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Abstract  
Student councils are widely recognised as an integral part of school life across the Nordic countries, 

reflecting a strong social-democratic tradition in education. Yet few studies examine how these councils are 

operated in terms of selection processes, focus and student influence across the Nordic countries. Drawing 

on a range of data collected across five Nordic countries, this study analyses student councils through 

Lundy’s participation model along with theoretical concepts concerning certain contradictions in 

democratic education. The findings indicate that, although most systems mandate student councils in basic 

education and emphasize democratic selection processes, implementation remains uneven. Participation 

opportunities are often limited to older and more socially advantaged students; selection procedures are 

frequently opaque; and council agendas tend to focus on social events and minor school improvements, 

with limited follow-through on students’ proposals. Yet the study also identified promising practices, 

including hybrid and flexible access models and structured feedback loops, which may support more 

meaningful and inclusive democratic participation. We argue that student councils risk remaining symbolic 

unless schools embed inclusive access, transparent processes, reciprocal communication, and a wider and 

globally relevant agenda. These conclusions are brought together in a design-principles model aimed at 

strengthening the meaningful participation of children and youth in Nordic schools. 

Keywords: Student councils, meaningful participation, Nordic model, citizenship, youth voices 

Introduction 

Democratic participation among young people is a central principle of education policy in the Nordic 

countries as reflected in Vision 2030 for the Nordic Region (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2019) and through 

enhanced cooperation between the Nordic Council and the Nordic Youth Council (Thomson, 2025). Within 

this context, student councils are intended to provide students with formal opportunities to participate in 

school governance, develop democratic competencies, and exercise influence over matters affecting their 

education and school life (Edelstein, 2010; Khan, 2006). At the same time, democratic participation in 

schools extends beyond student councils as it also takes place through everyday interactions and 

pedagogical practices within classrooms and the wider school environment (Biesta & Lawy, 2006). Student 

councils, therefore, represent one important arena for democratic participation, but not the only one. Yet, 

research across the region consistently points to a gap between the formal intentions of democratic 

education and students lived experiences of meaningful participation and influence (Finnsdóttir et al., 

2026; Griebler & Nowak, 2012). 

At the same time, recent research indicates declining civic knowledge and engagement among Nordic 

youth democratic knowledge and participation, raising concerns about how democratic education can be 
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supported in schools (Damiani et al., 2025). These developments intensify debates whether student 

councils function as meaningful arenas for participation or remain primarily symbolic structures. Student 

councils are closely linked to international frameworks such as Article 12 of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, which establishes children’s right to be heard in matters affecting them (United Nations, 

1989). Lundy’s (2007) model further specifies that meaningful participation requires space, voice, audience, 

and influence—conditions that student councils are expected to provide. 

Despite their central role, there is limited comparative research examining how student councils operate 

across Nordic contexts, particularly in terms of selection processes, focus, and student influence. This 

article addresses this gap through a mixed-method study across five Nordic countries, asking: 

(1) What policies govern student councils and how are they structured and implemented? 

(2) To what extent do they provide meaningful and inclusive opportunities for participation? 

Democratic education 

Across the Nordic region, schools are expected not only to prepare young people for their role as citizens 

but also to function as social spaces where democratic participation is experienced in everyday practices. 

Nordic and European education policies commonly emphasize democracy and student welfare as key 

principles guiding educational practice (Biseth, 2009; Gunnulfsen et al., 2023) by developing democratic 

competences (Council of Europe, 2018). In this sense, democratic education is understood not only as the 

transmission of knowledge about democratic systems but also as a process in which students actively 

participate to gain competences. Meanwhile, scholars have raised concerns that competence-based 

approaches may risk reducing democracy to a measurable skill set if not grounded in ethical and relational 

dimensions. Jónsson and Rodríguez (2021), drawing on Dewey (1916), argue that democratic education 

must be firmly rooted in values and responsibility, where democracy is understood as a form of associated 

living rather than a set of predefined procedures and skills.  

This perspective aligns with Biesta’s (2022) educational framework of qualification, socialization and 

subjectification, which provides a useful lens to examine the democratic role of the school. Qualification 

refers to the acquisition of knowledge and skills necessary for participation in society, whereas socialization 

concerns the processes through which individuals are introduced to existing social, cultural, and democratic 

traditions and norms, typically mediated by teachers or other authority figures. Both elements are widely 

recognized as central elements of schooling in the Nordic region. However, Biesta argues that democratic 

education cannot be reduced to these dimensions alone. The third element, subjectification, can be 

understood as a process through which individuals develop their individual citizenship by critically reflecting 

on their own position and relations to others. While the concept of subjectification has been criticized for 
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being overly individualized and elusive (Guillemin, 2024), Biesta (2020; 2022) has provided an elaborate 

response by emphasising that the process of developing young people’s citizenship is highly relational and 

can thus only take place through concrete interactions, both in and outside of school. What matters here is 

creating an environment where young people are free to participate in everyday practices and decision-

making processes.  

