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Since wars begin in the minds of men and 
women, it is in the minds of men and women 
that the defenses of peace must be constructed

While young people and students are not well represented in formal politics, they are a politically active 
group who demand good governance and social justice. They want their voices to be heard and to be engaged 
meaningfully on issues that affect their present and future, notably on education. Youth and students’ 
demands for meaningful engagement in decision making in education is part of a global movement for youth 
agency that has grown in the past three decades. 

In 2022, the Youth Declaration at the Transforming Education Summit called upon 
national decision makers to invest in youth and student leadership and support their 
representation. This report provides a snapshot of the current situation to urge 
governments to put more effort in that direction. Based on two surveys – directed 
at governments and at youth and student organizations, respectively – it tracks 
the characteristics of youth and student engagement in education legislation and 
policymaking around the world, with reference to specific examples, as well as 
the challenges that this engagement encounters. It also proposes an indicator 
measuring government efforts to engage youth and students in education 
legislation and policy making.

Responses from 93 governments, a representative global sample, show that one 
in three report having a formal requirement in place to engage youth or students 
in education decision-making with the involvement of formal bodies. However, 
consultations are more prevalent - three in four countries have consulted with young people 
on education legislation and policy in the last three years. Formal mechanisms are found mostly 
in wealthier and ageing countries while the rest of the world either has loose consultation processes or 
none at all. Some consultation feedback is acknowledged to have influenced education policies on inclusion, 
well-being, safety and curriculum reform. 

Responses from 101 youth and student organizations, a sample where European countries are 
overrepresented, show that fewer than one in three felt they were frequently engaged and just one in five 
felt valued or in a collaborative relationship. Surveyed organizations expressed strong aims to influence 
education policies and represent the voices of students and youth, but often feel their voice and visibility are 
limited. Even when organizations have a seat at the table through formal mechanisms, they often perceive a 
lack of genuine will to listen to them. Moreover, they face short time frames and struggle with engaging their 
members and finding sufficient resources to participate. 

Stronger youth and student engagement in education decision making requires formal mechanisms and 
a seat at decision-making tables, representative and inclusive participation, institutional support and 
resources, and appreciation of their feedback.

Youth and students need to be trusted to play a 
leading role in education decision-making

S H O R T  S U M M A R Y

One in three  
countries  

have a formal mechanism 
in place to engage young 

people in decision-making
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Foreword
Youth participation in policy and decision making on education is deeply personal to me. My journey into public service began 
in the student movement at my university in my home country, Uruguay, where I experienced first hand the transformative 
power of meaningful youth participation. Those early lessons shaped a lifelong conviction: when we create real spaces for 
young people to engage in policy and decision making, we do not only empower individuals. We strengthen institutions and 
drive positive change for society as a whole.

Since my appointment as Assistant Secretary-General for Youth Affairs and Head of the United Nations Youth Office, that 
conviction has only grown stronger. Young people are not passive beneficiaries waiting to inherit the future. They are rights 
holders and partners who must help design it, together with other generations. Working with  young people is not about 
appeasing them; it is a moral imperative and a practical necessity in a world facing deep, interconnected crises that require 
urgent actions and innovative solutions.

This youth edition of the Global Education Monitoring Report, focused on leading with youth, arrives at a critical moment. 
Across the globe, there is growing recognition of the role of young people as agents of change, but recognition alone is not 
enough. Too often, youth participation remains symbolic, with no clear structures to ensure accountability or influence. 
We need institutionalized and mandated pathways for meaningful youth participation in policymaking and decision-making 
processes, grounded in clear principles and sustained over time. It is not only about consulting young people, but about 
working with them at every stage. By building a strong body of evidence and concrete examples of the education sector, this 
report helps clarify how meaningful youth participation can move from aspiration to responsibility.

The education sector is a particularly powerful place to examine this, because education sits at the heart of young people’s 
lives. Education equips young people with civic literacy, critical thinking skills and the agency needed to participate 
effectively, while schools and universities can also serve as spaces where democratic engagement is practiced, not merely 
taught. Across the world, young people and students are already leading — from global advocacy efforts to local organizing, 
grassroots campaigns and community-based action. Yet these initiatives too often remain marginal and under-resourced. 
Greater visibility, sustained investment, intergenerational solidarity and genuine political will are urgently needed.

As we enter the final stretch toward 2030, this report issues a clear call to action: education policies cannot be designed for 
young people without being shaped with them. If we are serious about building inclusive, resilient and just societies, leading 
with youth must become the norm, now and beyond 2030. The future of education – and of our world – depends on it.

Felipe Paullier 
Assistant Secretary-General for Youth Affairs, United Nations

@GEMReport    |    #LeadwithYouth    |   Bit.ly/2026youthreport
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