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ABSTRACT

A key challenge for contemporary education systems is to foster young
people’s sense of agency, or their ability to implement constructive
and socially positive changes. Participation in the Supreme Student
Government (SSG) is one of the core practices that facilitates this
agency among students. However, there is limited quantitative research
on this practice, and its connections to other expressions of agency
have not been thoroughly explored. This study examines the level of
general agency among school students involved in SSG activities, as
manifested in such areas as family, educational process, school life,
peer interaction, and finances. Based on a survey of 592 students
(grades 7-11, aged 13-18) across 18 regions in the Russian Federation
conducted between May and October 2023, we found that students
primarily join the SSG for individualistic reasons, including the desire to
develop new skills and enhance social mobility and career prospects.
There is a significant correlation between the level of general agency
among students and their involvement in SSG initiatives, with those
demonstrating higher agency often achieving significant structural
outcomes in their activities. However, the proportion of respondents
exhibiting such characteristics is small. The results emphasize the
important role of the SSG in encouraging young people to actively
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participate in social change, while also revealing the limitations of its
implementation within the education system.
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Introduction

The increasing social turbulence requires us to rethink traditional approaches to
education. “Agency” refers to the ability of individuals to make choices and take the
initiative in the face of complex and often unpredictable social transformations. This
involves not only reacting to external stimuli, but also engaging with them and being
prepared to take independent action to effect positive change in the social environment.
In recent years, children’s agency has received increasing attention in educational
research and policy discourse. In the context of rapidly changing social realities,
marked by technological advances, cultural shifts, and changing political situations,
matters such as civic participation and other socially oriented activities have become
crucial, particularly for young people, leading to a more engaged and inclusive society
(Goshin et al., 2024; Pevnaya et al., 2024). Supporting children’s agency enables them
to navigate the complex world and influence it more effectively.

The Supreme Student Government (SSG) is an example of a practice
that enables children to develop their leadership skills, while learning to make
decisions that influence their educational context and the broader environment
(Pafares & Rollon, 2023; Patrick, 2022). The SSG is designed to provide children
with opportunities to participate in socially significant activities, enabling them to
bring their ideas to life and create projects that can have a positive transformative
impact on the world around them. There has been a notable increase in academic
research focusing on the agency of school students and their involvement in the
SSG (Arribado, 2018; Patrick, 2022; Prutchenkov & Pavlova, 2017). This body of
research is essential for furthering our understanding of the nuances of children’s
interactions with their educational environments and wider social contexts. The
results of these studies provide a theoretical basis for understanding children’s
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agency and offer practical recommendations for educators and organizers of
educational processes.

The problem with existing research is that there is no commonly accepted
measurement tool for school students’ agency. Consequently, little is known about
the interplay between its general manifestations—those related to everyday
activities and contexts accessible to the majority of school students—and its specific
manifestations, such as practices associated with SSG. Indeed, attempts to analyze
the manifestations of agency in different routine contexts simultaneously are rare (thus,
allowing what might be called “general agency” to be seen). In response to this gap,
we have proposed such an instrument. The present paper attempts to examine both
general and specific agency, as well as their interrelations, among school students
involved in SSG practices. We also pay special attention to the motivation for, and
effects of, agency related to SSG on individual and structural levels.

Literature Review

SSG: Outcomes and Effects

A review of Russian and international literature and best practices suggests that
it is appropriate to conceptualize the SSG as a means by which students can
address problematic issues within the school community. The activity of SSG’s
is limited by the Constitution of the country, education laws and other national
legislation, as well as the normative documents of the educational organization
(Filippova & Kurakolov, 2020). The SSG enables students to participate in solving
school community issues directly or through SSG bodies, according to their own
interests and in line with the educational organization’s norms. The theoretical
basis of the SSG is rooted in the belief that students’ active participation in
decision-making processes greatly contributes to their personal growth and to the
broader educational system (Shkunova et al., 2022). This creates an environment
in which students can realize their autonomy, develop leadership qualities,
cooperate with each other, and overcome everyday obstacles. As a result, the
SSG becomes an important element in the development of a personality capable
of critical thinking and active civic participation in the future. The analysis of the
publications on SSG categorized its outcomes into two groups. The first group is
“educational,” focusing on the development of personality and socialization. The
second group is “social,” reflecting the interaction within the school community
between children and adults.

When describing the educational outcomes of the SSG, the key focus is
on developing children’s independence in taking charge of their own lives, both
collectively and individually (Karakovskii, 2008; Kurakin et al., 1974; Potashnik, 1990).
Through participating in SSG activities school students develop specific qualities such
as social activity, initiative, and responsibility (Prutchenkov & Pavlova, 2017). Local
educational results include improved organizational and communication skills (Tolkyn
et al., 2021). It is worth noting that the level of social activity of individual students
influences SSG educational outcomes. For example, SSG representatives tend to
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demonstrate superior communicative skills, leadership abilities, and community
responsibility compared to their peers (Archard, 2011; Arribado, 2018; Raudoniute &
Beresford-Dey, 2024). The SSG performs satisfactorily in terms of value formation, the
promotion of students’ rights and welfare, the creation of a child-friendly environment,
and the recognition and development of students’ skills and talents (Lucero, 2021).
Furthermore, participating inthe SSG helps to address inequalities affecting vulnerable
student groups, e.g., schoolgirls (see Archard, 2012).

The social impacts of SSG include the democratization of relations among
members of the school community, primarily between students and teachers.
This fosters a specific culture of interactions that serves as the foundation for
a democratic school environment. This democratization is evident in students’
influence on administrative decision-making, their expertise in pedagogical
concepts, and the general consideration given to public opinion and students’
interests (Arribado, 2018; Potashnik, 1990; Prutchenkov & Pavlova, 2017). The
social effect of the SSG can be considered in terms of involving the broadest
possible range of students in solving management challenges (Archard, 2012)
and encouraging student participation in public life and school activities.
Schoolchildren’s SSG activities promote initiative and a desire to improve life in the
school community (Prutchenkov & Pavlova, 2017).