In an era where the concept of freedom tends to appeal to individual freedom, there is the risk that it can 

be used to justify the absence of collective responsibility (Guðjohnsen, 2025). In that case, it is important to 

note that the freedom associated with educational subjectification should be understood not only as 

personal autonomy but as the capacity to engage with others in addressing the tensions and contradictions 

of democratic life (Guðjohnsen et al., 2024). This highlights the importance of examining not only the 

presence of participatory structures in educational settings but also their qualities and their impact on 

young people’s perspectives and opportunities for meaningful participation. 

Meaningful participation  

To examine how democratic participation operates within the school space, this study draws on the 

participation framework developed by Lundy (2007). Grounded in Article 12 of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), the Lundy model conceptualizes meaningful 

participation through four interrelated dimensions: space, voice, audience, and influence. Together, these 

dimensions highlight that meaningful participation requires institutional conditions, including pedagogical 

approaches and access to social and cultural spaces. The model, therefore, shifts attention from the mere 

presence of participatory structures toward the quality of participation within them. Space and voice refer 

to the creation of safe and inclusive opportunities for children to articulate their perspectives, while 

audience and influence concern whether these perspectives are taken seriously and can shape outcomes. 

Within educational settings, this places responsibility on teachers and school leaders to create participatory 

structures that enable dialogue, feedback, and shared decision-making.  

Opportunities to participate in classroom and school governance structures are commonly seen as 

supporting this aim (Kahne et al., 2016; Stoddard, 2014). Sant (2019) argues that democratic learning 

emerges when students have opportunities to express their views, listen to others, and engage in collective 

deliberation. From this perspective, student councils represent a key institutional arena for democratic 

participation in schools (Edelstein, 2010; Khan, 2006). However, research across industrialised countries 

suggests that participatory structures in schools may remain largely symbolic, with limited impact on 

decision-making processes (Finnsdóttir et al., 2026; Griebler & Nowak, 2012; Scarparolo & MacKinnon, 

2024). This points to a broader participation–practice gap, where formal opportunities for participation do 
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not necessarily translate into meaningful influence (Griffin, 2022).  

It is essential that students experience themselves not only as learners within institutional structures but 

also as participants capable of contributing to the life of their school communities (Guðjohnsen et al., 2024; 

Schulz et al., 2023). Ensuring the dimensions of space, voice, audience, and influence as proposed by Lundy 

(2007) calls for a pedagogical approach that recognises children as fully active citizens rather than ‘citizens-

in-waiting’ (Biesta & Lawy, 2006). In other words, the school must approach its students as individuals with 

integrity and the capacity to participate freely, while also attending to civic and ethical considerations such 

as fostering open and creative dialogue (Aðalbjarnardóttir & Harðardóttir, 2018; Freeman, 1996; Tujula et 

al., 2021). Student councils can be understood as potential institutional spaces where such principles of 

democratic education are enacted in practice (Edelstein, 2010).  

Aims and practices of student councils  

Student councils hold significant potential for democratic development. Verba, Schlozman, and Brady's 

(1995, pp. 424–425) important research demonstrates that high school government participation positively 

influences future political engagement, while Mager and Nowak's (2012) systematic review provides 

moderate evidence for democratic skill development through council participation. However, this potential 

is likely dependent on the quality of the students' experiences. Negative council experiences can actively 

discourage democratic development (Alderson, 2000; Andersson, 2018; Lundy, 2018; Sinclair, 2004). 

Meaningful agency – the genuine ability to effect change and improve one's school is thus essential for 

positive outcomes (Edelstein, 2010; Torney-Purta & Barber, 2005). 

The challenge lies in current practice: student councils typically operate with constrained agency, as 

advisory rather than decision-making actors, in which meaningful participation is undermined (Andersson, 

2018; Sousa & Ferreira, 2024). This structural limitation creates a fundamental tension between councils' 

democratic potential and their actual capacity to provide the agency necessary for positive developmental 

effects. The effectiveness of student councils depends on both access and structure. Kempner and Janmaat 

(2022) identify striking inequalities in who gains access to European school councils, while Rönnlund (2014) 

reveals how three interconnected dimensions determine council functionality: range (issues addressed), 

depth (participation quality), and width (student involvement). These dimensions create a reinforcing cycle 

where students avoid participation when they perceive it as meaningless, so deficiencies in range and 

depth inevitably reduce width (Rönnlund 2014). 

Kempner and Janmaat (2022) state that school councils exemplify neither participative nor representative 

democracy effectively. Limited participation combined with representatives who fail to reflect their 

constituents will create a system that risks teaching powerlessness rather than achieving either normative 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


Harðardóttir et al.     6 

nordiccie.org   NJCIE 2026, Vol. 10(3) 

democratic ideals or educational objectives. From a political science perspective, it is well-documented that 

socially disadvantaged groups tend to be underrepresented in political agendas (Elkjær & Iversen, 2020). 

