	For the past three academic years, students across San Bernardino County have met through a series of meetings that give them an opportunity to share their voice over concerns of educational issues across their communities that directly impact their futures and their dreams. Students’ problem-solving and debating skills were focused on four key countywide issues in education, the economy, safety and health/wellness.
	The events are called the Student Advisory Panels, and during the just completed academic year of 2016-17, 164 students from 41 high schools and representing 16 school districts took part in a series of four workshops.
	“(Being on the Student Advisory Panel) has been a tremendous experience,” said Padraic Morris, a senior at Alta Loma High School in the Chaffey Joint Union High School District. “The amount of skills and different viewpoints that have come together from all over the county is truly amazing. Together, I think we’ve come up with great solutions to a completely and equally diverse array of problems. One of the best skills I’ve seen and developed myself is the ability to collaborate with people of many different backgrounds to find common ground for solutions.”
	After meeting three times during the school year in early 2017, 35 groups of Student Advisory Panel posed solutions to problems impacting their futures and presented their findings and research in areas identified in the county government’s Countywide Vision Plan to a group of legislators ranging from school board members to state elected officials. During a strategic planning process, the Vision Plan was developed by San Bernardino County government to identify key sectors that can positively impact the quality of life across the county. The purpose of the Student Advisory Panel is to provide an outlet for student voice in vital topic areas that can influence decision-makers to make changes and bring awareness to issues not only on school sites, but in board rooms and legislative chambers across the state. Prior to adoption of the first Student Advisory Panel in 2015, there was no countywide program that addressed student voice or allowed student leaders to convene to discuss issues and trends that may impact their campuses.
	“We saw a tremendous need among our students who wanted to be part of the educational process of making a difference on their campuses and across their districts,” County Superintendent Ted Alejandre said. “The Student Advisory Panels have been so successful in recognizing the need to listen to our students that the concept is being used by individual districts now in our county, and we’ve received inquiries outside our county about the program.”
	The San Bernardino County Board of Education has been a big supporter of the initiative (see attached copy of minutes from February 2017 concerning discussion of the program). County board members have served as panelists hearing the student presentations and received updates about the program from the county superintendent for the past three academic years. “This is an outstanding program that gives our students an opportunity to interact with leaders in our community, as well as work with their peers to discuss issues that are important to their campuses and communities,” said Sherman Garnett, president of the San Bernardino County Board of Education.
	Students participating in the event said they enjoyed being selecting to take part in the conversations and presentations with their peers.
	“I enjoyed serving on the Student Advisory Panel because of the opportunity it gave me to express my voice and let it be heard among city officials, superintendents and everyone who has a say in what goes on at our schools,” said Natalie Castanon, a senior in the Class of ’17 at Hesperia High School in Hesperia Unified School District. “It’s a very effective program because it gives the faculty participating an insight to what (students) see and feel and helps give ideas and solutions to problems we face.”
	The Student Advisory Panel first met with a pair of regional meetings in the county’s High Desert and West End/East Valley at the end of the 2014-15 academic year. The initial group of underclass students were selected with the idea they would return during the next year to take part in a more involved process. A pair of former district administrators from the county – Jim Dilday and Karla Wells – were selected to organize the sessions.
	“I think the first session we held actually had a bigger impact on the adults who were in the room rather than the students,” Wells said. “The personal issues they raised made a huge impact on everyone in the room – it just shows that we really do need to listen to our students.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The Student Advisory Panels invite up to four students from each high school in the county to participate with the group. Because of the size of the county – 33 school districts spread over close to 21,000 square miles – there are two groups of students – one in the High Desert region and the other in the San Bernardino Basin with both West End/East Valley participants. The students selected one of four sectors of concerns and interest among four Countywide Vision areas – education, economy, health/wellness and safety. Students remarked how the approach of working with their peers was a highlight of taking part in the problem-solving and decision-making process. Each of their individual groups is led by a facilitator – there were 52 for the 2016-17 Student Advisory Panel – who represents a school and/or district that help assist the students’ conversations and how they pull together information for their presentations. The students had to work as a team, interacting with students from different schools and districts. Many of the students said they found the process energizing as they developed their own ideas and concerns that they were able to share with elected officials.
	“I feel like participating on the panel is important because everybody wants to do different things and not everyone has a voice,” said Melissa Burkar, a junior at Sultana High School in Hesperia Unified. “I talk to my friends at school and reach out to see if they have ideas, so I can help bring awareness to people who can make a difference.”
	The panels of students are comprised randomly, so groups of students from different schools and districts come together. During the past two years of the Student Advisory Panels, the groups of students met over a series of four workshops with the final meeting taking place with presentations to elected officials who volunteered from local and state offices.
	The workshops help students develop a variety of skills that employers have identified as those needed in the 21st century workforce, skills like collaborating, communicating, researching topics, speaking in public and documenting discussions and developing critical thinking. Evaluations are conducted for each of the workshop sessions to fine-tune planning for upcoming events. The program has grown since its start with more 15 percent more students participating in the 2016-17 Student Advisory Panel than during the previous year. For 2017-18, there are plans to add a separate boot camp prior to the first meeting on the Student Advisory Panel that will focus students on developing strong “soft” skills to help interactions during workshops. The first regional meetings for the upcoming school year have been set for early 2018.
	The program is unique in that it brings in a large group of students across the largest county (outside Alaska) in the country. Individual school districts in the county – Hesperia and Snowline -- have adopted similar workshops for students at their schools in response to the countywide program. Two other school districts – including Inglewood in Los Angeles County – have asked for additional information about the Student Advisory Panel in hopes of offering similar workshops for their students.
	“It’s been inspiring to see how relevant the Student Advisory Panel meetings have been for our participants,” County Superintendent Ted Alejandre said. “They have been able to make vital connections among their peers in other schools and districts and find common ground on issues that students face on their campuses. Our office is dedicating to continuing and growing the program because of the positive feedback and participation we’ve seen from the students. They need to have their voices heard about important issues taking place at their schools.”
	Because of the unique nature of the Student Advisory Panel and the growth that has taken place within the program and among school districts adopting their own forms of workshops for their students, it is worthy of consideration from the California School Boards Association for its annual Golden Bell Award recognition.
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