In the concept of SSG, we can highlight the function of “organizational self-
regulation”. This means that the active part of the school community influences the
collective, leading to structural changes that enhance the community’s ability to make
the right decisions. In this context, the social effect is an improvement in collaborative
activities, which enhances the management quality of the educational organization
(Uteshkalieva et al., 2022). This provision applies to both the educational process,
i.e., the adaptation and optimization of educational content and formats, and to the
organization of school students’ leisure activities (Patrick, 2022).

Many authors associate the SSG with protecting students’ rights and
interests, including their right to participate in conflict resolution (Potashnik,
1990; Prutchenkov & Pavlova, 2017). The SSG enhances the communication and
cooperation between the educational organizations’ administrations and their
students (Arribado, 2018). Important social effects of SSG include maintaining
discipline among school students and encouraging them to develop a conscious
and sensible attitude towards their rights and responsibilities (Karakovskii, 2008;
Prutchenkov & Pavlova, 2017).

Although it is important to distinguish between educational and social outcomes,
it should be noted that the two are complementary. Educational outcomes, such as
developing leadership, teamwork, and critical thinking skills, can strengthen social ties
and help students integrate better into the community. At the same time, social aspects
such as communication with peers and adults play a key role in creating a positive
educational environment, evidently enhancing student motivation and engagement.
This deep connection between educational and social effects emphasizes the
importance of taking a comprehensive approach to studying both SSG and its impact
on the school community as a whole.
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Social Effects of Agency and Levels of Its Manifestation

The concept of agency is multifaceted and encompasses a wide range of interpretations,
and approaches toits definition (Cavazzoni et al., 2022; Sorokin, 2023). Agency implies
independence and the ability to act in accordance with one’s own desires and beliefs.
It relates to the individuals’ sense of confidence and conviction that their actions
are driven by their own initiative. In this context, agency is a fundamental aspect of
personal identity, enabling individuals to recognize themselves as active contributors
to their environment rather than mere objects of external factors, empowered to make
decisions and take responsibility for their actions.

The concept of agency also has deeper social and structural dimensions. It does
not existin isolation and is always influenced by the context in which the individual acts
(Bazzani, 2023; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). The social environment in which a person
grows up significantly influences their subjective perspective (Schoon & Cook, 2021;
Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019). These opportunities can either limit or expand the
scope for action, thereby affecting the degree of freedom that a person perceives
(Manyukhina, 2022; Veronese et al., 2019). Therefore, agency can be described as
a dynamic process involving both the individuals’ internal resources and the external
conditions determining their behavior. Simultaneously, agency can manifest in actions
that transcend the constraints imposed by structures. This means that individuals can
actively participate in social change by shaping their actions and choices in situations
where traditional norms or expected roles may hinder self-expression (Emirbayer &
Mische, 1998; Hopwood & Sannino, 2023; Mironenko & Sorokin, 2022). In this context,
agency is viewed as a form of protest or struggle for one’s rights and beliefs, with the
aim of transforming the existing social order.

As such, agency encompasses both individual initiative and self-determination,
as well as social interaction, structural conditions, and opportunities to challenge
prevailing norms (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Wandrei, 2003). Ultimately, agency is
a complex, multifaceted process involving the intersection of personal desires, social
contexts, and opportunities for transformation.

We see agency as a means of expressing creative initiative and taking action
to positively transform or maintain the functioning of social structures in order to
achieve social well-being. Consequently, the manifestation of agency is not only
a matter of personal freedom and self-realization, but also a factor that contributes
to social cohesion and harmony, ultimately benefiting all members of society. We
believe that active participation and the initiation of positive change are essential for
creating an environment in which the common good emerges from collective efforts
and cooperation.

At the same time, agency can manifest itself at different levels. For example,
Hoggett (2001) distinguishes between first-order change, whereby people achieve
their goals by operating within the rules established by structures, and second-order
change, whereby their actions lead to changes in externally imposed conditions.
Bazzani (2023) elaborates on this concept by identifying three types of agentic
behavior: adaptation, which refers to an individual’s ability to integrate into society
and its structures; autonomy, which expresses a certain degree of independence from
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these structures; and influence, the highest form of agency, which implies the ability to
transform and shape the social environment.

Thus, agencyisamultifaceted phenomenoninvolving differentlevels of realization,
in which individual actions are correlated with existing structures and norms. At the
most basic level, agency can be observed in a conformity, whereby individuals act
according to established norms to achieve their personal or group objectives (Goshin
et al., 2025; Choi et al., 2019). This type of behavior does not require significant
changes to the social system structure, but it can provide stability and predictability. At
the same time, agency encompasses more intricate manifestations, in which ingenuity
and creativity are pivotal. Individuals can have the flexibility to adapt existing rules and
discover new ways to overcome challenges, thereby broadening the scope for social
change while still operating within established structural constraints. At higher levels
of agency, second-order change occurs, whereby an individual’s actions continually
reshape the conditions of their existence. These forms of agency act as catalysts for
social order transformation, driving innovative changes and generating new solutions
that can expand the limits of what is possible.

Manifestations of Agency in SSG

Considering the influence that school students have on the social landscape, as well
as the political influence of teenage and youth leaders, various types of SSG can be
identified (Patrick, 2022). A study by Duwe (2017) shows how partnership, activism,
and leadership are reflected in school students’ public opinion. The author highlights
the discrepancy between the proclaimed values of democracy and the actual civic
opportunities accessible to students. The type of support that students receive, the
school administration’s willingness to accept suggestions and feedback, and the level
of assistance for their initiatives are also important factors.

