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Abstract :

Student life is not limited to classroom teaching and examination performance. Higher
education also provides opportunities for students to develop leadership, communication,
teamwork, decision-making, social responsibility and professional skills. A student council is
one of the important platforms through which students can participate in institutional activities
and express their views. It can act as a bridge between students, teachers and institutional
administration. Participation in student council activities may provide practical opportunities
to organize programmes, solve problems, communicate with different groups and take
responsibility for collective decisions. These experiences may contribute to personal
development, leadership skills, social awareness and employability. Student representation can
also support institutional improvement when student opinions are genuinely considered in
decision-making and quality assurance processes. However, the effectiveness of student
councils depends on meaningful participation, transparent elections, inclusive representation,
administrative support and appropriate guidance. If student participation becomes only
symbolic, its educational value may be limited. This review discusses the concept and functions
of student councils and examines their possible contribution to leadership development,
academic engagement, communication skills, personality development, student welfare, social
responsibility, institutional governance and career development. The review also discusses
major challenges and suggests strategies for developing more effective and inclusive student
councils. Overall, a well-supported student council can serve as an important experiential
learning platform and contribute to the holistic development of students.

Keywords : Student council, student leadership, student participation, student voice, higher
education, student development, employability, institutional governance

Introduction :
1. Background and importance of student development :

Higher education has an important role in preparing students not only for examinations
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and professional careers but also for responsible participation in society. Modern educational
institutions increasingly recognize that learning occurs through both formal academic activities
and experiences outside the classroom. Student participation in organizations, committees,
cultural programmes, community activities and leadership positions can provide opportunities
to apply knowledge in practical situations. [1,2]

2. Need for student participation in higher education :

One important platform for such participation is the student council. A student council
is generally a representative body through which students communicate their ideas, concerns
and expectations to institutional authorities. Depending on the institution, it may participate in
academic, cultural, sports, social, welfare and institutional activities. The exact structure differs
between institutions, but the central purpose is usually to provide students with a formal
mechanism for participation and representation.

Student involvement is an important concept in student development theory. Astin
described student involvement in terms of the physical and psychological energy that students
invest in their educational experience. [1] Students who actively participate in academic and
extracurricular activities may have more opportunities to interact with peers, teachers and the
wider institutional environment. Such involvement can therefore become an important part of
the educational experience.

3. Role of student councils :

Student councils can provide a practical environment in which students learn through
experience. A council member may need to organize an event, prepare a proposal,
communicate with administrators, manage a team, solve disagreements, collect student
opinions or respond to an unexpected problem. These activities are different from conventional
classroom learning and may help students develop practical competencies.

Research on student voice also indicates that participation can contribute to
empowerment when students are genuinely involved rather than simply asked to provide
opinions. [3] Student representation in university governance has similarly been discussed as
an important part of democratic participation within higher education. [4,5]

However, the presence of a student council does not automatically ensure meaningful
participation. Student representatives may face unclear responsibilities, limited authority, lack
of administrative support or difficulty communicating with the wider student population. [6]
There is also a risk that student participation may become symbolic, where students are present
but have little real influence on decisions. [7]

4. Aim and scope of the review :

Therefore, understanding the role of student councils requires a balanced approach.
Their possible benefits should be considered along with their limitations. This review examines
the contribution of student councils to student development and institutional life and identifies
strategies that can improve their effectiveness.
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Student Council: Concept, Structure And Student Representation :
1. Concept and structure of student council :

A student council can be described as an organized group of students selected or elected
to represent the interests and concerns of the student community. The structure may include a
president, vice-president, secretary, treasurer, class representatives, cultural representatives,
sports representatives and other members depending on institutional requirements (Fig. 1).