This raises concerns about whether school councils risk reproducing rather than counteracting existing 

inequalities. For example, Tujula (2023) and Männistö (2020) have in fact argued that student councils may 

merely activate students who are already engaged. 

At the same time, research indicates that many children and young people report that although they are 

encouraged to express their opinions in school, they seldom receive feedback or see concrete changes 

resulting from their input. This can create a feeling of symbolic participation, lacking genuine democratic 

influence (Lundy, 2007). Yet sociological research on well-being shows a reciprocal relationship between 

participation and well-being: meaningful participation can enhance well-being, and conversely, increased 

well-being can promote more active engagement (Fattore et al., 2016). Taken together, these perspectives 

highlight the importance of creating supportive school environments in which children and young people 

experience both genuine opportunities for influence and conditions that promote their well-being. 

Student councils in the Nordic context 

Although structures for participation are often in place in Nordic schools, decision-making processes 

frequently remain dominated by adults, with teachers or school leaders setting agendas and filtering 

outcomes. For example, Danish researchers point to how students’ contributions tend to be interpreted 

through rigid and dichotomous educational categories such as mature or immature, democratic or 

undemocratic which restrict what is recognised as genuine participation or agency (Lieberkind, 2020). 

Similarly, Finnish research points to how student councils are often closely supervised by staff, meaning 

that agendas and decisions are shaped through adult authority (Tiusanen, 2025; Tujula, 2023). Such control 

can result in limited influence on everyday school decisions and outcomes as has been reported by Swedish 

students (Alerby & Bergmark, 2019). 

Issues of representation and inclusion also emerge as a common concern across the Nordic countries. An 

Icelandic study indicated how selection processes for student councils are frequently shaped by popularity 

dynamics, meaning that students who already hold significant social and cultural capital within the school 

are more likely to be elected (Finnsdóttir et al., 2026). In Finland, uneven representation across grade levels 

further limits whose voices are heard, and not all students have equal opportunities to participate in 

council activities (Tiusanen, 2025; Tujula, 2023). In some cases, such as in Sweden, students themselves 

question the legitimacy of representative structures, expressing a preference for more direct and inclusive 

forms of participation, such as referenda or broader consultation processes (Gilljam et al., 2010). 
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Another recurring pattern is the tendency for student councils to focus on organising social events or 

addressing practical matters rather than engaging with substantive educational issues. Finnish research 

indicated that student representatives are frequently excluded from formal decision-making bodies such as 

school boards and are instead assigned to committees dealing with peripheral aspects of school life, 

thereby limiting their influence on core educational matters (Tiusanen, 2025; Tujula, 2023). Likewise, 

Swedish researchers have reported how decision-making pathways from student proposals to concrete 

outcomes are often unclear, making it difficult for students to see how their input translates into change 

(Rönnlund, 2014). As a result, participation is frequently experienced by Nordic youth as symbolic rather 

than impactful (Almgren, 2006; Elvstrand, 2009; Eriksson & Bostedt, 2011; Rönnlund, 2011). 

This disconnection is also reflected in students’ perceptions. Survey research suggests that many students 

question the effectiveness of student council elections, with only about half of Danish students reporting 

that their vote makes a meaningful difference in school life (Harada, 2021). Similarly, as noted in an 

Icelandic study, while school leaders may report that opportunities for democratic participation are 

embedded in school practices, far fewer students report having recent or meaningful opportunities to 

influence decisions or express their views (Guðjohnsen, 2025). Taken together, the research suggests that 

while student councils remain a central institutional mechanism for democratic participation in Nordic 

schools, their democratic potential is only partially realised.  

Method  

This study draws on mixed-method data, from five Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, the Faroe Islands, 

Iceland, and Sweden). It aims to examine the policies governing student councils, how student councils are 

structured and implemented, and the extent to which they provide meaningful and inclusive opportunities 

for participation. Rather than offering a comprehensive quantitative comparison, the study combines policy 

analysis, survey data and interviews, to provide a comparative analytical exploration of student councils 

and democratic participation in the Nordic region from multiple perspectives. 

A descriptive overview of the initial findings was presented in the Nordic Welfare Centre report Student 

councils and democratic participation in the Nordic region (Guðjohnsen & Harðardóttir, 2025). Building on 

that work, this article offers a more in-depth analysis, with particular attention to how the findings can be 

used to demonstrate the extent to which student councils function as meaningful and inclusive democratic 

arenas through which students can express their views, be heard, and influence decisions affecting their 

school lives. 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


Harðardóttir et al.     8 

nordiccie.org   NJCIE 2026, Vol. 10(3) 

Data sources and participants 

Student councils within compulsory schools in the Nordic region operate within institutional, social and 

pedagogical contexts that cannot be fully understood through one single data source. Hence, this study 

adopted mixed methods and multi-source design, combining policy analysis, student survey data and 

qualitative interviews. The convergent design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018) facilitated a more 

comprehensive, multi-perspective understanding of meaningful participation in student councils across the 

regions.  