Several authors (Kiszka, 2022; Przeworski, 2010) have pointed out that the
conceptof SSGis rather limited today. In modern studies, students’ participationin SSG
is primarily viewed as a means of personal development, with the potential influence
of this institution on educational policy taking a back seat. The blame for this situation
is placed on established educational traditions (Patrick, 2022). Russian academic
studies (Maslinsky, 2020; Novikova, 2010; Rozhkov, 2002) have identified several
key issues related to the formation of SSG in schools, including the determination
of powers that can be entrusted to students, the establishment of procedures for
delegating authorities, the process of engaging students in SSG activity, the regulation
of relationships and interaction among members of the children’s community, the
assessment of the effectiveness of SSG bodies, and the clarification of the roles and
positions of teachers and the school administration.

Recent publications from the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries
highlight the tendency to imitate existing practices and the uncertain role of student
activists. They also emphasize the need to build cooperative relationships between
children and adults. During this period, theses such as “children are the masters of the
school, responsible for what happens in it” (Novikova, 2010, p. 128; Trans. by Mikhail
Goshin, Boris Kupriyanov, & Pavel Sorokin—M. G., B. K., & P. S.) and “children’s self-
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government is a component part of public self-government” (Rozhkov, 2002, p. 7;
Trans. by M. G., B. K., & P. S.) have been presented. By the end of the Soviet era, the
term “co-management” had appeared in pedagogical research and development as
an alternative to traditional SSG. This new concept indicated the difficulty of achieving
“full” SSG among school students, emphasizing the need for the joint engagement
between children and adults in this cultural practice. A logical continuation of this
concept is the idea of participation, which signifies the transfer of power to learners.

The Federal Law No. 273-FZ Ob obrazovanii v Rossiiskoi Federatsii [On the
education in the Russian Federation] (2012), provided a starting point for a new wave
of mass SSG in post-Soviet Russia. This document introduced a specific form of SSG:
Students’ Councils. A major public organization, the Russian Union of Youth, took up
the initiative to implement this legal provision. The organizational and methodological
foundations of SSG were developed, including the essence of self-governance (under
new conditions), the normative foundations, an approach to creating an original
model, and procedures for launching the system. Russian schools were offered
a range of practical tools, including sample regulations and procedural guidelines.
The annual All-Russian Forum of SSG Leaders, organized by the Russian Union of
Youth, played a significant role in the development of this public movement. Similar
regional events are held across the subjects of the Russian Federation. With the
support of the Ministry of Education, Forums of School Presidents were conducted
in 2024-2025. Contemporary approaches emphasize children as co-constructors of
their environment, bridging the gap between youth and society while respecting their
distinct needs (De Winter, 2002). Participation can be described as the collaborative
creation of a school with children, rather than just for them.

Within the framework of participatory concepts, the idea of “involvement” is of
significant importance with regard to student engagement in SSG. In this context, low
levels of student participation are identified as an issue within SSG practice. Students
elected to the SSG bodies must meet certain requirements. These include the ability
to communicate effectively, a willingness to listen to and interact with their classmates,
peers, and community, and a strong sense of commitment and responsibility to the
school community (Pafares & Rollon, 2023).

To analyze the level of student involvement, it may be helpful to consider the
concept of the “Ladder of Children’s Participation” proposed by Hart (2008). This
model describes eight levels of participation, ranging from manipulation, decoration,
and tokenism which cannot be considered as “true” participation, to child-initiated
shared decisions with adults when children take the lead and act independently
(without adults). The Ladder of Children’s Participation reflects the levels of children’s
active involvement in joint activities, though not their structural or individual effects
(for instance, in problem-solving in children—adult communities or broader contexts).
Therefore, it is important to consider both the level of independence that children have
within the activities and the effects that these activities have.

Over the past few years, various SSG schemes have been developed in
educational organizations in Russia, often receiving playful names: Student Parliament
of the School (a general meeting of students), School President (the chairman of the
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student council and leader of the school SSG), Ministries or Committees (groups of
school students who organize individual areas of work), and so on. In some cases,
elements of SSG include editorial boards of school media outlets such as newspapers,
radio, and television, as well as School Mediation Services. SSG also covers primary
groups—student classes, and local event-based Self-Government Days are held. It
is also common practice in educational institutions to include students together with
parents, teachers, the administration, and the public in representative bodies of public
self-government (School Council, School Governing Council). The unbiased use of
Hart’s scheme enables arealistic assessment of the extent to which children participate
in a distinct child-adult community. If, for example, “manipulation,” “decoration,” or
“tokenism” (3) are identified, this indicates that children’s participation is merely formal
and does not influence public life. Genuine participation means that children have the
opportunity to influence the agenda, initiate projects, and make decisions alongside
adults, rather than simply carrying out adults’ orders.

The formal indicator of student engagement is the election to SSG bodies,
with a possible change of position from a “learner” (in the routine of adolescence) to
a “community representative” (young leaders in the community) (Teh et al., 2019). The
position of a community representative is linked to the internalization of the purpose of
SSG as a service to the members of the school community, namely, all conscientious
students of the school (Arribado, 2018). Such changes in the students’ attitudes can
be interpreted as a high level of commitment and, at the same time, as an educational
outcome. Thus, SSG can become a space for genuine participation, provided that
it is not constructed as an imitation of democracy, but rather as a practice in which
students are consistently given the opportunity to express their views, and take the
initiative and responsibility. The key condition is that adults are willing to share real
powers and to support children’s initiatives, rather than only merely complying with
election procedures in name only.

Australian researchers Coffey and Lavery (2018) have thoroughly examined the
optimal structure of SSGs and, based on their interactions with SSG bodies, have
formulated recommendations for considering students’ opinions. They highlight
the need for students to be “heard and the importance of creating spaces within
educational organizations where their voice can be heard, and they are listened to and
supported” (Duwe, 2017, p. 126).

