and value creation in philosophical pragma-
tism in order to understand the relationship between the evolution of ASPIRE’s 
technical support for meaningful student involvement which created one kind 
of social good—long-term sustainability—and the perceptions of educators and 
students in their partner schools about the power, possibility, and authenticity of 
that work in their organizations.



9

1 3

Journal of Educational Change (2019) 20:1–29 

Methodology

For this embedded case study of ASPIRE (Yin 2009), changes to the organiza-
tion and its partner schools’ praxis were examined over a period of 5  years by 
looking at the experiences and practices of the 17 partner high schools, as well 
as changes to the intermediary organization itself. The selection of ASPIRE 
as the focus of this study of longitudinal student voice work was informed by 
both practical and theoretical considerations. First, the organization’s work has 
been lauded by the New England Secondary School Consortium and multiple 
university-based external evaluators for its careful attention to supporting the 
dynamics of equitable relationships between youth and adults—including shared 
responsibility for achieving group goals, space for the expression of youth voice, 
and providing capacity-building training for both youth and adults to strengthen 
and support their youth–adult partnership practice and ability as change agents. 
ASPIRE’s meticulous documentation of their work since their founding provides 
a rich archive of documents and other artifacts to work with in analyzing their 
program and organizational history. Additionally, while the implementation of 
the ASPIRE program model may vary from school to school, the general fea-
tures of groups such as size, age of students, and action-research goals, remain 
the same and thus are amenable to comparison and theory-building (Yin 2009).

High schools participating in ASPIRE are all located in a largely rural, North-
eastern state. The participating high schools largely reflect the racial demograph-
ics of the state in which they are located, in which the population is 93% white, 
with the exception of three rural and suburban schools in which more than 20% of 
the population were students of color. The high schools themselves vary widely 
in size, with enrollments ranging from 44 students in grades 9–12 in a remote, 
rural school to 1032 in a small city with a population of 42,000. Median fam-
ily income of the communities where ASPIRE schools were located ranged from 
$34,000 to $42,000, with free and reduced priced lunch rates in the participating 
communities ranging from 35% to over 65%. For a full understanding of the range 
of schools participating in the APSIRE program, see Table 1.

The first wave of data was collected as part of a yearly evaluation of the 
ASPIRE program in 2012. Interviews were conducted with 23 adult advisors and 
principals from 11 participating schools in the ASPIRE network, as well as with 
two State Agency of Education officials to understand the state context for stu-
dent voice work. Additionally, observation of a 1-week summer training for all 
ASPIRE school members was conducted, along with extensive document review 
of organizational materials, including strategic documents relating to the short-
term and long-term goals of the organization, curriculum and project guides that 
have been developed to support school-based group activities, as well as newslet-
ters, social media posts, survey instruments, and data collected and analyzed by 
participating ASPIRE schools. In collecting these documents, attention was paid 
to achieving parity around the number and type of documents and artifacts that 
were collected from participating schools to avoid an unintentional confirmatory 
bias in the data that was culled from these (Yin 2009).
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The second wave of data was collected in the 2013–2014 school year and con-
sisted of additional interviews with five members of the ASPIRE leadership team 
to understand the evolution of this work, two State Agency of Education officials 
to revisit the changing state context, and case studies of the two of the longest par-
ticipating ASPIRE high schools—5  years or more in both cases. Interviews were 
conducted with adult advisors (3), students (9), principals, teachers and school board 
members (12) at both sites to gain perspective on the particularities of the work at 
each case site, with special attention to change over time. All of these groups were 
asked about the process and longevity of ASPIRE’s work, as well as the changes 
they have seen as a result of ASPIRE in the school. Documents were collected from 
each of the case study schools, including survey results, handouts at ASPIRE meet-
ings, and schools strategic planning documents, as appropriate.

In the first phase of data analysis, a longitudinal matrix was constructed in which 
adaptations in ASPIRE’s stated best practices were mapped over time and systemati-
cally compared with youth–adult partnership practices being implemented in partner 
schools in order to understand how ASPIRE learned from its network of schools 
and how its learning in turn affected youth–adult partnership practice in its part-
ner schools. From these matrices, a narrative of ASPIRE’s organizational and net-
work change was constructed, drawing on interview data and document analyses, 
documenting the changes happening at the organizational level and shifts in students 
and teacher perceptions of youth–adult partnership work in ASPIRE partner schools 
(Clandinin and Connelly 2000).

The restorying, or construction of the narrative is informed by both longitudi-
nal case research focused on organizational change as well as case study research 
using the life history method (Clandinin and Connelly 2000). Abbott (1988) sug-
gests that understanding organizational change over time must begin with a chrono-
logical narrative, rather than a thematic analysis, as it is only through a time-based 
narrative that the relevant sequencing of events can begin to inform the researcher’s 
understanding of the antecedents to climactic and important decisions in an organi-
zation’s history. This type of analysis and reporting of the data is appropriate for 

Table 1  Demographics of participating ASPIRE high schools

Number of ASPIRE schools (n = 17)

Less than 100 101–299 Greater than 300

Student enrollment 4 8 5

0–30% 31–50% > 50%

Free or reduced price lunch 3 8 6

Rural Town Suburban/urban

Geographic locale 11 3 3

0–6% non-white 7–12% non-white > 12% non-white

Racial demographics 9 5 3
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understanding the changes in focus and praxis which resulted from the pragmatic 
rapid prototyping approach that allowed ASPIRE to remain sustainable and achieve 
its longevity within partner schools. From this narrative, key adaptations were iden-
tified by the effects which they had on youth and adult perceptions of both the pur-
pose and nature of youth–adult partnership work in schools, allowing greater under-
standing of the compromises and trade-offs that such counter-normative initiatives 
must make to remain sustainable in schools. Member-checking this restorying was 
done with youth, educators and a member of the ASPIRE leadership team.