2. Major functions of student council :

The student council usually works within institutional rules and policies. Its activities
may include:

e Representing student interests and communicating their concerns, suggestions, and
feedback to the institution.

e  Organizing academic, cultural, sports, and extracurricular activities to encourage
active student participation.

e  Supporting student welfare by assisting with student-related initiatives, events, and
support activities.

e  Promoting social responsibility and community engagement through social service
and outreach programmes.

e  Developing leadership and teamwork skills by providing students with opportunities
to take responsibility and participate in institutional activities.
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Fig. 1 Structure of Student Council

The council should not be viewed simply as an event-organizing group. Its broader
educational value lies in providing students with opportunities to participate, communicate and
take responsibility. Student representation has also been discussed as an important part of
university decision-making. Luescher-Mamashela described several arguments supporting
student representation, including democratic, communitarian, consumer-oriented and
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consequential perspectives. [S5] Thus, student representation can serve both educational and
institutional purposes.

3. Student council as a platform for student voice :

Student voice refers to opportunities for students to express their experiences, views,
concerns and suggestions regarding their education and institutional environment. Student
voice is more meaningful when students are not only allowed to speak but are also listened to
and involved in appropriate decision-making processes. [3]

A student council can provide a formal channel for this process. Instead of individual
students approaching administrators separately, representatives can collect common concerns
and communicate them in an organized manner.

4. Communication between students and administration :

The council can function as a communication bridge between students and institutional
authorities. Representatives may communicate information about institutional decisions to
students and, in the opposite direction, communicate student concerns to faculty members or
administrators. This two-way communication can reduce misunderstandings and improve
institutional relationships.

5. Student participation in institutional decision-making :

Student representatives may participate in appropriate committees and discussions
concerning student life, academic facilities, extracurricular programmes, campus services and
quality improvement. Research has shown that student participation in governance can face
structural barriers and differences between how students and staff understand participation. [4]
Meaningful participation therefore requires clearly defined responsibilities and opportunities
for students to contribute.

Role of student council in holistic student development :
1. Leadership development :

Leadership development is one of the most important potential benefits of student
council participation. Leadership should not be understood only as holding a formal position.
Effective leadership involves communication, self-awareness, collaboration, responsibility,
problem-solving and the ability to work toward shared goals (Table 1). A recent systematic
review of university student leadership identified both student-related and environmental
factors as important influences on leadership development. [8]

Table 1. Major functions of student council

Domain Major role
Student representation Communicating student concerns
Leadership Developing leadership abilities
Academic Supporting academic activities
Published By
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Communication Connecting students and administration
Welfare Supporting student concerns
Cultural Organizing cultural activities
Sports Promoting physical and recreational activities
Social service Encouraging community engagement
Governance Providing student participation
Career development Building transferable skills

a. Decision-making : Student leaders regularly encounter decisions such as:
o Selection of activities;
e Allocation of responsibilities;
e Scheduling programmes;
e Management of available resources;
e Responding to student concerns; and
e Resolving disagreements.

Repeated exposure to such situations can improve decision-making abilities.
b. Responsibility and accountability :

A student representative becomes responsible for activities that affect other students.
This may encourage a sense of accountability. Students learn that decisions have consequences
and that leadership requires responsible action.

c. Team management :

Student council activities usually require collaboration among several students. Council
members learn how to distribute tasks, coordinate activities and monitor progress.

d. Problem-solving :

Events rarely proceed exactly according to plan. Problems related to time, resources,
communication or participation may arise. Students can learn to identify problems, consider
alternatives and implement practical solutions.

e. Leadership confidence :

Successful completion of responsibilities may increase students' confidence in their
ability to lead. Leadership self-efficacy is an important factor in student leadership
development.[8]

2. Communication skills :

Effective communication is an important part of student leadership because council
members often act as a link between students and the institution. They may interact with fellow
students, teachers, department heads, institutional administrators, invited speakers, programme
participants, and representatives of external organizations. Through these interactions, student
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representatives can share information, present student concerns, collect feedback, and
coordinate different activities. Regular communication also helps students develop confidence
in speaking, listening, negotiation, teamwork, and interpersonal relationships. Thus,
participation in student council activities can provide practical opportunities for students to
strengthen their communication skills and become more effective leaders (Fig. 2).