Consequently, alongside with the common school environment, experienced by
all students there are specific contexts with unique characteristics and opportunities
for students to exercise agency. For example, student government is an area where
students can exert agency in a narrower and more focused context. In these contexts,
students can actively participate in decision-making, contribute their ideas, and
implement their own projects. This creates a specific demand for agency by providing
access to opportunities that go beyond the traditional educational plan. Accordingly,
it is important to explore not only the general agency each student possesses in
a standardized school environment, but also the specific contexts that can either
facilitate its development, or, conversely, limit it. Specific contexts, such as SSG, serve
as essential platforms for realizing both individual and collective agency.
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However, to date, there has been minimal comprehensive quantitative research
on children’s participation in the SSG practices, including the motives and outcomes
associated with these activities. Furthermore, SSG has not been studied in relation
to the levels of general agency manifested by school students. This study aims to
investigate the manifestations of general agency in different subject areas among
school students involved in SSG practices, and to search for new indicators of the
manifestations of agency in these practices. The following research questions were
posed:

* How does the general agency of school students involved in the SSG practices
manifest itself? How does the level of general agency relate to the level of
involvement in SSG?

* What motivates school students to engage in SSG? Which factors are crucial
for students with high levels of general agency? Which motives dominate their
activities—individualistic or societal, i.e., oriented towards the common good?

* What do SSG participants see as the main outcomes of these practices? To
what extent can these activities lead to real changes that improve the school
community?

* How does the level of expected or observed SSG outcomes relate to the level of
general agency of the students?

Therefore, the present paper attempts to examine general and specific agency,
as well as the interrelations between them, among school students involved in SSG
practices. Special attention is also paid to the motivation for, and the effects of, agency
related to SSG at individual and structural level. This provides a better understanding
of the complex phenomenon of agency among school students and the ways in which
it is formed through the education system.

Research Methodology

The empirical basis of this study is the results of a survey of school students (N =
592), most of whom participate in SSG practices. The survey was conducted from May
to October, 2023 in 18 regions of Russia. When forming the sample of respondents,
the schools most recognized by the expert community and winners of the All-Russia
competition of student councils in 2023, organized by the Russian Union of Youth,
were selected.

The sample was formed in two stages, with different criteria applied at each
stage. First of all, educational organizations were selected that, according to expert
assessment, had effective SSG practices. Organizations were positioned based on
data regarding their success in participating in the All-Russian competition of student
councils “Territory of Success,” namely successful completion of three selection
stages from October 2022 to May 2023 (Polozhenie o Vserossiiskom konkurse, 2022).
In October 2023, letters were sent to the teaching staff supervising the relevant area
of work at the school, requesting that students with experience of participating in SSG
bodies (for at least one year) be included in the survey.
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The survey was conducted remotely using the Anketolog online survey service
(https:/anketolog.ru), which standardizes data collection procedures, minimizing
interviewer influence onrespondents’ answers and covering respondents from different
geographic regions. The survey questions were adapted for online completion, and
the technical capabilities of the platform ensured that the questions were displayed
correctly on different devices and that participants’ data privacy was protected.

The questionnaire included 37 questions and covered various aspects of
students’ participation in SSG. It addressed their experience of participation in SSG
(What experience of participating in SSG do you have?), frequency of involvement
in SSG-related tasks (How often are you involved in SSG tasks?), the sources of
the initiatives (Whose initiatives did you implement in the work of SSG (school
administration, teachers, students)?), and overall satisfaction with their experience
(How satisfied are you with your participation in SSG activities?). The questionnaire
also included multiple-choice questions regarding the respondents’ motives for
participating in SSG (Do you participate in SSG because you...?), and the results of
this activity (Participation in SSG provides many opportunities. Which of them have
you managed to implement?). In addition, the questionnaire included questions to
assess the respondents’ level of agency and a standard block of sociodemographic
questions. The respondent sample structure is shown in Table 1.

Table 1
The Respondent Sample Structure

Characteristics FIEE O, 1

(%)
Type of settlement
A city with a population of more than one million people 162 (32.1)
A city with a population of 100 thousand to one million people 94 (18.6)
A city with a population of less than 100 thousand people, an urban- 167 (33.1)

type settlement
Village 82 (16.2)

The level of education of the mother

General secondary education or lower 17 (3.3)
Elementary or secondary vocational education 151 (28.9)
Tertiary professional education 320 (61.1)
There is no such relative 3(0.6)
Other 32 (6.1)
The level of education of the father

General secondary education or lower 20 (3.8)
Elementary or secondary vocational education 191 (36.5)
Tertiary professional education 253 (48.4)
There is no such relative 28 (5.4)

Other 31 (5.9)
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Table 1 Continued

Characteristics FICEIETE,

(%)
The grade in which the respondent studies
5th—gth 11 (2.1)
7th_gth 182 (34.8)
g 85 (16.3)
10t—11t 245 (46.8)

Note. Source: compiled by the authors.

It should be noted that not all school students in the sample have experience of
participating in SSG practices. Some respondents indicated that they had no relevant
experience. In accordance with this, the category “Not Involved” (n = 230; 38.9%) was
identified in the sample. In the analysis, the respondents’ motives for participating in
SSG, and the results of this activity were considered only for children with experience of
participating in SSG. In order to differentiate the levels of involvementin SSG, responses
regarding participation experience in SSG activities, the frequency of participation in
tasks related to SSG, and whose initiatives the respondents had implemented in the
work of student SSG (administration, teachers, students themselves) were considered.