Findings

The ASPIRE program began as a collaboration between the State Principal’s Asso-
ciation and the ASPIRE director, a youth development professional with 20 years of 
experience consulting with schools on student-centered and project-based learning 
experiences. Schools recruited into the pilot program were required to make a 3-year 
commitment to ASPIRE’s mission, which was to [emphasis mine]

increase student engagement in learning and desire and capacity for civic 
engagement, by shifting the culture of public schools from one dominated by 
rules and adult control, to a culture of joint ownership of learning through 
collaborative decision making.

The means to achieve this mission was conceptualized as an action research model 
to change embedded “attitudes, culture and structures”—according to a newsletter 
released at this time—that limit student involvement in curriculum design, school 
structures, policy development and civic engagement opportunities. At its outset, 
success measures were defined as the number of students reporting that they had a 
“say in their education,” definitive changes in school culture, a decrease in discipline 
referrals, an increase in student academic performance, and the meaningful inclu-
sion of students in decision-making areas traditionally reserved for adults.

Initially, four schools participated, each convening a group of students and adult 
advisors to create what were referred to in the first year as “Student Voice Groups.” 
While the goal of increasing the role of youth in decision-making in schools was 
clearly shared amongst all of the first year ASPIRE schools, the documents which 
were generated during this early period indicate the extent to which the participating 
groups had to make sense of the desired ends defined by both ASPIRE and the State 
Principal’s Association. With the desired results of this work so broadly conceived 
as changing a culture dominated by “adult rules and control”, the question of how 
to operationalize “joint ownership” and “collaborative decision-making” remained a 
question for the groups largely to define themselves. The first newsletter shared by 
ASPIRE makes reference to the “fuzzy” quality of the work and compares the col-
lection of student voice within each school to a “fishing expedition”. A principal at 
a participating school expressed his gratitude for the external support provided by 
ASPIRE, saying, “Through this work, we are challenging the status quo. However, 
we are not sure of what we hope to put in its place. It comes back to trust. I’m thank-
ful that I am not doing this alone.”
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While all of the groups loosely adhered to an action-research model, approaches 
varied significantly between schools, ranging from a box for student suggestions to 
focus groups. The groups felt free to concentrate on whichever issues their student 
participants were interested in, including changing the dress code, how teachers 
were changing their instruction to adapt to the new school schedule, and the rela-
tionship between the school and the community itself. The ASPIRE staff worked 
to support all of these variations; however, as each school’s work began to receive 
attention, areas of tension increasingly revealed themselves.

Adaptation 1: Defining a niche and purpose for ASPIRE using a guiding 
framework

By the second year of the program, there were some simmering tensions for many 
participating adults around the foci of the work. A number of adult advisors felt that 
better boundaries were needed in order to more effectively leverage student voice 
as a tool for institutional change. Adults expressed dismay about students wanting 
to change the cafeteria food, or used examples of other “student voice” groups in 
the school that had advocated for more relaxed standards around senior privileges 
or sports participation being pegged to grade point averages, to the distaste of other 
teachers who then condemned student voice as a practice altogether. One principal 
was reported in an early evaluation of the program as saying,

I don’t think that everybody had gotten the vision of the cycle or what the 
work was really about. I mean I know this [ASPIRE] is like a student advocacy 
voice which I have always felt is a hugely important piece of any school cli-
mate and culture. But just getting the idea of how do we make this systematic 
and really address actual needs in the community rather than saying, “Well 
let’s get a student lounge.”

These statements implied differences in opinion between youth and adults about 
what projects had value or were worthy of attention within the school context, with 
adults largely favoring projects that intersected teaching and learning, rather than 
projects that were perceived to only affect youth lifeworlds (such as dress code, 
sports privileges, or cafeteria offerings). One adult advisor reflected,

We [the adult advisors] felt like the ASPIRE work needed to be different 
than…doing activities to get Styrofoam out of the kitchen or whatever. We 
wanted a group that focused on how do we make meaningful change in the 
classroom. We learned that from not being diligent about that focus the first 
time around.

A school board member, citing his own experiences as a parent, seemed to capture 
the underlying dilemma that many ASPIRE-involved adults were trying to describe, 
by saying,

There is a body of life experiences that occurs over time that positions you 
to be able to make informed – have important – have more or less informed 
options…[A teacher says], “What do you want to do? Let’s do something for 
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our school as a community. What do you want to do?” And if the students 
don’t have a sort of a broader framing of how they would pursue that then they 
say “Let’s bring in vending machines with junk food.” I mean, kids really want 
junk food. And you’re kind of saying “Well, you know, I think that’s sort of 
outside the bounds of what’s possible in this context.”

This board member suggests that young people’s experiences may point them 
in directions that seem, to adults, unimportant, unless provided with scaffolding 
or explicit value framing that directs them towards projects that adults find more 
acceptable.

