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Student Voice in Research

History tells us that young people have been and continue to be powerful contributors to and shapers of social, economic, environmental and political change (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2010). 
For a long time, however, children and young people have not had a voice in either the research process or the outcomes of research. Rather, they participated at the behest of adults, whose views have long been privileged over those of children. Children’s and young people’s role in research consisted solely of responding to adult instructions or demands: as passive recipients or objects at the centre of adult enquiry. 
However, the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified by Australia in January 1991, changed adults’ perceptions of that role, stating that:
· children have the right to say what they think about anything that affects them, and that what they say must be listened to and given due consideration (Article 12) and
· they have the right of freedom of expression, and freedom to seek and impart information through any media of the child’s choice (Article 13). 
As a result, schools seeking reform and change, researchers, policy makers and governments now actively seek out children’s and young people’s ideas and views to support them in the decision-making processes. This does not mean seeking the views of a tokenistic student committee. It means that adults have to re-evaluate their position as the ‘researcher’, who holds the knowledge and the power to make enquiry.
Equally important, the teaching–learning nexus between adult/researcher and child is reversed when young people teach researchers about their social context and what is authentic for them. At this point, children/young people assume the role of co-researcher and advocate for their lived realities.

Accessing youth voice, in a research sense, does not equate to young people simply being participants, responders or ‘data providers’; they must be partners with researchers in the process, to co-construct meaning. 
This raises young people to a position of equal power with researchers, empowering and enabling them to make significant contributions to our understanding of the ways they experience the world.

Engaging youth voice is not about conducting surveys, or holding interviews or focus groups. Nor is it about the sole child on a student representative panel. While these are concerned with accessing opinions and experiences, they do not give young people any power to contribute meaningfully to change. 

Youth voice in research is about ensuring that the lived realities of young people contribute to meaningful change and that the power relationship is challenged, so that they become change partners with, and allies of, the adults around them, leading to them becoming the researchers, planners, decision makers and advocates (Fletcher 2005).
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