The categorization of the levels of involvement in SSG was based on a modified
Gallup model, which distinguishes three levels: actively involved employees,
disengaged employees, and actively disengaged employees. The heuristic validity
of this approach has been confirmed through its application in the assessment of
student involvement in school participatory budgeting. Examining the level model,
developed by analogy with previous studies, made it possible to determine:

* ahigh level of involvement (SSG activists)—elected to SSG bodies, enthusiastic
about public activities, and regularly organizing or participating in events and
activities;

¢ a medium level of involvement (participants in public life)—regularly attending
extracurricular activities, showing situational activity in preparation for individual
events and discussing issues of school life;

* a low level of involvement (indifferent)—they have a reserved view of social
activities, rarely attend extracurricular activities, and do not actively discuss
issues relating to school life.

In order to divide the respondents into categories with similar motivations for
involvement in self-government practices, a cluster analysis was conducted using
the k-means method based on responses to the question “Do you participate in
SSG because you ...?” Statistical calculations were performed using the IBM SPSS
Statistics 20.

The total (general) agency index was calculated on the basis of the respondents’
answers to five questions about their behavior in situations that provide opportunities
for agentic behavior in the following areas: interaction with parents in the family;
interaction with representatives of the educational system on issues related to the
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educational process and other aspects of school life; interactions within the peer
group; and financial issues. Depending on the frequency of engaging in agentic
behavior across these areas, the respondents scored between 0 and 4. The total
agency index was calculated by summing up the scores in each area.

Based on the agency index, we defined extended groups of respondents in terms
of the generalized “level of agency.” Respondents who scored 0, i.e., who had never
demonstrated agency behavior in any of the designated areas, were categorized as
a separate cohort called “No Agency” (n = 80; 13.5%). The respondents who scored
between 1 and 5 points were classified as “Low Agency” (n = 184; 31.1%); those who
scored between 6 and 10 points as “Reduced Agency” (n = 183; 30.9%); between 11
and 15 points as “Increased Agency” (n = 110; 18,6%), and those who scored between
16 and 20 points as “High Agency” (n = 35; 5.9%).

Results

Level of Involvement in SSG and the General Agency of School Students
Figure 1 illustrates the dependency between the level of students’ participation in
various forms of SSG and their level of agency, i.e., the ability to act independently,
make decisions, and bring about positive changes in the social environment. Among
students who actively participate in self-governance, the proportion of those who
demonstrate a high level of agency is notably higher. Thus, the highest percentage
of students lacking agency is observed among students who do not engage in
SSG (about 35%), which is significantly higher than the average value for the whole
sample, which is 13.5%. This indicates that these students frequently experience
dependence on external circumstances and feel unable to influence their academic
or social life.

There are almost no students who lack agency among the school students
involved in SSG. The data indicates that as the level of involvement in SSG increases,
the percentage of students with increased and high levels of agency also rises.
Thus, at a low level of involvement, only a quarter of the students show a high level of
agency, whereas at a high level of involvement in SSG this indicator almost doubles
and reaches 45%.

In general, the level of involvement in SSG practices is substantially connected
with the index of agency: a correlation of p = 0.542 (Spearman’s correlation
coefficient) at the significance level of p < .01 was found. It is also important to
note that school students’ agency is evident not only in academic contexts, but
also in other life domains (Figure 2). Students exhibiting high and medium levels
of involvement in school activities also show significant manifestations of agency
in family relationships and in social interactions with peers. They take a more
proactive position in the decision-making process within the family and interactions
with peers, demonstrating strong communication skills, the ability to cooperate,
and responsibility in interpersonal interaction. In other words, involvement in SSG
serves as a significant indicator of school students’ agency and demonstrates
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Figure 1
Distribution of Respondents by Agency Level According to Their Involvement in SSG*, %

High involvement

Medium involvement m High Agency

Increased Agency
M Reduced Agency
o Low Agency

Low involvement & No Agency

Not Involved

Note. Source: developed by the authors. * x3(df) =216.935 (12); p<.001.

a positive correlation with overall agency levels, reflecting the presence of proactive
behavior in various areas of their lives. Students who are not involved in school
practices demonstrate significantly lower levels of agency, especially in key areas
such as the learning process and other aspects of school life. They display reduced
activity in financial management and independent income generation, potentially
indicating a lack of necessary skills or self-confidence.
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Figure 2
Agency Index in Various Spheres of Manifestation (Average Score), Depending on
the Involvement in SSG
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Note. Source: developed by the authors.

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to assess the
significance of differences in the mean levels of agency among students with varying
degrees of involvement in SSG (low, medium, and high) across five domains: family,
the learning process, school life, peer interactions, and finances. Post-hoc Tukey
testing was then performed. The ANOVA results revealed statistically significant
differences in the mean agency levels across all five domains based on the degree
of involvement in SSG. Post-hoc pairwise mean comparisons were performed for
each domain, adjusting for multiple comparisons. These differences in means are
presented in Table 2, where positive values indicate a higher level of agency in the first
group than in the second, and negative values indicate a lower level.

Compared to those involved in SSG, students not involved demonstrate
significantly lower agency levels within the family. All groups involved in SSG show
significantly higher agency levels in the learning process than non-involved students.
Students with high involvement demonstrate the greatest advantage, indicating
a strong positive relationship between participation in SSG and academic agency.
In the context of school life, all groups involved in SSG exhibit significantly higher
agency levels than non-involved students. Students with high levels of involvement
demonstrate significantly higher agency levels than those with low and medium levels
of involvement, as well as non-involved students. Students involved in SSG also
show higher agency levels in their interactions with peers. Significant differences
are observed between the low, medium, and high involvement groups, suggesting
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that taking initiative within peer circles is significantly associated with the level of
engagement in SSG. Notable patterns also emerge in the domain of financial agency.
Students with low, medium, and high levels of involvement in SSG all demonstrate
higher financial agency than non-involved students. However, differences among the
involved groups are less pronounced. Financial agency among students with high
involvement does not exceed that of the other involved groups and, in fact, shows a
slight decline compared to those with medium involvement. This may indicate that the
financial agency reaches a plateau at the medium level of involvement in SSG.