It is possible that this would have continued to remain an unaddressed tension in 
ASPIRE’s work; nevertheless, this concern was intensified by pressure within the 
schools to better define the contribution of ASPIRE teams as compared to exist-
ing outlets for student leadership, such as the National Honors Society, the Student 
Council or the Key Club. These groups also purported to enhance student voice 
and leadership through student decision-making and community involvement. As 
the majority of ASPIRE schools were small high schools of 300 students or less, 
they shared many students with these other initiatives, creating a zero-sum envi-
ronment for participation in the initiative, and requiring them to better articulate 
their contribution to their schools. ASPIRE teams found it difficult to explain what 
their approach accomplished that student council, for example, was not positioned 
to provide. The challenge of articulating the institutional legacy and the histori-
cal positioning of student council versus what youth and adults saw as the unique 
contribution of ASPIRE led to some turf wars between these organizations within 
participating schools, and even the merging of two early ASPIRE groups with their 
student councils.

The introduction of a guiding framework

The ASPIRE leadership team responded to this escalating tension with the creation 
of a framework that could help to distinguish ASPIRE from other student leadership 
groups, as well as address the difference adults perceived between “cafeteria”-level 
concerns and concerns centered on teaching and learning. Towards the end of the 
program’s second year, a new guiding framework was introduced for the organiza-
tion’s work—the three R’s, or rigor, relevance, relationships, and a fourth R intro-
duced several months later, Shared responsibility. The 4R’s framework became one 
of the key defining features of the ASPIRE approach to youth–adult partnership 
work.

The “R’s” were self-consciously based in educational research on the con-
nection between student engagement and the quality of student–teacher rela-
tionships, creating rigor through developmentally appropriate challenges, and 
ensuring authentic connections between students and the content of the curricu-
lum (see Cushman 2013; Dewey 1938; Dweck 2006; Hattie 2009; Medina 2008; 
Ormrod 1999; Sousa 2006; Toshalis and Nakkula 2012; Vygotsky 1978). At the 
center of the Rs was the issue of engagement, defined in ASPIRE trainings for 
youth–adult teams as teaching and learning practices informed by neuroscience 
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(such as mindset and motivation research) and connected to twenty-first century 
skills such as leadership and responsibility, technological literacy, initiative, self-
direction, flexibility and productivity. Although social and cultural awareness 
is named as a twenty-first century skill in the ASPIRE curriculum, in its actual 
trainings, these issues were not highlighted or in some instances, mentioned at 
all. The boundaries created by the framework of the 4Rs addressed the tension 
that adults were expressing around the need to address the issues in school which 
were most important (to them). The framework accomplished this by cultivating 
a shared understanding amongst participating youth and adults that issues related 
to the 4Rs were the only ones that would be addressed through their work. As one 
adult advisor said

ASPIRE provides this great foundation [of the Rs] so there’s kind of a clear 
idea of the overarching purpose of what we’re doing without really know-
ing what each step is going to be and what the action is we’re going to take 
because we don’t know, it has to be guided by the data but that there is this 
really clear process … so there’s no kind of confusion about what every-
body is doing there. I think there’s a real sense of purpose that those kids 
bring to the table when they get together.

Within the 4Rs framework, the focus of the work shifted more towards the mis-
sion of increasing classroom engagement, rather than challenging a culture of 
“adult rules and control” or increasing civic engagement, as it had been conceived 
of in the previous year. Some key descriptors to characterize student engagement 
at this time were “not wasting students’ time” “getting their money’s worth” and 
“understanding how to engage myself when I get bored.” Notably absent were 
framings that characterized engagement as an access issue related to cultural or 
social positioning.

The 4Rs as a framework focused the field of ASPIRE action-research projects 
away from broader civic engagement or access to learning towards issues of “shared 
responsibility” for learning, as can be seen through a comparison of the projects 
groups chose to take on in 2009 and those groups chose to take on in 2012 after the 
introduction of the 4Rs (See Table 2). The 2009 projects address a broad variety of 
school and community needs, reflecting the diverse interests of youth in the groups 
at various partner schools. These included the nutritional, academic, student life-
style, and relational needs of both students and their families. By 2012, however, the 
focus had clearly shifted towards concerns bounded by the framework of the 4Rs, 
focused on this concept of “engagement.”

In adopting this framework, adult perspectives on what was most important no 
longer needed to conflict with their desire to involve students meaningfully in school 
decision-making. It had been difficult for adults to find a place for themselves in a 
partnership that included issues they perceived to be exclusive to youth culture or 
lifeworlds—i.e. issues of dress code or cafeteria food. Now, with the aims of the 
group defined so that all of the group’s work touched on concerns that were also 
important to adult professional identities as educators, the importance of adult’s 
lived experience and professional knowledge was reaffirmed and given central 
importance. As one adult advisor put it,
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I think the teachers know a lot, and it’s our job to help kids learn what we 
know. There’s a lot we don’t know…I think in terms of having a voice in 
what they’re learning, and having a voice in how they’re learning it, that 
doesn’t necessarily mean that their voice vetoes. It’s having a voice and 
partnership with the adults, and being able to have their opinion, and being 
able to give their feedback. It’s not youth’s voice is vetoing and saying, 
“This isn’t how it’s gonna be.” It’s youth’s voice in a way of developing an 
understanding. Sometimes when the youth comes to the table and says, “I 
don’t understand this. I think it’s wrong.” The adult has the opportunity to 
say, “Here’s the why.” Then you find your common ground.

As a result of this shift in focus, the organization’s mission statement was revised 
to read [emphasis mine]

The mission of ASPIRE is to increase student engagement in learning and 
voice in decision-making by creating a partnership between students, 
faculty and the community to increase rigor, relevance, relationships and 
shared responsibility in learning through action research.