These interactions can develop both verbal and written communication.

e Public speaking : Student representatives may introduce programmes, deliver
speeches, conduct meetings and make presentations. Such activities can reduce fear of
public speaking and improve confidence.

e Written communication : Council members may prepare notices, applications,
reports, invitations, proposals and meeting records. This provides practical experience
in formal communication.

e Listening skills : Leadership is not limited to speaking. Representatives must listen to
student concerns and understand different viewpoints. Active listening can improve
interpersonal relationships and help prevent unnecessary conflict.

e Negotiation : Sometimes students and administrators may have different opinions.
Representatives can learn to explain student needs while respecting institutional

policies. This provides practical experience in negotiation and constructive dialogue.
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Fig. 2 Development of Communication Skills
3. Academic development :

Student councils are not substitutes for academic departments, but they can indirectly
support academic development.

e Academic activities : Student councils can contribute to the academic development of
students by organizing activities that promote active learning, knowledge sharing,
critical thinking, and academic interaction. These activities may include seminars,
quizzes, debates, poster presentations, guest lectures, student conferences, journal
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clubs, workshops, and peer-learning programmes. Such programmes provide students
with opportunities to explore subjects beyond regular classroom teaching, exchange
ideas with peers and teachers, improve their communication and presentation abilities,
and develop confidence in expressing their views. Participation in academic activities
also encourages students to take greater responsibility for their learning and promotes
a collaborative academic environment within the institution.

Such activities can complement classroom education.

e Academic feedback : Students can communicate concerns related to teaching, learning
resources, timetables, facilities and academic support through appropriate channels.
Evidence from student voice research indicates that student feedback can contribute to
improvements in teaching and institutional support when it is systematically collected
and acted upon.[9]

¢ Development of independent learning : Students involved in organizing academic
events may need to identify topics, communicate with speakers, prepare materials and
coordinate participants. These experiences can encourage independent learning and
initiative.

e Connection between theory and practice : Leadership and organizational concepts
learned in the classroom can be applied during actual student activities. This creates
experiential learning.

4. Personality development :

Student council participation can influence several aspects of personality development.

e Confidence : Taking responsibility and interacting with different people may
strengthen self-confidence.

o Self-awareness : Leadership experiences can help students understand their strengths
and areas requiring improvement.

¢ Emotional maturity : Managing disagreements and responding to criticism can help
students develop emotional control.

e Discipline : Organizing activities requires planning, punctuality and completion of
assigned tasks.

e Adaptability : Unexpected situations require students to adjust their plans and identify
alternative solutions.

e Responsibility : Student leaders learn that their actions can affect other members of the
student community.

These experiences are consistent with broader student-development approaches that
view higher education as contributing to the development of the whole student. [1,10].

5. Teamwork and collaboration :

Modern professional environments require individuals to work effectively with people
from different backgrounds. Teamwork is therefore an important outcome of higher
education.Student councils provide a natural environment for collaborative work. A successful
event may require coordination between several groups, including students, faculty,
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administrative staff and external participants.

Teamwork allows students to learn:
e Role distribution;
e Cooperation;
e (Conflict management;
e Mutual respect;
e Shared responsibility;
e Time management; and
e (Collective problem-solving.

Research on employability consistently identifies interpersonal, communication and
teamwork skills as important graduate attributes.[11]

6. Student welfare and well-being :

Student councils can contribute to a supportive campus environment. Student council
members can help recognize and communicate major issues experienced by students in their academic
and campus life. These concerns may include academic workload and pressure, availability and quality
of infrastructure, library resources, transportation services, hostel facilities, food and dining
arrangements, sports facilities, opportunities for extracurricular activities, and effective communication
with college administration. By identifying such issues and conveying them through appropriate
channels, student councils can contribute to improving the overall student experience and campus
environment.

However, student councils should not replace professional counselling, medical
services or formal grievance systems. Instead, they can act as an additional communication and
support mechanism. A council can also promote awareness activities related to mental health,
substance-abuse prevention, safety, anti-bullying measures, gender sensitivity and healthy
lifestyles.