Table 2

ANOVA Results: The Mean’s Differences of Agency Level in Different Domains
Depending on the Levels of Involvement in SSG

Other
Uiz aspects Interaction
The level of involvement  Family learning P . Finance
of school with peers
process life
Not Low . . -
Involved involvement -0.40718* -0.88538"** -0.66846 -0.43308* -0.66795
Medium ~0.5103*** —-0.85671*** —-0.82748"** —0.81759*** —0.95061***
involvement
High _— - . —_— .
. -0.65739*** —1.29092 -1.29378 -1.09861 -0.9254
involvement
LOW * * kK * Kk * * Kk
involvement Not Involved 0.40718 0.88538 0.66846 0.43308 0.66795
Medium -010312  0.02867 -0.15902 -0.38451* —0.28266
involvement
High -0.25021 -0.40553 -0.62532** -0.66553"* =-0.25745
involvement
Medium
involvement Not Involved  0.5103 0.85671 0.82748 0.81759 0.95061
Low *
. 0.10312 -0.02867 0.15902 0.38451 0.28266
involvement
High . .
. -0.14709 -0.4342 -0.4663 -0.28102 0.02521
involvement
ngh %k ke %ok ke * kK *kk * Kk
involvement Not Involved  0.65739 1.29092 1.29378 1.09861 0.92540
Low "k *x
. 0.25021 0.40553 0.62532 0.66553 0.25745
involvement
Medium 014709  043420° 046630 0.28102  -0.02521
involvement

Note. Source: compiled by the authors. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p <.001.

Involvement in SSG is associated with increased agency in key areas of school
and social life, particularly with regard to the learning process, school life, and
interaction with peers. In contrast, in the areas of family and finances, this relationship
is less pronounced and is only significant when comparing the categories involved and
not involved in SSG.
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Agency and Motivation for Participation in SSG Practices

The survey results show that the main factors that motivate school students to
participate in SSG are the opportunity to engage in their interests (52.5%), to express
themselves by revealing their abilities and potential (43.4%), and to acquire new
experiences, valuable knowledge, and skills applicable in their future (39.0%). In
order to examine the relationship between the factors that motivate school students
to participate in SSG and their overall level of agency, the respondents were classified
using cluster analysis, which made it possible to identify four numerically similar
groups. Their characterization is shown in Figure 3.

Cluster 1 (n = 75; 20.7%) comprises school students for whom the opportunity to
help people and contribute to society are the main motivational factors. They also note
that they feel more successful in SSG compared to their academic studies, which may
indicate a high level of social responsibility and a desire to make a positive contribution
to society. Cluster 2 (n = 100; 27.6%) comprises individuals for whom the opportunity
to gain new experiences and useful knowledge, as well as the development of
communication and teamwork skills, are the main motivating factors. These students
see participating in SSG as a way of enriching their CV, which will provide advantages
in the future. They are aware of the importance of practical experience and its impact
on their future careers. Cluster 3 (n = 142; 39.2%) includes school students who
emphasize the importance of self-expression and the demonstration of individual
abilities. Participating in SSG provides them with the opportunities to show initiative
and enhance their leadership skills. This highlights the primacy of personal growth
and being an active contributor to social life. Finally, Cluster 4 (n = 45; 12.5%) brings
together those SSG participants for whom engaging in pursuits aligned with their
interests and communicating with people similar to them are of higher importance.
These respondents value the presence of like-minded people and the opportunity
to expand their social network, which helps to create meaningful interpersonal
connections.

The cluster analysis shows the diversity of motivational factors driving school
students’ participation in SSG, which is probably related to their different levels of
agency. When analyzing the respondents grouped into clusters, it is worth paying
attention to the characteristics of the participants with high and increased levels of
agency. As depicted in Figure 4, school students actively involved in SSG show a
much higher level of general agency than those who have not had such experiences.

Among the clusters, Cluster 2 exhibits the lowest representation of respondents
displaying high and increased levels of agency. Representatives of this cluster
show a greater orientation towards gaining new experiences and useful knowledge,
which implies developing communication skills and creating opportunities for
future career prospects. However, such motivation, which is related to individual
development, lacks elements associated with active participation in social change
or collective welfare, which is the basis for the formation of fully proactive (agentic)
behavior. Conversely, the largest proportion of school students with elevated
and high levels of agency is found in Cluster 4. The participants of this cluster
are oriented towards activities that stimulate their interests and foster interaction
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Figure 3
Four Clusters of Respondents, in Relation to the Choice of Answers to the Question “Is
SSG Important to You Because...?”, in % From the Number of Respondents by Cluster
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Note. Source: developed by the authors.

with like-minded individuals. Their motivational framework is based on intrinsic
interest, which encourages more active participation in socially relevant initiatives
and transformations. Cluster 1, which ranks second in terms of the proportion of
respondents with a high level of agency, includes students who emphasize the
motivations rooted in helping others and contributing to society. Providing support to
others significantly enhances their sense of success in self-management activities
compared to traditional learning experiences. This highlights the importance of
emotional comfort for the most agentic students. Such students not only seek
opportunities to engage actively in school life, but also strive to build positive
relationships with their peers. It is essential for them to be in an environment
that supports their initiative and creates a culture of trust. This statement is also
supported by their participation in activities they are interested in, which contributes
to self-fulfillment and personal development. We can therefore conclude that school
students who exhibit high levels of agency are well developed individuals who
value both personal achievement and the common good. They actively create their
school community, cooperating to achieve success and well-being for themselves
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and others. Representatives of Cluster 3, which is characterized by the largest
proportion of respondents with higher levels of agency, demonstrate a slightly
different motivation. These students emphasize self-expression and developing
their abilities. Members of this cluster strive to take initiative and demonstrate their
personal qualities, which is a key element of their agentic behavior. However, while
issues of self-expression and self-development are essential in the SSG practices,
their motivation can impose some limitations on the level of agency. While individual
self-actualization is important, it does not always lead to the same outcomes as
prioritizing support for others. Accordingly, maximizing levels of agency centered
on social utility requires more than just a personal desire for self-expression. To
achieve high levels of agency, it is important to seek a balance between self-
realization and the desire to assist others.