The focus on “civic engagement” or a description of the school environment as 
one characterized by “rules and adult control” was removed from the mission 
statement of the organization. The focus instead was on how to create equitable 
power dynamics between youth and adults focused specifically on teaching and 
learning as seen through the lens of neuroscience and twenty-first century skills.

Table 2  Comparison of ASPIRE projects from 2009–2010 to ASPIRE projects in 2011–2012

Examples of ASPIRE team projects in 2009–2010 Examples of ASPIRE team projects in 2011–2012

Earned the privilege of ‘outdoor lunch’ for students Hosted a ‘fishbowl’ dialogue between teachers and 
students about the format of mid-term exams 
and how they could be restructured to meet more 
students needs

Created a Principal Advisory Committee of four 
students to assist in the creation of school policies

Hosted faculty and student wide dialogues about 
survey data; hosted follow up dialogues with 
small groups of 10–15 teachers and students to 
better understand root causes and solutions

Created student–teacher feedback forms Created student–teacher feedback forms
Increased the number of families eligible to enroll 

in the free and reduced price lunch program
Created a system for mapping 9th grade students 

interests to the curriculum in order to make more 
relevant connections between student interests 
and the curriculum

Raised money to buy new gardening tools in order 
to create a school garden and raise awareness 
about proper nutrition

Presented a skit at a faculty in-service day to 
introduce research on how the brain processes 
information to faculty and administrators

Created a ‘muscle your way to school’ campaign to 
promote healthy lifestyles

Created a video through interviews of teachers, 
students, administrators and parents about the 
power of self and teacher expectations in shaping 
students’ learning
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This introduction of the 4Rs framework was accompanied by reflection from 
the organization about the implications of this for their work. Advisory board 
minutes from a meeting about the initiative at this time read,

Is there a built-in problem with the two goals of ASPIRE? It is easier to 
provide symbolic “voice” than to create “engagement.” It is also easier to 
“solve” the problem of lack of voice than to solve “a problem of lack of 
engagement” – is voice the easy way out? Voice comes from engagement, 
but engagement (of ALL students) rarely comes from “voice” (e.g. a vot-
ing student member on the school board isn’t going to do much for engage-
ment).

Here, the board expresses how it grappled with issues related to access around the 
technologies of formal student voice within partner schools, but with little refer-
ence to the barriers that might cause these challenges to access. Around this same 
time, the ASPIRE advisory board put together a list of 11 “Founding Beliefs” for 
ASPIRE, which reiterated issues of disengagement as the core focus of ASPIRE 
team’s work. “Youth are uniquely positioned to provide insight into core issues of 
disengagement and to develop effective solutions,” the document reads. “Involve-
ment of students in school transformation is a critical, missing piece of school 
transformation efforts.” The document goes on to focus on the relationship 
between twenty-first century learning and student voice, the importance of own-
ership over your daily activities, and the negative messages to youth about their 
capabilities by not involving them. The second to last belief mentions equity, say-
ing “Exploring and addressing equity issues in schools will raise an awareness of 
equity issues in life.” However, participating youth and adults did not mention or 
describe equity as a guiding value in shaping their work in schools.

The benefits and costs of the 4Rs

The 4Rs changed the way in which ASPIRE teams worked within their schools, 
as well as the way in which the ASPIRE program staff were able to support 
school teams. The introduction of the 4Rs allowed youth, with some training 
from ASPIRE in the shared language that it created, access to conversations with 
adults that would previously have been impossible by giving them a vocabu-
lary for school reform and change that all teachers understood and appreciated. 
A principal at an ASPIRE partner school described how, once the students were 
able to facilitate conversations in faculty meetings using these concepts,

There was a growing sort of mutual sort of appreciation. Faculty were very, 
very receptive and kids were very excited feeling like they were being heard 
and that their thoughts were valued.

The act of creating a shared language such that teaching and learning concepts 
could be discussed allowed for shared power between youth and adults by democ-
ratizing access to conversations about pedagogy and curriculum. In an early 
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evaluation of the ASPIRE program, many students brought up the utility of the 
4Rs for increasing their ability to express concerns that they had previously subli-
mated or been unable to describe aside from vague unease. As one student stated,

When I understood the framework more, I realized that there were identifi-
able things about school that I couldn’t articulate but had been conscious of. 
ASPIRE gave me a language to talk about what I vaguely found wrong.

The shared language of the 4Rs also provided greater connection across the 
ASPIRE network as participating schools could now more easily share lessons 
and strategies between them, increasing their stability in the face of unique chal-
lenges from their individual schools (Coburn 2003). ASPIRE was able to share 
previously successful projects done by other ASPIRE schools, as well as to pro-
vide clearer support documents for schools to support implementation through a 
curriculum designed around the 4Rs and a vision of a transformed school, accord-
ing to a rubric based on the 4Rs.

Another—likely unintended—consequence of this narrowing for students 
involved with ASPIRE was that for many of the students, the 4Rs came to define 
the holistic meaning of student voice. For example, one student, when asked to 
describe what student voice is, explained,

Student voice is the act of students trying to take control of their education 
and trying to make it relevant, rigorous and trying to get relationships out 
of it. Just the 4R’s in a nutshell and just trying to make it an experience that 
benefits both them and the society if that makes sense.