7. Social responsibility and community engagement :

Higher education plays an important role in developing students into responsible and
socially aware citizens. Student councils can contribute to this goal by encouraging students to
participate in community-based and socially beneficial activities. Such initiatives may include
blood donation programmes, cleanliness campaigns, environmental awareness activities, tree
plantation drives, health education programmes, literacy and educational support activities,
visits to community service institutions, public awareness campaigns, disaster-relief efforts,
and charitable or outreach programmes. Participation in these activities can help students
develop empathy, teamwork, civic awareness, and a sense of responsibility toward society.
Such activities can help students understand social problems and develop empathy. The
experience is particularly valuable when students are involved in planning rather than simply
participating. Planning requires them to identify a community need, develop an intervention,
mobilize resources and evaluate outcomes.

8. Cultural and extracurricular development :
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Student life includes cultural and recreational activities in addition to academic work.
Student councils can play an active role in planning and managing a variety of cultural,
recreational, academic, and creative activities on campus. These may include annual college
festivals, cultural celebrations, sports tournaments, literary programmes, music and dance
events, art competitions, technical festivals, debate competitions, photography contests, and
student exhibitions. Such activities provide students with opportunities to demonstrate their
talents, interact with peers, develop teamwork skills, and gain practical experience in event
planning and coordination.

Participation can help students discover interests and talents that may not be visible in
conventional classroom settings. Extracurricular involvement can also create opportunities for
students from different academic disciplines to interact with one another.

Student council, institutional engagement and professional development :
1. Student participation in institutional governance :

Student councils give students an opportunity to share their views in institutional
decision-making. Council members can communicate students’ needs, suggestions, and
problems to teachers and administrators. Their participation helps institutions understand
student concerns and improve academic and campus activities. It also teaches students
responsibility, teamwork, communication, and democratic values.

2. Contribution to quality improvement :

Student councils can support quality improvement by collecting students’ feedback on
teaching, facilities, activities, and campus services. They can share common concerns and
useful suggestions with the administration. This student feedback can help institutions identify
areas that need improvement and make campus services more effective. [12]

Student engagement in institutional activities helps them understand decision-making
and democratic processes. It encourages students to participate in discussions, express their
views, and understand representation and accountability. Students also learn to follow
institutional rules and respect different opinions. Such participation develops responsibility,
leadership, teamwork, and communication skills. Therefore, student governance provides
practical experience in democratic participation and prepares students to become responsible
members of society.

3. Employability and professional skills :

Employability is increasingly viewed as an important outcome of higher education.
Academic qualifications remain essential, but employers also value communication, teamwork,
leadership, problem-solving and interpersonal abilities.[11] Student leadership experiences can
provide evidence of these abilities.

A large panel study of undergraduate students in China found an association between
student-leader experience and improved career outcomes; learning, problem-solving and
interpersonal skills helped explain part of this association.[13]
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Similarly, research among undergraduate students in the United Arab Emirates found a
positive relationship between leadership potential and self-perceived employability.[14]

These findings suggest that student council participation may have career value,
although it should not be assumed that every student leader will automatically have better
employment outcomes. The quality and nature of the experience are important.

Table 2. Skills Developed Through Student Council Participation

Student council activity Possible skill developed
Conducting meetings Communication and leadership
Organizing events Planning and management
Delegating tasks Team management
Preparing proposals Written communication
Presenting ideas Public speaking
Resolving disagreements Conflict management
Collecting student feedback Listening and analytical skills
Managing resources Financial and organizational skills
Community programmes Social responsibility
Working with faculty Professional communication
Handling unexpected problems Problem solving
Managing several activities Time management

The development of these competencies depends on the extent to which students
receive genuine responsibility rather than merely performing routine tasks.

4. Student engagement :

Student engagement refers broadly to the effort students invest in learning and
institutional life. Astin's theory emphasized the importance of the quantity and quality of
student involvement in the college experience.[1]

Research has also linked student engagement with important educational outcomes.
Kuh and colleagues examined student behaviors and institutional conditions and found
relationships between engagement and outcomes such as first-year academic achievement and
persistence.[15]

Student council participation represents one possible form of institutional involvement.
Council members may interact more frequently with peers, faculty and administrators, although
participation should not be considered beneficial simply because it consumes more time.
Activities should have educational value and should be balanced with academic
responsibilities.