Figure 4

Percentage of Respondents With Increased and High Levels of Agency Belonging
to Different Clusters, Identified in Terms of Motivation to Participate in SSG,

and With no Experience of Participating in SSG, %
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Note. Source: developed by the authors.

The most socially oriented school students (Cluster 1 and Cluster 4) demonstrate
a high level of agency related to changes and improvements in their environment.
In contrast, the respondents from Cluster 2, who are oriented towards personal and
professional development, have a less active position in terms of social responsibility
and engagement. This opens up new directions for the further development of SSG
programs that aim to shape students’ overall agency through the integration of
personal and social motives. Identifying such trends can help to create more effective
educational practices that promote the growth of both individual and collective agency
among students.
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Agency and Outcomes of Participation in SSG

Participation in SSG opens up many opportunities: survey results indicate that
almost two-third of respondents gained new competences, knowledge, and skills
during their participation in SSG; about 40% made new friends and formed a team;
almost a quarter of respondents acquired new experiences, and 17% found mentors.
More than half of the activists surveyed took part in events and competitions due
to their involvement in school life, and almost one in five won or received an award.
More than a quarter of the activists noted the opportunity to implement a significant
project for the school, and about a quarter of the respondents noted that this activity
allowed them to gain official public recognition. Only 3% of respondents felt that
they did not see any results from their participation in SSG activities. Thus, the
respondents mainly noted individually significant outcomes of the activity, with
an emphasis on personal achievement and growth. Participants may experience
outcomes such as improved communicative skills, organizational abilities, and
acquisition of new knowledge, which contributes to boosting their self-confidence
and social activity.

More than a quarter of SSG participants (26.5%) report that they have undertaken
a project that is significant for the school. These projects can encompass a variety
of organizational activities, such as festivals and exhibitions or initiatives aimed at
improving the school’s infrastructure or educational environment. Such activities
not only benefit the school itself, but also create a sense of community and shared
responsibility among students, contributing to a more cohesive and active school
community. However, less than 5% of survey respondents report they have made
changes to schools’ rules and regulations.

An analysis of the relationship between the general level of agency among
school students and their assessment of the results of participating in SSG practices
revealed mixed results. No statistically significant patterns were found with respect
to individually significant results, such as personal growth, the acquisition of new
skills, or the development of a foundation for subsequent professional growth.
However, when examining results that are significant for the school as an institution,
a clear and stable pattern emerges: the higher a student’s level of agency, the
greater the likelihood that they will assess their participation in SSG as successful in
terms of achieving specific, socially significant goals. In particular, among students
with a high agency level, more than twice as many reported implementing an
important school project than those with a low agency level (Figure 5). Overall, only
a small proportion of respondents reported achieving significant transformational
results, such as developing or changing the school’s internal rules and regulations,
or implementing initiatives that have affected the environmental situation in the
community. However, the proportion of SSG participants who achieved such an
effect increases significantly as their agency level increases.
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Figure 5
Structurally Significant Results of Participation in SSG Practices, Depending on the
Level of Agency, %
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Note. Source: developed by the authors. **p < .01.

This suggests that high agency is not only an individual trait that fosters personal
engagement, but also a resource for transforming the social environment. Students
with high agency are more actively involved in activities demonstrating the ability to
initiate and implement projects of collective significance. Their actions go beyond
mere symbolic participation, acquiring the characteristics of transformational activity.
This emphasizes the importance of supporting and developing agency in schools,
as this is a key condition for forming a civic position and enabling young people to
contribute to the development of their school and the wider community.

Discussion

Our study analyzes school students’ participation in SSG related to solving various
issues of their school life through participation in student committees, the formation of
clubs and communities, and organizing events. Agency is a broad notion discussed
as one of the key components of personal development (Cavazzoni et al., 2022;
Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Sorokin, 2023), enabling students to act meaningfully in
challenging situations, to actively collaborate with others, to successfully cope with
difficulties, and to propose their own solutions to problems.

The involvement in SSG positively correlates with the level of school students’
general agency, manifested primarily in such areas as the academic and non-
academic aspects of school life, and peer interactions, and to a lesser extent in family
relationships and in finances. The correlation between the level of general agency
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with the level of involvement in SSG is stronger when compared to the data on
participation in school initiative budgeting practices, obtained in the previous study
(see Goshin et al., 2024), which may indicate that SSG may be an especially relevant
practice for understanding the possible manifestations of school students’ proactive
behavior. The strong correlation between participation in SSG and manifestations
of agency in school related to academic and non-academic aspects of school life is
understandable, considering the unique nature of SSG practices, focused primarily
on the educational environment (De Winter, 2017; Panares & Rollon, 2023; Shkunova
et al., 2022). Nevertheless, the correlation between involvement in SSG practices
and manifestations of school students’ agency in such areas as family, and finances
suggests that agency is a complex personality trait, which is not solely determined by
external structural conditions (Burke & Stets, 2009; Evans, 2007; Hitlin & Long, 2009).
This means that individual qualities such as self-confidence, initiative, and the desire
for self-development play a key role in the formation of agency.