In their end of year reflections after the first year of work with the 4Rs frame-
work, the majority of reflections were about the ways in which the 4Rs had 
changed how students thought about the power and application of their voices in 
schools. One student, at the end of the first year of work framed by the Rs wrote 
as a summative reflection on their school team’s work,

It is very important to get students engaged in class and school, and in order to 
do that we have to make changes. Everyone has their own learning styles and 
we have to adjust the classrooms to incorporate each different one. Students 
can now have a say in what happens at school, not just the teachers and adults.

Another student discussed how he realized, from this work, that “student engage-
ment” is the real problem with schools, because “school often doesn’t work for 
students who are disengaged. The style in which school is taught needs to be 
revamped in order to help these kids.” Student voice, this student identified, was 
the way forward.

However, both youth and adults recognized that not every student was inter-
ested in engaging in projects framed in this way. Many adult advisors character-
ized the participating students as being primarily the “high-flyers”, the “grand-
masters of school as a game”, “type-A, college-bound students”, or, at one school, 
“white, middle class females.” As one ASPIRE advisor at one of the larger high 
schools involved put it,
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We really, really wanted it to be as representative of our demographic popula-
tion as possible. We started from there. We tried to find kids who maybe were 
more disenfranchised. We tried to find kids who maybe didn’t come to school 
all the time, and all those sorts of things. What we discovered is, those were 
the kids that were gonna struggle to come to school longer to be in a meeting, 
or to do something school type in the summer. You know, “Hey, we’re gonna 
do a school activity for two days in the summer. Won’t that be fun?” Those 
kids are like, “I don’t think so.”

Similarly, when asked to describe his group, another teacher at a smaller high school 
said,

Not diverse enough, first of all. Yet. That’s gonna change as time goes on…
It’s a very motivated group who was very frustrated – … they didn’t feel that 
there was any place for them to find – and not complain – but express concerns 
about the education that they were getting. They kept hearing me say that this 
is a place where you can get involved in the academics, and how that works. 
So, these are kids initially, these are a group of kids who are natural leaders, 
most of them. In a small school like this, over half of them were involved in at 
least two sports and student council and National Honors Society. You wear a 
lot of hats as a student in a small school.

In this teacher’s comment, there is a theme of “soon” which many teachers and the 
director of ASPIRE expressed when asked about involving a greater variety of stu-
dents. ASPIRE students themselves offered the most coherent explanation for why 
this might be. Students from across participating schools described strategies they 
used to involve “disengaged” students in activities they hosted to elevate student 
voice, some of the students described it as an issue of trust. Adults went out of their 
way to recruit students with a variety of relationships to school, but, in the words of 
one student,

It’s been difficult to get those people who aren’t usually involved to step up and 
say something… I think it might be easier after the survey when they can see 
that their answers are taken seriously. They might have a reason to actually do 
this.

Other students, in discussing why more students were not involved in ASPIRE, sug-
gested that without experiencing ASPIRE-informed youth–adult partnership, as they 
had, it was difficult for students to understand that ASPIRE students had the ear of 
powerful adults in the school, like the principal. A trade-off, then, of narrowing the 
framing of the work through the 4Rs was fewer opportunities to build trust with “not 
involved” or, in ASPIRE parlance, disengaged students, through a variety of means 
to show that their voices would be taken seriously.

Adaptation 2: Standardizing data collection and foregrounding facilitation skills

An early evaluation of the program noted that students who participated in ASPIRE’s 
first year trainings learned skills for engaging stakeholders at their schools in a 
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variety of ways, including focus groups, student voice boxes, and forums; in spite of 
this, after a semester, these groups began to realize that they were having difficulty 
using these strategies to get non-ASPIRE students at their schools excited about the 
idea of student voice. As one student at that time noted,

We were doing all of these activities and stuff with people who were sort of 
like in the group and interested in changing things, but when we actually had 
to do it with people who weren’t in our group and who weren’t that excited 
about it, it was just like it didn’t really help that much.

As participating ASPIRE schools entered into the second semester of this work in 
the first year, in an attempt to address this issue of engaging the voices of all students, 
the ASPIRE director advised all of the teams to adopt a survey-based approach to 
the collection of student voices. A uniform approach across the schools was simpler 
for an intermediary organization to support and this approach had shown promise 
in its pilot by one of the four schools in the previous semester. Also, as the ASPIRE 
director observed at the time, broad-based data gave student leaders greater credibil-
ity with adults who might be inclined to dismiss the opinions of individual students.

In order to ensure largely positive experiences with youth voice in these adult-
dominated spaces, groups gradually began to move away from qualitative strategies 
to engage student voices and to focus on the development of a school-wide survey 
tool. Over time, the survey approach became standard, with all new schools being 
trained each fall on how to administer surveys to students and teachers. As this 
approach became standardized, groups began to require additional support as they 
experimented with how to share the data they had collected. To meet this need, in 
the Fall of its third year, ASPIRE invited a nationally recognized facilitation trainer 
to provide a 2-day workshop for youth and adults on the use of facilitation protocols. 
This training has since become an annual event offered to participating ASPIRE 
schools. Several of these facilitation protocols have become central to ASPIRE 
groups’ work in their schools. Chalk talks, for example, are the go-to method for 
sharing important data points from surveys with faculty and students. This proto-
col requires large pieces of paper, set up in a gallery format in a large room. Next 
to each major idea from the survey, broad questions are posed such as “What are 
the root causes contributing to this?” and “What possible solutions are there?” Par-
ticipants are expected to ponder the prompting piece of data and then write their 
response to the question on the paper, as well as responses to other’s comments. The 
resulting silent dialogue is meant to allow for the expression of everyone’s opinions 
without the fear of blame, recrimination or judgment.