High-impact educational practices similarly emphasize active participation, meaningful
interaction and learning through experience.[16]

5. Inclusivity and representation :
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A student council should represent the diversity of the student population.

Inclusive representation may consider:

Different academic programmes;

Different years of study;

Gender;

Students with disabilities;

Economically disadvantaged students;

Students from different cultural backgrounds; and
Other groups within the institutional context.

Representation should not be limited to highly visible or socially influential students.

A council becomes more meaningful when students who are often less likely to participate also
have opportunities to contribute.

Recent discussions of student voice emphasize that not all students express themselves

in the same way and that silence may also reflect important experiences or barriers.[17]
Therefore, councils should use multiple methods of collecting student views rather than relying
only on meetings or elections.

Challenges, strategies and future perspectives :

1. Challenges associated with student councils :

Although student councils have several potential benefits, they also face challenges.

Low student participation : Some students may not be interested in elections or
council activities. Academic pressure, lack of awareness or the belief that student
participation has little impact may reduce involvement.

Role ambiguity : Representatives may not clearly understand their authority or
responsibilities. Research involving student representatives found role ambiguity to be
an important challenge.[6]

Limited administrative support : Student councils require appropriate guidance and
cooperation from faculty and administrators. Without institutional support, student
initiatives may not progress effectively.

Tokenistic participation : A major concern is participation without influence. Students
may be invited to meetings but may have little opportunity to affect decisions.
Meaningful participation requires institutions to demonstrate how student contributions
are considered.[3,7]

Groupism and internal conflict : Elections and representation can sometimes create
competition between student groups. Personal interests may interfere with collective
objectives.

Unequal representation : Students with stronger social networks may have greater
opportunities to become representatives, while quieter or marginalized students may
remain underrepresented.

Academic imbalance : Excessive involvement in extracurricular activities can
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interfere with academic responsibilities. Student leaders therefore need appropriate
time-management skills.

2. Strategies for an effective student council :
The effectiveness of a student council can be improved through a structured approach.

A. Transparent selection : Elections or selection processes should be fair, transparent and
accessible.
B. Clearly defined responsibilities : Each position should have written duties and
appropriate boundaries.
C. Leadership training : New representatives should receive training in:
e Communication;
o Leadership;
e Meeting management;
e Conlflict resolution;
o Event management;
o Ethics;
o Financial responsibility; and
o Institutional policies.

Leadership education is strengthened when students receive opportunities to develop
competencies intentionally rather than being expected to learn everything informally.[8,18]

3. Faculty mentoring and administrative support :

e Faculty mentoring : A faculty mentor can provide guidance without controlling
student activities.

¢ Regular meetings : Regular meetings allow concerns to be discussed before they
become major problems.

e Feedback mechanisms : Institutions should create mechanisms through which
students can submit suggestions and receive information about subsequent action.

e Documentation : The council should maintain records of meetings, activities,
outcomes and feedback.

e Evaluation : Student council programmes should be evaluated using measurable
outcomes rather than only the number of events conducted.

Proposed framework for student council development :

A useful conceptual model can be developed as follows in Fig.3.
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Fig. 3 Conceptual model for Student Council Development

This model emphasizes that the benefit of a student council does not come merely from
holding a position. It comes from the quality of participation and learning associated with the
position.

The systematic review by Lee and Chan supports the view that student leadership
development is influenced by an interaction between individual characteristics and
environmental opportunities.[8] Therefore, institutions should create an environment where
leadership experiences are supported, inclusive and educationally meaningful.

Student council in the digital era :

Digital technology has changed how students communicate and organize activities.
Student councils can now use digital platforms for:

e Online surveys;

o Student feedback;

o Event registration,;

¢ Announcements;

e Online meetings;

e Social media communication;

o Digital voting where institutionally appropriate; and
e Dissemination of activity reports.

