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Introduction

Student engagement is central to the board’s leadership role. Having a student representative on your
board is an effective way to seek his/her perspective on educational matters. For Boards to solve
complex challenges in the areas of policy, planning, and promotion, they need to seek the student’s
perspectives and experiences. Effective collaboration between the board and student representative

will encourage joint ownership of issues, strengthen problem-solving, and support more informed and
responsive governance.

TENNESSEE SCHOOL BOARDS ASSOCIATION 0 OPEN MEETINGS & OPEN RECORDS GUIDE



Tennessee Law Regarding Student
Representatives

In 2025, the Tennessee General Assembly amended state law to provide for student representation on
local boards of education. Under TCA § 49-2-202(f), each board of education that operates at least one
(1) high school is required to adopt a policy authorizing a high school student to serve as an advisory,
nonvoting representative on the board. The statute gives boards discretion to set additional eligibility
requirements. The student board member serves without compensation for their position on the board.

Role of the School Board

Understanding the role of the school board is essential to placing student representation in its proper
context.

Article 11, Section 12 of Tennessee’s Constitution requires the General Assembly to provide for a
system of free public schools. The Legislature chose to do this through a system of locally elected
school boards. The Local Board of Education is a policy-making legislative body, which manages and
controls the respective local public school system within its district. A School Board’s primary duty is to
provide the opportunity for the best and most appropriate education for the children entrusted in its
care.

Two fundamental principles guide school board operations:

1. The Board is a corporate body. The authority of a Board member includes expressing an opinion and
casting a vote in a Board meeting. Outside a Board meeting, a Board member has no authority over
school matters.

2. The Board is a policy-making body. The Board speaks through policy. Matters which the Board
chooses not to address through policy are generally left to the discretion of the superintendent. School
Boards make policy and superintendents carry out the policy.

The Legislature has specified the duties and powers of the local board of education. The duties can
be divided into several categories and are found primarily in TCA 49-2-203. Mandatory duties include
management and control, employment of a superintendent, purchasing, budget preparation, and
student discipline.
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How Boards Can Effectively Include
Student Representatives in the Board
Process

Within this governance structure, student representatives do not serve as decision-makers, but they

can play an important advisory role. Student representatives bring a unique and valuable perspective

to the board’s decision-making process by offering firsthand insight into how policies, programs, and
initiatives affect students. Through regular participation in board meetings, student representatives can
serve as an important communication link between the board and the student body, helping to share
student concerns, experiences, and feedback. When student representatives are meaningfully involved,
boards gain a clearer understanding of student needs and perspectives, which can lead to more informed
decisions, improved trust, and greater transparency in governance.

The following examples illustrate how boards can involve student representatives:

e Invite the student representative to share perspectives, concerns, or ideas on student issues affecting
the district

¢ Provide access to meeting agendas and materials in advance of board meetings
¢ Assign a board member to act as a mentor and point of contact for the student representative

e Encourage the student representative to provide input on policy development, curriculum,
extracurriculars, student support services, and other matters that impact students

e Encourage the student representative to gather input from the student body and share feedback with
the board

¢ Include the student representative in board committees, workshops, or retreats when appropriate

e Provide opportunities for the student representative to present a brief report or update on school
related activities during board meetings
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TSBA

Tennessee School Boards Association

About TSBA

A statewide non-profit organization, the Tennessee School Boards Association is a
federation of all the state’s school boards. It serves as an advocate for the interests
of Tennessee’s public school students and school districts and provides in-service
training and technical assistance for more than 950 Board of Education members.

TSBA was founded in 1939, and in 1953, the Tennessee General Assembly officially
recognized TSBA as the “organization and representative agency of the members of
school boards in Tennessee.”
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