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Every teacher who stands up in front of a 
classroom wants the students sitting in 
front of them to be successful. If you are 
also the staff member who works with the 

student leadership team then similarly, you would 
want them to be successful as leaders.

But what does success look like for a student 
leadership team? It is easier to know what success 
looks like when you are teaching a maths class 
or a history class. In the classroom we can look 
at outcomes, assessments and written work. 
Leadership however is far less objective. It is a topic 
that should be approached differently to academic 
development. However, if we find that setting 
some success standards in the classroom helps 
develop students academically, then what success 
standards can we use to determine whether our 
student leaders are successful? 

Student leaders will often say that the success 
of the leadership team means things like raising 
$1000 for a charity or making changes to some 
kind of school rule. Maybe there is a time and place 

What Does a
Successful Student 
Leadership Team
Look Like?

for these things, but surely this is not what we 
should use to measure the success of our student 
leadership group?
Impact Leadership has observed that there are five 
criteria which are helpful in assessing the success 
of your student leadership team.

These five criteria will help you reflect on whether 
your student leadership teams have been successful 
in the past and will provide a guide for your current 
team. It is important to note that achieving a big tick 
for each of the indicators discussed would be very 
difficult. In fact, it may be as impossible as a student 
scoring 100% for a piece of creative writing. There 
is always more we can do to improve leadership, so 
use these indicators as a way of reflecting on your 
team rather than a way of awarding them a score.

If you think your team is not yet at the ‘success’ level 
and would like practical tips that you can implement 
straight away, then you may benefit from listening 
to our audio CD that has been recorded especially 
for teachers called ‘10 Ways To Best Support Your 
Student Leaders’.



1
Meeting Objectives 
Every student leadership team 
should have some objectives. 
Good objectives should include 
projects, events and tasks that 
are allocated to this team and 
those decided by the team. The 
objectives should also be broken 
down into school terms and be 
written in such a way that they 
can be measured. A successful 
leadership team will be meeting 
these objectives.

2
Team Morale
Team morale can be fairly easy to 
gauge at leadership team meetings. 
If morale is high you will have almost 
100% attendance every time, great 
participation and contribution and 
a number of creative ideas will be 
put forward and discussed in a 
positive manner. If there is high 
morale students will also be happy 
to put their hand up to take on roles 
and tasks and will follow through on 
these duties between meetings. 

3
Growth And Development
We know that students who are 
successful academically grow 
and develop over time. In the 
same way, for a leadership team 
to be successful it should be 
evident that leadership growth 
and development is taking 
place. A successful leadership 
team should be achieving things 
that they would not have been 
able to achieve at the very start 
of their leadership journey. 
Students within the team will be 
developing new skills, seizing new 
opportunities and conquering 
new milestones.

4
Serving Others And The School
As student leaders it is important 
that the leadership team is making 
a genuine contribution to the 
student body. Similarly, the leaders 
should be contributing to the overall 
objectives of the school. They 
should not be too busy running the 
events or projects that they simply 
think will be the most enjoyable to 
organise. The best way to discover 
whether the student leaders are 
successful in this area is to ask a 
variety of students in the broader 
student body, what it is they feel 
that the leaders have added to the 
school so far?

5
Momentum 
One or two successful initiatives 
does not normally mean that a 
team is successful. They may 
very well be on the path to 
success, but consistency needs 
to be demonstrated over time. 
When a team has successfully 
gained momentum it will help 
with achieving all of the success 
indicators already listed. You will 
know that the team has gained 
momentum when the leaders 
do not rely solely on you as the 
staff member to initiate the next 
project, the next meeting or the 
next discussion.  

Criteria For A 
Successful Student 

Leadership Team



Student Leaders?

This is one of the most frequent questions that I hear from 
the conversations that teachers have with each other 
when they attend our student leadership conference. 

“How do you select your student leaders?” Some people 
who ask this are simply interested in the topic, whilst others 
appear to be on a genuine quest to identify the foolproof way 
of selecting the perfect group of student leaders.

Having been involved in these discussions many times, and working with hundreds 
of schools,  I have come to the realisation that there is no universally perfect answer 
to this question. It is like asking the question “what is the best way to teach a class?” 
The answer to this question depends on a variety of factors unique to the school, the 
leadership structure, the students, and the environment.

I have heard a huge variety of opinions in this discussion of late. Some schools have 
done away with leadership roles altogether, either because they want to treat a whole 
year group as a class of leaders or because they want to see the natural leaders rise to 
the surface and lead, without having to appoint positions. >>

How Do You Select Your

By Ronan McGinniss
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I know of one principal who says that 
he gives every student in the school an 
equal vote for their student leaders and 
he insists that the result should never 
be tampered with, as the students will 
follow the people they have elected 
regardless. Other schools invite 
nominations and then put students 
through a very structured selection 
process involving interviews, candidate 
speeches and student and staff voting. 
Different again, some school principals 
reserve the right to select the student 
leaders themselves. 