The introduction of both surveys and protocols as key tools for the ASPIRE 
change process cemented the shift from groups working to elevate youth voices 
to a focus on highlighting differences in the ways that youth and adults perceive 
youth’s needs in schools. This shift can be seen in a training which was observed in 
ASPIRE’s fourth year in which the organization’s founder explained to participants 
the rationale behind the design of their survey:

The goals of the ASPIRE survey are generally pretty clear. Our whole task is 
around assessing rigor, relevance, relationships and shared responsibility, so 
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that’s a pretty easy frame for us, we’re not out there trying to define that. And, 
our wish is that we look at teacher perspectives and student perspectives. And 
that means if our goal is these four things and we want to be able to com-
pare student perspectives with teachers, it doesn’t mean every question [on the 
student survey] has to have a mirror [on the adult survey], but a lot of them 
should to get the richest data because the best dialogue comes when we see 
differences and how teachers and students perceive them.

As groups experimented with presenting the data to faculty and students, several 
critical incidents informed the formation of best practice for administering these sur-
veys and then presenting their results. At one school, an ASPIRE group presented 
the data to the student body ahead of the faculty, leading to anger and resentment 
by the faculty that they had not been informed of data that reflected on their practice 
ahead of the students. At another school, qualitative data was collected along with 
the quantitative survey responses, including responses from students that expressed 
anger, resentment, and some of which used offensive language. The youth–adult 
team struggled with how to use this data effectively, ultimately abandoning it alto-
gether as “too explosive,” suggesting that it would push teachers into “their panic 
zones,” a term they had been exposed to through ASPIRE training on organizational 
change.

As a result, the accepted wisdom in collecting and sharing survey data was to not 
collect qualitative data, and to facilitate separate events for teachers and students, 
starting with teachers and then planning a subsequent event for a subsection of stu-
dents or the whole school as possible. The strategy proved to be effective in stimu-
lating adult reflection on the differences in youth and adult perceptions of teaching 
and learning. A non-ASPIRE teacher who participated in an ASPIRE run dialogue 
expressed the same surprise that many teachers showed in their exit cards from these 
presentations, saying,

I think what always surprises all of us is the discrepancy between what stu-
dents think about a particular issue and what teacher’s think about a particular 
issue. You know, where the teachers think their students are so engaged, the 
students maybe report they’re not that engaged. Those are always the kind of 
wow moments of like, “How are we that different?”

Using quantitative data as the driver of dialogue, rather than student expression 
seemed to depersonalize youth voice to a degree that it was not perceived to be as 
threatening. The common ASPIRE practice of presenting the data to the faculty first, 
and then presenting the data to the students in a separate chalk talk was perceived 
as important for success, because of the perception that it was important to protect 
youth facilitators from adult resentment.

Adaptation 3: Re‑codifying the core values of voice

By the fifth year of the program, ASPIRE’s focus had become bringing the work 
to scale—not in the sense of numbers alone, but in the sense expressed by Coburn 
(2003) in terms of sustainability and transfer of ownership. The organization was 
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supporting twelve schools, two new and ten veteran teams. Overall, 17 schools 
had participated in the previous 5 years. Five schools had elected to discontinue 
the program, all within 1–2 years of starting it. Two of these schools had started 
in ASPIRE’s first year, both choosing, after some discussion of niche and pur-
pose, to merge their ASPIRE groups with student council (prior to the introduc-
tion of the 4Rs). The other three schools started and disbanded after less than a 
year for a variety of reasons that included lack of buy-in from the principal, prin-
cipal turnover and being located too far away from the ASPIRE parent organiza-
tion to get effective site-based support.

While a clear process had been established for onboarding new schools and 
training them in the use of ASPIRE’s tools, veteran schools were struggling with 
the churn of losing graduating students. These schools reported an ongoing dif-
ficulty in being able to concisely communicate the purpose of ASPIRE to rele-
vant stakeholders, especially non-participating students for recruitment. To tackle 
this issue, the director began to make the creation of a stronger communications 
strategy an organizational priority, with the hope that identifying such a strategy 
would help students and teachers alike to explain the organizing logic and desired 
outcomes for their work. An outside consultant worked with the ASPIRE leader-
ship team to focus on clearly articulating the mission, vision, core values, and 
guiding principles of their work. As the ASPIRE director explained,

[There was] a series of questions that [the leadership team] all wrote out 
around—What’s your problem statement? What are your resources? What 
are your scope of services? What are your values and beliefs? We drafted 
those, but then we had a day retreat which was where we did our own defini-
tive mapping. I think one of the most powerful things to bring off of that 
was our list of value statements. What drives every aspect of our work? 
What defines what we won’t do as well as where we’ll invest the most of our 
time by those values?

This process was largely about making explicit the values serving to define the 
boundaries that the ASPIRE director and ASPIRE teams had already been in 
the process of establishing for this work since its inception. Ultimately, these 
included six named values: (1) share responsibility; (2) start from strength; (3) 
assume positive intentions; (4) seek out equity and justice; (5) create open dia-
logue; and (6) employ data to drive change. For the ASPIRE director, defining 
these signified ASPIRE reaching “a level of maturity. In her words, “We’ve gone 
through adolescence where we are early adults, and are now positioned with 
enough pieces now to be credible in a higher-level domain of the work.”

