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The Ladder of Student Involvement in School

The Ladder of Student Involvement in School was adapted from the work of Roger Hart, a United Nations expert on children’s participation in community planning. By mapping situations and activities that involve students on the rungs of the Ladder, schools can assess their levels of Meaningful Student Involvement. The higher the rung on the Ladder, the greater the meaningfulness of student involvement. This Guide seeks to help schools reach higher rungs – that is, increase the amount and improve the quality of student participation in schools. The rungs on this Ladder don’t represent a developmental process that happens through finite increments. Student involvement can go from the second rung directly to the sixth. The Ladder is meant to represent possibilities, not predictions, for growth.

The degrees of participation include (8 being the highest):

8) Student-initiated, shared decisions with teachers: Projects, classes, or activities are initiated by students, and decision-making is shared among students and adults. These projects empower students while at the same time enabling them to access and learn from the life experience and expertise of adults.
7) Students-initiated and directed: Students initiate and direct a project, class, or activity. Adults are involved only in a supportive role.

6) Adult-initiated, shared decisions with students: Projects, classes, or activities are initiated by adults, but the decision-making is shared with students involved.
5) Consulted and informed: Students give advice on projects, classes, or activities designed and run by adults. The students are informed about how their input will be used and the outcomes of the decisions made by adults.

4) Assigned but taught: Students are assigned a specific role, told about how, and taught why they are being involved.

The degrees of non-participation include (1 being the lowest):

3) Tokenism: Students appear to be given a voice, but in fact have little or no choice about what they do or how they participate.

2) Decoration: Students are used to help or bolster a cause in a relatively indirect way; adults do not pretend that the cause is inspired by students. Causes are determined by adults, and adults make all decisions.

1) Manipulation: Adults use students to support causes by pretending that those causes are inspired by students.