Small schools are in a unique situation. 
Sometimes selecting leaders is made 
easier if there are only a handful of 
senior students who automatically take 
on this mantle, but other years there 
may be no senior students at all and 
the structure needs to be approached 
differently. For a variety of reasons, 
some schools find it difficult to find 
students that are interested in filling 
leadership positions, which requires 
a long term strategy of leadership 
development rather than a short term 
selection process.

After navigating through this 
conversation for some time, I am 
able to recommend some general 
suggestions and principles to keep 
in mind when creating the ‘selection 
process’ at your school.

1. Ask the student body for 
their input in some way.

This may or may not involve 
a traditional ‘voting’ process. 
Student input may be in the form 

of inviting students to nominate others 
or themselves. 

2. Avoid campaign speeches. 
Assembling the students to listen 
to candidate’s speeches often 
results in the election of the 

candidate who delivers the funniest 
or wittiest speech. It also results in 
potential student leaders thinking more 
about campaigning than about leading. 
If you do like the idea of speeches, 
encourage the candidates to lead a 
charity project in the twelve months 
leading up to student leader elections. 
During their project they can deliver a 
speech to the students focussed on 

the project, not on themselves, so that 
the student body can hear this person 
speak within a context. 

3. Require some action from 
the potential student leaders 
before they are selected.

It will help reinforce to them 
that leaders are required to take 
action and not simply sit back. 

This could be as simple as asking the 
students to write a paragraph about 
ways they feel they can help the school 
community.

4. Communicate the process 
clearly to the student body.

If you use a voting system, inform 
the students how the voting will 
work. The last thing you want 

is students feeling that the process 
is clouded in secrecy or corruption... 
this sounds extreme but this is often 
what they think!
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Creativity, by nature, can be a very mysterious creature. At times it can feel elusive and fleeting, 
nebulous or vague – sometimes even downright foreign – but the power of creativity is undeniable. 
It is something that is prized in the workplace, and it is a key factor in the advancement of society 
as a whole. It is one of the essential ingredients in the design of beautiful and bold new architectural 

structures; in environmental conservation and development; advancements in the arts and sciences…in short, 
creativity is a fundamental and highly desirable human quality.

Those of us who work with student leaders have an amazing opportunity to foster creativity within their specific 
context. Through being mindful about our preparation, engagement, and the opportunities we provide, we can 
build an enjoyable and creative leadership experience for our students. In this article, we have provided six 
suggestions to get you thinking of ways to integrate creativity into your student leadership team.

1.	 Reinforce that everyone has the capacity to be creative

By virtue of being human, we are creative beings. Our ideas, initiatives, and brainstorms are all creative acts. 
Creativity should be seen as a skill to be developed, rather than the mindset of ‘I’m not the creative type. You 
either have it or you don’t.’ Sometimes all that creativity needs is an opportunity to imagine. Creativity often 
comes about when people feel as though anything is possible; when anything and everything could happen. 
Now, there is a time and place for being realistic, and scaling grand projects back to an appropriate size, etc 
– but during the dreaming and brainstorming part, the sky’s the limit! With this in mind, deliberately encourage 
your students to be creative, to think big, and remind them that being creative is inside all of us!

Fostering

Leaders
By Karl Brown
GRIP Team Member

Creative
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2.	 View failure as part of the process

Students (and teachers, for that matter) need regular 
reminders that it’s OK to fail when you try something 
new. We need to create safe environments for students 
to try all sorts of undertakings as leaders, confident 
that any failures along the way won’t be permanent, 
and won’t be judged too harshly. Encourage your 
leaders to take appropriate risks, and not to focus 
on the fear of failure, but rather on the possibility of 
success.

3.	 Lead by example

Educators are often reminded of the power of 
modelling behaviours, values, etc. to their students. 
When it’s time to dream and brainstorm in your 
student leadership team, rather than running the 
meetings at a distance, roll up your sleeves and pitch 
ideas in as well. Don’t get me wrong, there is great 
wisdom in leaving space to allow the students to grab 
hold of the reins and take responsibility in meetings – 
but modelling creativity is an excellent way to foster 
it. It sends a message to students that “This is what 
we do here. We are in this together. Do as I do.” Let 
them see you leading in a hands-on way at their level. 
Through many conversations with students and staff, 
as well as from my personal experience as a student 
leader, these types of meetings can be very special 
environments with a unique and interactive dynamic 
shared between staff and students.

4.	 Use direct and indirect approaches

Creativity is something that can be explicitly developed 
directly or facilitated indirectly. You can encourage 
creativity directly through intentional creative 
exercises at the beginning of meetings, and though 
things that the students are aware are designed to 
get them thinking. Indirect creative development, on 
the other hand, might be developed through showing 
them what others have done, fostering creativity 
through exposure. Having an awareness of these two 
approaches can help you to be creative and intentional 
in building the creativity of your leaders.

5.	 Utilise external inspiration

Following on from the aforementioned indirect 
approach – find the best student leadership team(s) 
that you can, and learn from them. Show your students 
what’s possible, and expand their thinking through 
success stories, pictures, and video examples. You 
may even be able to arrange a visit with another 
school’s leadership team to learn from them directly 
– or better still, collaborate on a community project! 
Seeing what’s possible is a wonderful kick-start for 
the creative process, and can catapult your students 
beyond safe, ‘inside-the-box’ thinking.