Policy data were derived from mapping national policy frameworks in each country related to democratic 

participation through student councils. Researchers in each participating country collected official policy 

documents including national education acts, regulations and curriculum documents. Initially, seventeen 

policy documents were identified across the countries. To ensure comparability across education systems, 

the selection was narrowed down to twelve documents focusing specifically on compulsory education. The 

documents analyzed included national compulsory educational acts in the five countries, national 

curriculum and regulations pertaining to student councils. 

Table 1. Policy documents from five Nordic countries  

 National Act Regulations and orders  Curriculum 

Denmark Compulsory Education Act 

(Folkeskoleloven, 2024) 

Executive order on Student 

Councils in Compulsory 

Education (Børne- og 

Undervisningsministeriet, 

2014) 

Common objectives for 

compulsory education 

(Børne- og 

Undervisningsministeriet, 

2024) 

Faroe 

Islands  

Compulsory Education Act 

(Løgtingslóg um fólkaskúlan. 

(1997). 

Executive order on student 

councils in public schools 

(Mentamálaráðið, (2025) 

National Curriculum for 

compulsory school (NÁM, 

2011) 

Finland Compulsory Education Act 

(Perusopetuslaki, 1998) 

 National Core Curriculum 

for Compulsory Education 

(Opetushallitus, 2014) 

Iceland Compulsory Education Act 

(Lög um grunnskóla, 2008) 

 National Curriculum Guide 

for Compulsory Schools 

(Aðalnámskrá grunnskóli, 

2011/2013) 

Sweden The Swedish Education Act 

(Skollagen, 2010) 

 The Swedish National 

Curriculum for Compulsory 

Schools (Skolverket, 2022) 
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The student survey was administered online through Qualtrics in compulsory schools that were selected to 

ensure as much diversity as possible, both in terms of geographical context and socio-economic 

background. Participants included students in Grade 5 as well as students in Grades 9 or 10, depending on 

the organization of lower-secondary education in each participating country. In Iceland the data was 

collected in September 2023 but during November 2024 to April 2025 in the other Nordic countries. The 

total number of students who completed the survey was 2,205, with a relatively even distribution of girls 

and boys (52% girls and 48% boys). In Iceland and Denmark, students were evenly distributed between 5th 

grade and 9th/10th grade. In contrast, the majority of students from Finland, and all students from the 

Faroe Islands and Sweden, were in 9th grade. The questionnaire included 10 closed and open-ended 

questions that focused, for example, on students’ knowledge of student councils, experience of 

participating in a student council and the types of issues discussed in student councils.  

Youth consultations were carried out through workshops with young experts in two Nordic youth summits 

arranged by the Nordic Welfare Centre: The Nordic Baltic Youth Summit 1held in September 2024, and The 

Nordic Youth Disability Summit2 held in November 2024. These consultations captured the reflections of 

young people aged 15–25, from across the Nordic and Baltic region. Participants were asked two questions: 

(1) how an ideal student council would look like and (2) what the main challenges are in operating student 

councils. Their answers were captured in the Mentimenter application as one-word or short sentences.  

Interviews were conducted with young people serving on student councils and key informants, such as 

teachers responsible for student council activities, in a total of 19 compulsory schools across the Nordic 

region. Guided by the aim of identifying promising and innovative practices, schools were selected based 

on their demonstrated commitment to active student participation and their efforts to strengthen student 

councils through creative approaches. To ensure variation in context, schools were also selected to reflect 

diversity in size and geographical location, including both urban and rural areas. A common interview guide 

was used across all interviews to gain a deeper understanding of the factors that support active, 

meaningful, and inclusive participation in student councils. 

Data analysis  

The analytical approach in this study is informed by an expanded theoretical lens that integrates Lundy’s 

(2007) conceptual framework for children’s participation—structured around the four dimensions of space, 

 

1 https://www.norden.org/en/news/nordic-baltic-youth-summit-how-youth-sees-future-nordics 
2 https://nordicwelfare.org/en/nyheter/we-need-less-barriers-in-leisure-activities-education-and-politics/ 

http://www.nordiccie.org/
https://www.norden.org/en/news/nordic-baltic-youth-summit-how-youth-sees-future-nordics
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voice, audience, and influence—along with theoretical concepts concerning certain contradictions within 

democratic education (Biesta, 2022; Jónsson & Rodriquez, 2021). This theoretical approach allows for a 

deep examination of the quality and depth of democratic participation as it is presented within the context 

of student councils in Nordic education contexts.  

Ethics and limitations  

The study follows established ethical principles for educational research involving children and young 

people (Alderson & Morrow, 2011). Participation in the survey, interviews, and consultations was 

voluntary, and students were informed about the purpose of the research and their right to withdraw at 

any stage (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Confidentiality was ensured for participating schools and students, and all 

data were anonymized prior to analysis. The research design and data collection procedures complied with 

relevant national ethical guidelines in the participating Nordic countries.  