SSG not only brings significant benefits, but also carries high risks of the
simulation of agency. Our study showed that students’ levels of agency vary
according to their motivations and goals. Students who strive to be helpful and
to develop their social connections show a high level of agency and a stronger
orientation towards contributing to the broader environment. The respondents
oriented towards self-expression, self-discovery, and personal and professional
growth may also be motivated. However, their level of agency tends to be lower
if they are not focused on helping others. Interpreting the results through the lens
of Hart’s (2008) “Ladder of Participation” shows that most SSG participants are at
levels ranging from “Assigned but informed” to “Consulted and informed,” which
corresponds to levels four and five. This suggests that only a minority of them
engage at a high level of independence. The effects of this engagement through
participation in SSG vary significantly.

SSG participants with high levels of agency are not only able to successfully
implement socially significant projects, but also become important agents of change
in the school system. Their aspirations for leadership and public recognition contribute
to the formation of an active, open, and progressive school community. This opens up
new opportunities to explore the role of students’ agency in the educational process
and to develop school self-governance practices aimed at shaping students’ agency
through the integration of personal and social motives. One of the most important
characteristics of participants with a high level of agency is their proactive approach
to changing school rules and regulations, which corresponds to the sixth and seventh
levels of the “Ladder of Participation” (Hart, 2008). This includes making proposals to
improve the educational process and school life in general. However, the percentage of
such participants who show genuinely high agency is low, which may indicate systemic
barriers to the transition from symbolic participation to genuine co-government. While
SSG formally exists, the actual delegation of authority remains limited. This aligns
with recent research identifying a gap between symbolic and substantive participation
in school governance (Pevnaya et al., 2024). Achieving higher levels of participation
requires clear procedures, transparent communication channels, and institutional
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mechanisms that legitimize student initiatives (Androutsou & Anastasiou, 2018;
Pevnaya et al., 2024).

Another important aspect is a high level of ambition, which is characteristic of
respondents with a high agency level. Research data indicate that individuals with
high agency are more likely to pursue self-improvement strategies and set ambitious
goals (Maralov et al., 2023; Mudrak & Zabrodska, 2015). This ambition becomes a
driving force for maintaining high levels of achievement and motivation, especially
among gifted adolescents (Mudrak & Zabrodska, 2015). Individuals with high agency
are often dissatisfied with their current circumstances and seek opportunities for
growth and development, which distinguishes them from those who give up under the
pressure of external factors.

In order to increase the effectiveness of SSG, it is important to focus not only
on individual outcomes, but also on opportunities for broader initiatives to transform
school life as a whole. Recent studies emphasize that authentic student agency
develops not in isolation but in environments where teachers and administrators
act as partners and facilitators rather than controllers (Hopwood & Sannino, 2023;
York & Kirshner, 2015). A supportive environment based on trust, dialogue, and
a willingness to share power is essential for transitioning from “tokenism” to “co-
governance”. Without such support, even the most empowered students may become
frustrated when their initiatives encounter institutional inertia (Mironenko & Sorokin,
2022). Support from teachers and administrators, as well as the access to necessary
resources and information, can significantly increase the level of student involvement
in the creating new projects, and the process of changing rules and regulations, which
in turn may enrich their experience and make it more meaningful for themselves and for
the school as a whole. Previous research has found that students involved in activist
organizations develop valuable skills while contributing to their communities (Preus et
al., 2016). Implementing strategic management approaches in schools can cultivate
students’ agency, empowerment, and commitment to improving the school culture
(Androutsou & Anastasiou, 2018). Meeting students’ basic psychological needs and
ensuring interpersonal justice positively predicts agency, responsibility, academic
success, and self-efficacy (Mameli et al., 2019). To enhance student agency and
civic responsibility, schools should encourage student contributions, foster respectful
dialogue, provide models of community engagement, facilitate access to resources,
and create supportive school environments that promote student agency and civic
engagement.

Limitations and Future Research Avenues

This study has some limitations. First, the exclusive use of a quantitative design may
limit the depth of analysis. Second, the sample consists of a relatively small number of
students interviewed, which may not capture the full range of opinions and experiences
of all participants. It is also worth noting the relatively high percentage of students who
reported feeling alienated from participating in SSG, which highlights the challenges
in implementing these practices.
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It seems appropriate to carry out further research using qualitative methods such
asinterviews andfocus groups. This would allow foramore detailed analysis of students’
involvement in SSG practices and provide a deeper understanding of the reasons and
barriers that prevent them from implementing the social transformations that could
benefit the school community. In addition, it is important to explore the relationship
between individualistic and societal motivations for engaging in these activities, in
order to identify how these factors may influence the level of student involvement in
SSG and their willingness to participate actively in school and community life. Such
an approach would provide a more comprehensive reflection of the complexity of the
phenomenon of SSG among youth and could serve as a basis for developing effective
strategies to increase students’ participation in these practices.

Conclusion

This article attempts to examine general and specific agency and their interrelations
among school students involved in SSG practices. Special attention was paid to the
motivation for, and effects of, agency related to SSG at individual and structural level.
This has enabled a better understanding of the complex phenomenon of agency
among school students and the ways in which it is formed through the education
system. We found that students who participate in SSG practices with high levels
of agency not only achieve personal success, but also actively contribute to their
school and the wider community. The actions of these individuals significantly shape
the social environment, underscoring the need to support initiatives that promote
civic engagement and responsibility among young people. However, there are
relatively few such students, as participation is often driven by individual motives.
By fostering an environment where young people feel empowered to drive change,
schools can create a fertile ground for the emergence of future leaders who are
prepared to face challenges and are committed to improving the world around them.
Encouraging such agency in young people cultivates a culture of active participation
and collaboration, ultimately leading to a more engaged and responsible society.
In this way, the development of agency in youth serves as a catalyst for positive
change, inspiring a generation capable of making meaningful contributions to their
communities and beyond.
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