6.	 Encourage students to take ownership

There is nothing that has made a more significant 
difference in my personal journey of leadership 
than the concept of responsibility. Students taking 
ownership (i.e. This is my school, and participating 
in our leadership team is a great opportunity for me 
to make a difference) can foster a highly creative 
environment. At first blush, these may seem to be 
unrelated ideas – but those who feel responsible for, 
for example, the condition of their school grounds, are 
far more likely to engage creatively to ensure that the 
problem is solved. Building a sense of ownership and 
responsibility in your students is an excellent way of 
indirectly developing creative thinking and problem 
solving. Once you’re invested, then challenges 
become your challenges to solve, in the same way 
that successes and wins become your wins.

These six suggestions are just the tip of the iceberg, 
but hopefully they have got you thinking. When you’re 
planning your next student leadership meeting, think 
creatively, and see if you can include a few of the ideas 
listed above in order to build an exciting environment 
that fosters and encourages creativity and possibility.

Creativity



4 Quick Ways to
Review the
Effectiveness of
Your Student
Leaders This Year 

With the school year coming to a close, it may be valuable to do a quick review of 
the effectiveness of your student leaders. This process will hopefully reinforce 
the successes of the year and also reveal anything that could be tweaked for 
next year. Whether your school has a small or large group of student leaders, 

there are four quick indicators of effective student leadership.

1.	 Needs have been met.

Throughout the past year, did the student leaders at your school focus on meeting the 
needs of others and the school? Or did they simply do only what they personally found 
interesting or entertaining? Student leaders that make a difference are those who turn their 
attention to the needs of the students, the school and the community, not just their own. A 
simple way to determine how effective the student leaders at your school were this year is 
to determine whether they focussed on things that were really needed. Did they take time 
to identify these? Some might have gone under the radar, and may never truly be revealed 
until later. Many of the people that have had the biggest influence haven’t done it out in 
the open, but diligently focussed on improving the well being of others.
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2.	 Students have been involved.
Running events and projects is a common function of 
student leaders. From idea generation to the outworking 
of those ideas, student leaders are tasked with finding new 
and creative ways to get more students involved. A simple 
way to determine whether or not they were successful in 
this area is to ask, “Were there more students involved 
than last year?” If more students participated in the various 
events run throughout the year, then this suggests that 
they were effective. If not, one possible reason is that they 
may not have focussed on the first point of meeting the 
needs of others.

3.	 Student leaders have taken initiative and 
ownership of their role. 

Whenever the student leaders were asked to run an event, 
get involved with projects or build relationships with other 
students, did a teacher continually need to remind them 
of their responsibilities? Did a teacher continually have to 
complete the various tasks that the student leaders should 
have been doing? If you answered yes to either of these 
questions, perhaps there is some improvement that you 
can try and encourage in next year’s student leaders.

Student leaders who take initiative are those who use their 
own creativity and work with others to come up with new 
and innovative ideas. They don’t simply perform odd jobs 
and wait to be asked to volunteer; they continually look for 
ways to meet the needs of others. Were the student leaders 
at your school proactive or reactive? Students who take 
ownership of their role at school are those who put their 
ideas into practice, instead of waiting for someone else to 
do it for them. This is a great sign of effective leadership.

4.	 A legacy has been left. 

Have the student leaders contributed to the school or 
community in one significant way that has changed the 
way people do things or view things? If so, it could be said 
that the leadership team has left a legacy. If you cannot 
determine one major contribution the student leaders have 
made throughout the year, it does not necessarily mean 
that they were ineffective. 

One way that student leaders continue to leave a legacy 
at school is in the area of school culture. The different 
views, attitudes, customs and overall language towards the 
school determine the culture. “The way we do things around 
here” is a common saying for helping describe culture. If 
the student leaders at your school influenced the school 
culture in a positive way, whether by changing something 
small or creating it from scratch, that is a great legacy for 
future students to continue to build in the following years.

If you can tick the box for all four of these areas, then 
the student leaders at your school have definitely been 
effective this year. If the student leaders were not particularly 
successful in one or all of these areas, then perhaps use 
these four areas as a starting point for the student leaders 
when developing goals for the 2014 school year. 
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GRIP
Student

Leadership
Conference

GRIP Leadership is an independent organisation that exists to train and develop leaders with a special focus 
on school students and the educational sector. Most known for the ‘GRIP Student Leadership Conferences,’ 
the team also presents tailored seminars and presentations for schools. GRIP Leadership programs are fresh, 
practical, interactive and enjoyed by tens of thousands of students each year. GRIP Leadership is endorsed by 
leaders, educators, politicians and business people around Australia and New Zealand.

Australia - www.gripleadership.com.au

New Zealand - www.gripleadership.co.nz

For more information, or to register for a conference near you, simply visit 
one of the websites listed above.

FRESH  |  PRACTICAL  |  INTERACTIVE  |  NETWORKING  |  Discussion  |  GROUP ACTIVITIES  |  ENTERTAINMENT