As with most comparative research across multiple national contexts, the study involves certain 

methodological limitations. First, although the project aimed to map student councils across the Nordic 

region, not all countries were equally represented. The findings should therefore be interpreted as an 

analytical exploration across several Nordic contexts rather than a comprehensive regional mapping. The 

empirical material was collected through a collaborative research effort across countries and research 

teams, resulting in variation in the number of participating schools and students. Survey response rates 

differed between countries: in some contexts, such as Iceland and the Faroe Islands, participation covered 

a large proportion of the relevant student population, while in others, such as Finland and Denmark, it 

included substantial but more selective samples. In Sweden, participation was lower due to time 

constraints and access to schools.  

Although these differences limit strict comparability, the study does not aim to provide a purely 

quantitative comparison. Rather, it seeks to capture multiple perspectives on student participation through 

the integration of policy analysis, survey data, youth consultations, and qualitative interviews. Moreover, 

the combination of data sources allows for analytical triangulation (Patton, 1999), strengthening the 

trustworthiness of the findings. When interpreted collectively and analyzed through the theoretical 

framework employed in this study, the material provides important insights into the opportunities and 

challenges of democratic participation within student councils in Nordic schools. 
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Comparative findings on student councils in five Nordic 
countries  

Policy landscapes 

The following section presents findings from the policy analysis based upon 12 policy documents from five 

Nordic countries (see Table 1). These include National education acts, regulations and compulsory 

education curriculums and were all analysed with respect to their focus on student councils.  

Across the Nordic countries examined, student participation is formally recognised as part of education 

policy with all systems emphasising students’ right to be heard and to influence school life. However, they 

differ in the degree to which participation is institutionalised, ranging from mandatory student councils 

embedded in legislation to more flexible approaches that emphasise participation without prescribing 

specific structures. 

In Denmark, student councils have been embedded in education policy for several decades. Legislation 

introduced in 1974 enabled their establishment, and since 1986 they have been mandatory, as reflected in 

the Executive Order on Student Councils in compulsory schools (Børne- og Undervisningsministeriet, 2014). 

Schools are required to ensure councils are formed, even if students do not initiate them. All students have 

the right to vote and stand for election, and councils must adopt statutes regulating representation, 

elections, finances, and accountability. Councils elect their own chairperson, while school leaders must 

provide facilities and, where possible, financial support. Recent legislation further strengthens their role by 

requiring consultation on issues such as student safety and well-being. Similarly, in Finland, student 

councils have been mandatory since 2013 through amendments to the Compulsory Education Act 

628/1998 (Perusopetuslaki, 1998). National guidelines require schools to establish student actors that 

enable participation, ensure students can express their views, and involve them in planning and developing 

school activities (Opetushallitus, 2016). 

In the Faroe Islands, student participation has long been recognised, but its institutionalisation has been 

more recent and less consistent. The Public-School Act of 1997 acknowledged students’ right to 

representation, yet implementation was largely left to schools (Løgtingslóg um fólkaskúlan, 1997). A 2025 

executive order has strengthened this framework by requiring councils in schools with grade five or higher 

and emphasising democratic dialogue, shared responsibility, and students’ rights to be heard in matters 

concerning learning and well-being (Mentamálaráðið, 2025). In Iceland, student councils are mandated by 

the Compulsory School Act (Lög um grunnskóla, 2008) and the National Curriculum (Aðalnámskrá 

grunnskóli, 2011/2013). Student councils are intended to provide a platform for student voice and to 

address social and welfare issues of concern to pupils. Similarly to other Nordic countries, school leaders 
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are responsible for ensuring that councils are supported and able to function effectively (Aðalnámskrá 

grunnskóli, 2011/2013; Lög um grunnskóla, 2008). In contrast, Sweden adopts a less prescriptive approach. 

The Education Act (Skollagen, 2010) requires schools to support student participation and influence, whilst 

the national curriculum emphasises students’ right to contribute to decision-making. However, it does not 

mandate specific structures such as student councils, leaving the form of participation more open 

(Skolverket, 2022). 

Survey and narrative findings on practices related to student councils 

Most students across the Nordic countries reported that a student council existed in their school, with rates 

ranging from 91% to 100% in Denmark, the Faroe Islands, Finland, and Sweden. Iceland differed from the 

other countries, with 73% of students reporting the presence of a student council and a relatively high 

proportion indicating that they did not know whether one existed. Participation in student councils was 

generally reported by about one quarter to one third of students across the countries. Denmark had the 

highest participation rate (32%), while Iceland had the lowest (24%). Across all countries, most students 

reported participating in student councils for periods ranging from six months to three years, with 

involvement most commonly occurring during the teenage years. 

Students’ knowledge on how members of student councils are selected varied considerably. Awareness of 

the selection process was highest in Denmark (86%), followed by the Faroe Islands (75%) and Sweden 

(59%). Lower levels of awareness were reported in Finland (49%) and Iceland (41%). Across Denmark, the 

Faroe Islands, Finland, Iceland, and Sweden, democratic classroom elections, in which candidates 

volunteered and presented themselves, were by far the most common method of selecting student council 

representatives. However, application-based procedures, teacher involvement, and occasional random 

selection were also reported, raising concerns about transparency, consistency, and fairness in some 

schools as reported by students across all five countries.  