Digital communication can increase accessibility, particularly for students who cannot
attend physical meetings.

However, digital participation also creates challenges. Information can spread rapidly
without verification, online discussions can become confrontational, and students without
equal digital access may be excluded. Therefore, digital platforms should complement rather
than completely replace face-to-face student engagement.

Future Perspectives :

The future student council should move beyond being primarily an event management
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body. It should become a structured platform for student learning, representation and
partnership (Fig. 4).

Future student councils can focus on five major areas .[19]:

Student voice : ensuring that student concerns are heard.

Leadership development : providing structured leadership learning.

Institutional partnership : involving students appropriately in quality improvement.
Social responsibility : connecting student activities with community needs.

Career readiness : developing transferable professional competencies.

oot Qqf TRADITIONAL MODEL FUTURE MODEL T

Y)Y ) f§.> (Event-Management) j t (Structured Platform) A58 @
° '& . e
o’ B A nn Representation

A S e

° Learning Partnership
FIVE MAJOR FOCUS AREAS
sL for Future Student Councils l
LEADERSHIP |';, INSTITUTIONAL

Providing structured Involvmg students appropriately

leadersh|p learning. in quality improvement.
‘ x COMPETENCIES
) Communication
&8 Teamwork
o skill

FUTURE RESEARCH _

Move Beyond Measuring Number of Activities to Outcomes.

fi— N
i Connecting student activities Developing transferable

DEVELOPMENT =" PARTNERSHIP
l with community needs. professional competencies.

i N
.. SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY PCAREER READINESS

STUDENT VOICE
Ensuring student concerns
are heard.

v 9 Lo oy
ﬂ/\ﬂﬁ @ MEASURABLE OUTCOMES TO EXAMINE @
‘.. Leadership Confidence Communication Competence &Teamwork ‘@ Student Engagement @ Sense of Belonging ﬂ Employability

~
Socioeconomic' / Academic
Status (SES) Disclpllne

Equally Available to AIIStudents”

LONGITUDINAL STUDIES:  dmmh Exgzrﬂ:m_%f\ccss
Leadership Development —r 4 Influencing Factors
Visibly Over Time. i ® on Participation.

J

Fig. 4 Future Student Councils: From Event Management to Structured Platform

Future research should also move beyond measuring the number of activities
conducted. Studies should examine measurable outcomes such as changes in leadership
confidence, communication competence, teamwork, student engagement, sense of belonging
and employability.

Longitudinal studies would be particularly valuable because leadership development
may become visible over time rather than immediately after participation. There is also a need
to examine whether student council opportunities are equally available to all students. Research
should explore gender, socioeconomic status, disability, academic discipline and other factors
that may influence access to student leadership.

Conclusion :

Student councils can play an important role in students' educational and personal
development. They provide a structured platform through which students can express their
views, represent their peers and participate in institutional life. More importantly, participation
can provide practical opportunities to develop leadership, communication, teamwork, decision-
making, problem-solving, organization and social responsibility.
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Evidence from higher education research supports the broader importance of student
involvement, student voice and leadership development.[1,3,8] Student representation can also
contribute to institutional governance and quality improvement when students are treated as
genuine participants rather than symbolic representatives.[4,5,12]

Student council experience may additionally support employability because leadership
activities can provide opportunities to develop interpersonal, communication and problem-
solving skills.[11,13,14] Nevertheless, student councils are not automatically effective. Their
success depends on transparent representation, clearly defined roles, faculty mentoring,
administrative support, inclusivity and meaningful opportunities to influence appropriate
decisions. Tokenistic participation, role ambiguity, low participation and unequal
representation can reduce their value.[20] Overall, a well-designed student council can be
viewed as an experiential learning platform that connects academic education with leadership,
citizenship, professional development and student empowerment. Educational institutions
should therefore treat student councils not merely as organizers of extracurricular programmes
but as important partners in creating an engaged, responsible and student-centered educational

environment.
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