As part of this rethinking of the work, the mission of the organization was 
redefined as well to focus on,

…increas[ing] student engagement by developing youth–adult partnerships 
in learning to ensure that each and every student has the skills, self-confi-
dence, and opportunities to assume meaningful roles in shaping their learn-
ing and their lives.
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The central concepts of a learning focus and a partnership between youth and adults 
are present in this iteration of the organization’s mission statement, as well as a clear 
focus on the role of the organization in developing the skills in youth and adults to 
engage more thoughtfully within this partnership.

Discussion

Early ASPIRE schools faced many challenges, including finding adequate time in 
the school day for the work, sufficiently differentiating from other forms of student 
leadership, and buffering teacher resistance to the insights of youth on teaching 
and learning. These pressures have been recognized as early challenges for other 
youth voice initiatives (Mitra 2008a; Taines 2014), suggesting that the experience 
of ASPIRE teams is representative of these types of initiatives in schools. In order 
to buffer these challenges, ASPIRE prototyped and refined specific technologies and 
frameworks (the 4Rs, survey data and dialogue), combined with training focused 
on organizational change, effective partnership practices, and site-based support, to 
attempt to buffer the pressures or resistance they encountered within their schools. 
The technologies developed by ASPIRE to address these pressures through trial and 
error, as indicated in their rapid prototyping approach, and the practical effect that 
these have had on meeting their goal of elevating all youth voices, have important 
implications for thinking about the compromises necessary for long-term sustain-
ability as well as the process of rapid prototyping in partnership with schools.

Adult acceptance of ASPIRE through bounding student voice

The adaptations to ASPIRE’s model were all preceded by tensions that specifically 
jeopardized the sustainability and acceptance of its work in partner schools. The first 
of these tensions was over how to prioritize the concerns raised by the collection 
of students’ voices when those concerns created unease or were deemed unimpor-
tant by adults. There is an assumption in much empowerment work with students 
that creating conditions in which youth voices can be shared will result in a school 
more effectively serving its mission (Fielding 2001). However, the limits resulting 
from the latent custodial function of schooling extends beyond what is typically 
perceived to be key to the mission of schools, controlling what students wear and 
eat, the places they go and how they use their time. It seems understandable, then, 
that when given opportunities to express their voices, some youth choose to address 
these areas of adult “rules and control.” Without this opportunity, Bragg (2007b) 
argues that student voice runs the risk of becoming a project of Foucauldian gov-
ernmentality, asking for the allegiance of students to a version of schooling that is 
not authentically interested in validating the diversity of their perspectives. It is for 
this reason, perhaps, that Arnot and Reay (2007) question whether youth voice alone 
truly has the power to transform power structures.

ASPIRE’s response was to create a framework that would sidestep this tension 
and increase adult perceptions of student voice’s legitimacy by narrowing the scope 
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of the work to issues of teaching and learning—an issue which adults in schools 
found intrinsically important. Unfortunately, the costs of focusing the work in this 
way were twofold. First, it narrowed the field to students who could already had 
trusting relationships with adults such that a focus on the neuroscience of learning 
and twenty-first century skills as jumping off points for addressing issues around 
“student engagement” sounded appealing. Without a strong, critical framing of the 
social and cultural barriers that might prevent “engagement,” there was little reason 
for disengaged youth to trust that a focus on twenty-first century skills would result 
in transformed youth–adult relationships on a broad scale. Secondly, projects framed 
in any other manner or around other types of concerns were excluded from this type 
of focus, cutting off additional potential sites of engagement for youth who did not 
feel this trust with school-based adults. The narrowing of the focus in this way also 
cut off other arenas of experimentation that might have driven the rapid prototyp-
ing of the work, including the deepening of the work around civic engagement and 
issues of community justice that were seen in the first year, such as access to free 
and reduced price lunch and community nutrition.

A second notable tension in ASPIRE’s rapid prototyping cycle also revolved 
around adult comfort with youth voice, specifically, the range of youth expression 
that elevating youth voice might authorize. Offensive and angry expressions alien-
ated adults, leading ASPIRE to explore other ways of collecting youth voice through 
quantitative means. Although the survey was coupled with student facilitative lead-
ership to offset the quantizing of youth expression, even in this it became impor-
tant to foreground adults’ understanding of the data and expression by allowing their 
dialogue about the data to happen ahead of the dialogue with students. Considera-
tions for adult resistance drove many of the choices on the structure and function of 
ASPIRE’s model and its enactment in schools, leading to those shifts being reflected 
in restatements of their core mission over time.

The mandating of equity and justice

In its fifth year, the need to be able to concisely communicate the purpose of their 
work as they grew pushed ASPIRE to more clearly define their core beliefs, arriving 
at six values, five of which could easily be traced to the specific tensions and result-
ing adaptations in practice that had been introduced in prior years. These shifts in 
practice, viewed through an ethic of practicality and layman’s pragmatism, enhanced 
ASPIRE’s long-term sustainability and buffered criticism, allowing the initiative to 
continue to evolve and learn from its practice in partner schools. These shifts also 
transformed the very intentions of the initiative from one seeking to enhance atten-
tion to student experiences in schools to one narrowly focused and tightly controlled.