When asked about what issues student councils typically work on, students most commonly described 

student councils as forums for organising social activities and addressing practical issues related to the 

school environment and student well-being. Awareness of the councils’ activities varied considerably, with 

higher levels in Denmark, and Sweden and lower levels in Finland, and Iceland. While many students 

viewed councils as platforms for expressing ideas and improving school life, a substantial proportion 

reported limited knowledge of their role, suggesting that the visibility and communication of student 

council activities could be strengthened. 

According to students, teachers and school leaders are important audiences for student council proposals, 
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with about half or more of students across all five countries reporting that their ideas were considered. 

However, open-ended responses revealed a more nuanced picture. While students generally appreciated 

opportunities to discuss school issues with staff, some expressed a desire for clearer outcomes, better 

communication, and more consistent follow-through on proposals as evident from the following open-

ended answer: “...it seems like they talk a lot about what they want to happen, but they don't do much” 

(Student 16, Q4). Practical suggestions were most often implemented, whereas more complex proposals 

were less likely to lead to action. Students also acknowledged that some ideas could not be realised due to 

limited school resources or feasibility constraints as noted by the following answer:  

Most often they hear what we say, but ideas seldom come true and that is probably due to that sometimes, the 
ideas are not reasonable, and sometimes school does not have enough material/money (Student 22, Q9).  

When asked about the influence of student councils, 20-50% of students reported that they could identify 

areas in their schools where student councils had made a difference. The highest levels were reported in 

the Faroe Islands and Denmark, while Iceland showed the lowest perceived influence. When students 

expressed their views and experiences of student councils, both in interviews and workshops during youth 

summits, it emerged that the young people who had participated in councils shared largely positive 

experiences. They did however describe the need for broader representation of the councils, emphasising 

more inclusivity. When asked about the challenges student councils face, students participating in the 

Nordic youth disability workshop mentioned elitism and inaccessibility when choosing members for the 

councils, noting that to be selected as a member, you had to have a strong social position within the school. 

One of the participants described this by saying:  

We are not always a part of the informal meeting places that determine one's popularity or social status within 
the school. For example, if I think about my school, many of the popular kids gather outside the school, behind 
the dumpsters. This place is completely inaccessible to those of us using a wheelchair. This alone determines 
my chances of being able to run and receive support to become a member of a student council. 

Other challenges facing student councils included the need for more meaningful activities that cater to and 

represent diversity of students interests and experiences, as noted by several students during qualitative 

interviews. A Danish boy made a general note of this by saying:  

I think everyone would prefer a school where you have some say, rather than a place where you are just told 
what to do. I would much rather go to a school that gives you influence than a place where you are just pushed 
around.  

An Icelandic girl, acting as the head of the student council in a rural school in Iceland, further noted that by 

allowing students to have a say in what kind of activities they work on student’s dedication would increase.  

For example, when we were allowed to set up a local radio, and to choose whom we wanted to interview and 
what local or even global issues to put in focus, that became like one of the best projects all year. 
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Despite examples of this sort, most interviews revealed that student councils normally engage in 

predetermined school-based activities that do not offer a way of meaningfully addressing broader 

educational, civic or social matters. In addition, some complained, in line with the open-ended answers 

from the survey, about how lack of clear procedures often prevents good ideas, presented by student 

councils, being follow through by teachers and school leaders.  

Some interesting examples of developing initiatives around student councils were mentioned in the 

interviews. In one semi-urban school in Iceland, teachers and students collaboratively agreed to alter the 

conventional elective access process and to take up an open application process instead when selecting 

members for the student council. One of two teachers specifically hired to manage the student council said:  

We had become aware that those students who got elected to the council were almost always popular 
students with strong socio-economic background which resulted in exclusion of diverse voices and perspectives 
within the council. So, we sat down and asked ourselves important questions concerning what, why, how and 
for whom we wanted the student council to operate.  

This teacher further mentioned that by working an application, students had to reflect on which activities 

they wanted to work on within the council and how these would contribute to improving the school.  

This year we got 70 applications from a group that counts 120 students in total. Being a student council 
member is both respected and sought after even if the application process requires real work and dedication.   

Another example, derives from a Danish municipality where they have experimented with more flexible 

democratic processes, noting that more children and young people participate when access to the 

democratic organs is not tied to a rigid election procedure. The group leader explained that from the 

children’s perspective, the possibility of “trying out” participation lowers the threshold:  

I actually think that joining the board could be exciting — something I might want to try. And then you can join, 
and afterwards you can decide whether it’s for you or not. At least you have the opportunity. 

In contrast, the traditional model — where you can only stand for election once a year, must ‘put yourself 

forward’, and be voted on — is experienced as rigid and emotionally demanding:  

The very fixed structure meant that some didn’t dare. They thought no, no, because then I have to stand up in 
front of everyone, and people have to vote for me. That’s also what we hear from the classes sometimes — 
when they vote locally, they worry about whether it will just be the popular kids who get chosen, and whether 
they themselves are one of the popular ones.  

By allowing children and young people to join continuously, rather than through a single annual election, 

the municipality reduces the social pressure associated with visibility, popularity and competition. This 

flexibility seemed to create more accessible and less intimidating entry points into democratic 

participation. 
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Discussions 

This study examined student councils across five Nordic countries through a combination of policy analysis, 

student survey data, and qualitative insights from young people and teachers in charge of student councils. 

Across the cases, there is a shared commitment to student participation as part of democratic education, 

yet clear differences emerge in how participation is structured and how meaningfully it is experienced in 

practice. The discussion is organised around the two research questions guiding the study. Structure, rules, 

and implementation of student councils across the Nordic countries. 

Structure, regulations and representation of student councils  

The first research question concerned what policies apply on student councils in the Nordic countries and 

how they are structured, regulated and implemented. The findings reveal a largely harmonised policy 

perspective across the region, aligned with Vision 2030 (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2019). Most countries 

either require student councils by law or embed them firmly in national curricula at the compulsory 

education levels (e.g., Denmark, Faroe Islands, Finland) while Sweden adopts a less prescriptive approach, 

emphasising student organisation and participation without mandating specific structures.  

Across the Nordic countries, responsibility for establishing and supporting student councils is typically 

placed with school leaders, who are expected to provide participatory spaces and ensure that councils 

function effectively (e.g., Denmark, Iceland). In some systems, councils are also linked to broader school or 

municipal governance structures, potentially extending students’ influence beyond the individual school 

(e.g., Denmark, Finland, Iceland). However, despite these formal arrangements, regulatory specificity and 

implementation guidance remain limited. As a result, the functioning and impact of student councils are 

often dependent on local school practices and adult priorities as indicated in previous studies (Griebler & 

Nowak, 2012). Student council representatives are generally selected through formal democratic 

procedures, most commonly class-based elections, with councils granted autonomy to define their own 

mandates and activities. However, both the interview data and previous research point to significant 

challenges in these processes. Students described limited transparency in selection and noted that 

elections can resemble popularity contests, privileging those with existing social capital. This reflects 

broader concerns in the literature about the inclusiveness of participatory structures (e.g., Finnsdóttir et al., 

2026; Jónsson et al., 2021).  

From the perspective of democracy understood not merely as formal representation but as an ethical and 

communicative practice embedded in everyday school culture (Biesta, 2022; Jónsson & Rodríguez, 2021), 

representation should reflect the diversity of the populations it serves. This resonates with a Deweyan view 

of democracy as a way of life, grounded in shared experiences, dialogue, and mutual recognition rather 
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than limited to procedural arrangements. Yet the findings suggest that student councils often fall short of 

this ideal. Younger students, students with disabilities and those from diverse linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds appear to be underrepresented, while previous studies indicate that students from 

socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to be selected (Kempner & Janmaat, 2022; 

Sinclair, 2004). These patterns point to structural inequalities embedded within formally democratic 

procedures and highlight a tension between democratic ideals and everyday practices, raising critical 

questions about whose voices are recognised, included, and legitimised in school decision-making. 

Opportunities offered to students in student councils 

The second research question examined the extent to which schools offer students meaningful and 

inclusive opportunities for participation through student councils. Most students knew whether student 

councils existed in their schools, apart from Icelandic students, 21% of whom reported not knowing 

whether their school had a student council or not. Whilst 24–32% of students, across the five countries, 

reported having participated in student councils, a larger proportion (22–50%), reported being able to 

identify areas where councils had made a difference. These were typically related to social and 

extracurricular matters, such as social events, facilities, or activities, rather than more substantive issues 

concerning learning, welfare, or school governance. Findings from interviews further support the 

conclusion that students were interested in student councils having broader and more meaningful 

influence within their learning communities.  

These findings highlight a persistent gap between formal structures for participation and students lived 

experiences; a participation–practice gap also identified in previous research (e.g., Lundy, 2007; 2018; 

Griffin, 2022). Although student councils provide institutionalised opportunities for participation, they do 

not consistently translate into meaningful influence. In some cases, councils appear to function as 

consultative or symbolic platforms rather than as arenas for genuine decision-making (e.g. Scarparolo & 

MacKinnon, 2024). This gap can be further understood through Lundy’s (2007) model of participation. 