The sixth, and notable exception, was the value of “seeking equity and justice.” 
There was an assumption expressed by adults and also by ASPIRE leadership that, 
given time, this initiative would deepen and allow the “disengaged” to have a voice, 
leading to a transformative shift in school culture and practice. It is possible to hear 
this in the optimism of the adult advisor who suggests that although the group is 
not diverse “yet,” that it will come with time. It is possible to understand where this 
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optimism arose from, as in each ASPIRE school, adults and some students were able 
to have authentic power-sharing that transcended age, as evidenced by the positive 
reports of meaningful partnership from most participating students and adults. At 
the same time, these students and adults acknowledged the realities of these bounda-
ries and the limited interest in the work from many students within the school. These 
assertions, like the ASPIRE parent organization’s attempts to mandate the existence 
of a focus on equity and justice, failed to recognize how the evolution of the tech-
nologies of the work itself had created conditions that limited the sites of oppor-
tunity (i.e. shared value commitments) through which these relationships could be 
realized.

The rapid prototyping approach that ASPIRE embraces fell into the trap of itera-
tive, emergent design that results from foregrounding a focus on “what works” with-
out asking the critical questions, “Works for whom and to what end?” While rapid 
prototyping as a practice (like other types of continuous improvement) allowed the 
work to remain adaptive and responsive in the face of organizational change and, in 
particular, in the face of pressures that could have overwhelmed their efforts, there 
was no revisiting of the core values guiding the genesis of the initiative as these 
iterations were made. Instead, the core mission was adapted to meet the sustain-
ability needs of the initiative and as such, allowed itself to be co-opted by dominant 
school reform discourses. Dewey (1916) argues that pragmatism demands that situ-
ated ethical reflection must be a critical part of any type of action-reflection cycle in 
order to avoid the trap of relativism for which pragmatism as a philosophy has been 
so roundly critiqued (Fesmire 2003). It is a point which has been well-covered in the 
literature on developmental evaluation, which suggests that the role of the develop-
mental evaluator is to help the leadership of an initiative to reflect back on its core 
values while it refines the means by which it will achieve its goals (Patton 2011); 
however, this case demonstrates the challenges of doing so in real-time in the face of 
other types of organizational pressure—most critically, those with the organizational 
power to threaten the sustainability of the initiative itself.

Conclusion

These findings have implications for student-voice driven reform efforts, specifi-
cally, but also for rapid prototyping in school contexts, a model of change that is 
becoming increasingly popular for school reform efforts through research practice 
partnerships and a policy focus on continuous improvement (see Fishman et  al. 
2013). All iterative reform efforts that use reflection on past experience, whether 
it is subjected to the rigor of the scientific method or not, must confront the cen-
tral question of how their work creates value for a school, what value actually 
is and means, and who gets to define it. The case of ASPIRE shows the differ-
ence between reactive adaptation and reflective change—with one informed by 
the layman’s pragmatism of what works towards initiative survival and the latter 
informed by careful reference back to the informing philosophy of a reform. This 
distinction is not made with the idea that adaptations made to buffer threats to 
sustainability are always harmful; rather, that there must be a careful weighing of 
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the costs and benefits of achieving sustainability. It can be tempting, in the case 
of schools, to believe that incremental reform achieved through these compro-
mises over a relatively long period of time (in the life of education reform) will 
be the progenitor of critical reflection and ultimately, transformation. Certainly, 
the optimism of ASPIRE’s leaders and youth and adult participants suggests that 
these beliefs may be widespread. This belief may be especially tempting given 
the very real alternative of having a poorly received change initiative buffered out 
of existence altogether. Given the lack of endurance of most reform (Giles and 
Hargreaves 2006), however, and the enduring institutional structures that exist to 
reinforce the latent sorting function of schooling, rapid prototyping reform efforts 
cannot rely on an incremental approach to achieving engagement for all youth, 
particularly when engagement is not considered through a critical frame.

Student leadership or other voice efforts are particularly likely to fall prey to 
part equals whole logic when authentic leadership is happening for some. Domi-
nant cultural discourses about youth suggest that it is only exceptionally mature 
youth who are ready for expressing their voice. In these cases, discourse about 
the counter-normative efforts of the initiative may obscure the “rich get richer” 
effect of the reform. It becomes challenging to parse these effects when the 
school leadership is satisfied with the efforts, participating youth report a host 
of positive outcomes, and teachers feel challenged—but not too challenged—
by the work being done. As one of the few longitudinal case-studies of a long-
term youth–adult partnership program in the United States, this study suggests 
that American schools have significant progress left to make in the acceptance 
of broadly defined student agency in schooling, a key belief necessary for the 
transition to student-centered classrooms necessary for personalized learning, 
proficiency-based education and other state-mandated reforms currently being 
considered or implemented by state departments of education across the country.

As an embedded case study of the work of a single organization, the results 
of this study are not directly generalizable to other similar efforts, although they 
suggest avenues for future research. Comparative work with other long-term 
student voice efforts—most notably other youth–adult partnership efforts—will 
help to extend and refine our understanding of the central tension in this study 
between equity and sustainability. It is possible that other lasting programs have 
found ways to navigate this dichotomy. Furthermore, although there is a moderate 
evidence base suggesting the pressures to which ASPIRE’s program responded 
in their rapid-prototyping cycle are present for many other student voice efforts, 
more attention to the early adaptations of student voice and leadership efforts 
within schools would create a more robust understanding of how specific efforts 
to change the regard for youth agency in American schools are received or sub-
verted. Given the favorable policy environments for youth voice and agency in 
other countries such as Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands and the United King-
dom, the United States still has much cultural work to do towards this end if it 
hopes to institutionalize these norms within the education reform ecosystem.
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