While the dimensions of space (providing a forum) and voice (enabling expression) are relatively well 

established in Nordic schools, the dimensions of audience (ensuring that students are listened to) and 

influence (ensuring that their views shape outcomes) are far less developed in practice. As a result, student 

participation often remains incomplete. One could also view this gap as an imbalance among the different 

purposes of democratic education, in which objectives of qualification reflected in structure and knowledge 

and socialization reflected in the existence of particular social events or establishments within the schools, 

override more civic objectives concerned with subjectification, critical thinking and transformative 

education (Biesta, 2022).   
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Moreover, students themselves expressed uncertainty about the purpose and functioning of student 

councils, including whether representatives are expected to speak on behalf of others or themselves. This 

ambiguity, also noted by Sinclair (2004), can undermine both accountability and engagement. For students 

outside the councils, it becomes difficult to assess their effectiveness, contributing to disengagement and a 

sense of limited agency. Findings suggest that while Nordic education systems have been successful in 

institutionalising participation, they have been less successful in ensuring that it is inclusive, visible, and 

impactful. The result is a system in which formal democratic rights exist, but their realisation in everyday 

school life remains uneven. 

Toward meaningful democratic participation in schools  

Findings suggest that student councils in the Nordic region should play a broader role in supporting 

students’ democratic engagement and learning. If children and young people repeatedly experience that 

participation in democratic arenas does not lead to visible influence or change, this may weaken their 

motivation to engage and contribute to feelings of political inefficacy. In this sense, participation risks 

becoming procedural rather than meaningful, potentially undermining both students’ democratic 

engagement and the development of democratic knowledge and competencies. These findings therefore 

point to the importance of ensuring that student councils are not merely symbolic structures, but arenas 

where students experience that their perspectives are taken seriously and can lead to tangible outcomes. 

This aligns with Biesta’s (2020) concept of subjectification, which emphasises the importance of individuals 

becoming active subjects capable of shaping their social and educational environments, and with Lundy’s 

(2007) framework, which highlights that meaningful participation depends on children and young people 

experiencing space, voice, audience, and influence. Without such opportunities, participation risks 

remaining procedural rather than transformative, limiting its contribution to democratic and civic 

education. 

Taken together, the findings highlight several factors that are essential for ensuring that young people’s 

participation is inclusive, meaningful, and empowering. Building on these insights and informed by Jónsson 

and Rodríguez’s (2021) conceptualisation of democratic education as an ethical and culturally embedded 

practice, this study proposes a model that identifies the conditions necessary for student councils to 

become influential forums for student voice and engagement. The model emphasises participation that is 

experienced by young people as meaningful, inclusive, and well-structured, grounded in democratic 

practices, and conducive to the development of democratic values, civic awareness, and active citizenship. 

It consists of five interrelated elements that support student councils in realising their democratic potential: 

Open and inclusive access, Democratic communication, Global values and culture, Meaningful engagement 

and choice of issues, and Structure and administration.  
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Figure 1. Model for meaningful student participation   

 

Together, these dimensions highlight that democratic participation cannot be reduced to formal 

representation alone but depends on the extent to which schools cultivate inclusive environments, 

dialogical practices, and opportunities for students to engage with issues that matter to them. In this sense, 

strengthening student councils requires not only formal structures but also intentional whole-school efforts 

that integrate participation into everyday practices and decision-making processes. As previous research 

suggests (Alderson, 2000; Guðjohnsen et al., 2024; Lundy, 2018), students must be recognised as present 

citizens with legitimate rights and responsibilities to influence their school lives and supported in 

developing the capacities to do so. This includes ensuring inclusive representation, clarifying the purpose 

and mandate of councils, and providing feedback mechanisms so that students can see how their 

contributions shape outcomes. 

Conclusions and implications 

Despite strong policy commitments to democratic participation in Nordic schools, this study identifies a 

persistent implementation gap. Student councils are widely established but often function as consultative 

structures with limited influence on decision-making. While opportunities for space and voice are generally 

present, audience and influence remain unevenly realised (Lundy, 2007). These findings highlight a broader 

challenge within democratic education: participation structures alone do not guarantee meaningful 

engagement. Rather, participation depends on how it is enacted in everyday school practices, including the 

extent to which students are recognised as legitimate contributors and able to influence issues that matter 

to them.  

In response, this article proposes a Nordic model that conceptualises student councils as sites of 
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interconnected democratic practices, including inclusive access, democratic communication, engagement 

with meaningful issues, global and ethical orientations, and supportive structures. The model proposed in 

this study provides a globally relevant framework for analysing and strengthening participation beyond 

formal representation. From a policy and practice perspective, this suggests the need to move beyond 

mandating student councils toward supporting their quality and impact. This includes clearer 

implementation guidance, professional development for school staff, and mechanisms that ensure 

transparency, feedback, and continuity in student participation. Strengthening student councils also 

requires addressing inequalities in representation and creating more inclusive pathways for participation 

across diverse student groups.  

Ultimately, democratic participation in schools should be understood not only as preparation for future 

citizenship, but as a lived and ongoing practice. Student councils, when meaningfully enacted, can play a 

central role in this process. The model developed in this study offers a way forward for rethinking how 

schools can move from symbolic participation toward more inclusive and transformative democratic 

engagement. 
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