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Abstract
While student leadership is often celebrated as a developmental opportunity, there can be an emotional toll on the leaders and commodification of their efforts. Further, relying on student leaders to address gaps or barriers is unsustainable given the short duration students spend in higher education. Using thematic analysis of micro-case studies from award-winning student leaders across Canada and applying Smyth's critical reflection framework to a student leader’s lived experience, this paper critiques how institutions showcase student success while turning a blind eye to the structural problems that necessitate student intervention. Theoretical frameworks—including Sanford’s theory of challenge and support, institutional betrayal, and the student-customer model— paired with a critical theory lens reveal the misalignment between institutional recognition and meaningful support. While acknowledging the socio-historical contexts of higher educational systems, this paper suggests that without institutional accountability and sustainable collaboration, student leaders are unfairly burdened with responsibilities they are not equipped or positioned to carry long-term. The paper argues for a shift in responsibility from students to institutions to ensure systemic change, authentic recognition, and removing of saviourism.
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Introduction

‘We are not your saviours’ cries a student being recognized for her leadership, to a room of educators at a national gathering. She and her high-achieving peers share space with educators interested in the progression of teaching and learning in higher education. The sentiment echoes across the conference: why are we, the students, accountable for mending the state of higher education across our nation? Though grateful for the recognition, student advocacy can feel like a burden, particularly when higher education institutions do not make efforts to ensure sustainable continuation to address students’ underlying needs.
Student leadership is treated as a sacred facet of higher education (Fossland et al., 2024), oftentimes highlighted as a positive developmental opportunity to craft a well-rounded graduate (Wang, 2023). Often, the success of student leadership is highlighted without recognizing the difficulties the student may face as a result of being acknowledged. However, from the student perspective, this experience tends to feel more complex than simply a chance to develop leadership skills. Student leaders oftentimes feel burdened by having to be the saviours of their institutions. Though they initially join higher education to become informed in their field of study, they eventually discover inequities faced by themselves and their peers. This can be seen in varying levels, from the absence of professional development opportunities to having access to basic needs, such as menstrual products or accessible learning materials. With the intrinsic belief that the status quo is not fine, student leaders seek to improve the situation for themselves and their peers—recognizing that their institutions are too complacent to act.
Many students are drawn to working collaboratively with their peers to solve issues affecting their quality of life and education. This can consist of forming a group to have access to student-sanctioned funding or researching external avenues to support their endeavors. Students exhibit the sheer willpower necessary to either spark a revolution or solve the issue themselves. However, this practice is unsustainable given the short time most students spend in higher education. With the high turnover, the passion or knowledge to meet their goals may be forgotten, resulting in the failure of the over-arching advocacy effort.
Once the students find a remedy for a specific problem, there tends to follow a period of recognition. This recognition can be found in program, campus, or even nation-wide accolades. Reasonably, institutions have a consistent and invested interest in highlighting areas of student success—especially in areas that uplift their peers and address inequities. This level of peer-to-peer empathy and justice, from the lens of an institution, highlights the inherent care their students have for one another. It is seen as the empathy students feel for one another and the desire to create spaces where all can succeed. Justly, administrators in higher education promote recognition of their student leaders to showcase student efforts cultivated within their programs. However, in doing so, administrators fail to address the flaws still inherent within the system. Additionally, students become tokens to their administrations—commodified as a success story to encourage others to attend their specific program or institution.
Although students are grateful to be recognized for their efforts, they may begin to feel jaded. Metaphorically, students identified a ‘hole’ in the ground of their institution and decided that instead of falling in and climbing out of this hole each day, they built a bridge for their peers to cross over. After doing so, their institutions give them a medal to celebrate the bridge they built—but the hole still exists. Instead of acknowledging the hole or discussing ways to fill it, the focus remains on the students who built the bridge. In doing so, the institutions are relying on future students to continue to maintain the bridge in the years to come. Students who are rewarded and put on a pedestal for building bridges can therefore be frustrated with the focus being on them rather than implementing long term solutions. 
Reliance on student leaders' efforts to address systemic problems is an inherently unsustainable practice. Time and time again, as students graduate or move on from their institutions, the outcome of student leadership endeavours are lost. As students are temporary actors in these spaces, who is responsible for continuing to cover these gaps? Sustainable operation of higher education institutions is found at the intersection of leadership and management (Sugrue & Dyrdal Solbrekke, 2023, p. 18). As management and leadership are often used interchangeably, it is important to differentiate their specific meaning in the domain of higher education. Management, as found by Branson et al. (2018, pp 4-7) is about the controlling and directing of policies and prescribing of procedures, which is the responsibility of administrators. Leadership indicates the role of goal setting and building of institutional direction to fulfill its societal mandate (Branson et al., 2018), which could be shared by administrators and student leaders. Therefore, policies can be created based on the student leaders’ identification of problems and solutions—rather than expecting students to permanently resolve the problems on their own. 
Without this sustainable collaboration, student leaders can feel subjected to saviourism and commodification within higher education. We explore these sentiments within this article, recognizing saviourism as the idea that only certain individuals or groups are responsible for saving others and commodification as the promotion of student ‘saviours’ as tokens. We address the following research objectives throughout subsequent sections:
· Reflexively explore the mixed emotions resulting from the student author’s lived experience.
· Analyze micro-case studies of award-winning student leaders to determine commonality in their efforts and advocacy work.
· Compare this lived experience to existing literature and three theoretical frameworks.

Adopting a critical theory approach, this article offers insight into the current state of institutional praxes—specifically the role it plays in celebrating student successes and the flaws in how this is currently executed. As will be developed in this article, this critique is contrary to most literature currently detailing views of student leadership in higher education. The significance of this article lies in the documentation of a provocative viewpoint directly from a student leader.


Methodology

Critical theory approaches analysis with a specific aim to highlight power, economic, and social inequalities (Patton, 2010, p. 548). The research uses critical reflection not only to understand the situation and phenomena being investigated, but to help transform them (Cohen et al., 2011). The emphasis of this article is to not to merely disseminate current practices but to transform the relationship between student leaders and their higher education institutions. 
Critical theory, as described by Cohen et al. (2011) ‘has both a reflective, theoretical and a practical side to it; without reflection it is hollow and without practice it is empty’ (p. 34). Reflection within critical theory offers a critique born in the lived experience of the practitioner within the higher education institution. Student leaders’ reflections could offer the basis for change to begin, if adopted by higher education institutions. 
Critical theory allows a reflexive approach to address the research objectives through the examination of micro-case studies and the literature. John Smyth (1989) offers a four-part framework for teachers to engage in critical reflection, which he claims originates in Paulo Freire’s corpus: description, information, confrontation, and reconstruction. Whereas Smyth’s approach offers a personal reflection, this article provides a broader consideration of the relationship between student leaders and higher education institutions. Mirroring this framework, the next section provides a description of the current views of student leadership in higher education to answer the question What is being done? Then, using micro-case studies and three frameworks information on how this relationship is interpreted, it answers the question What does it mean? This is followed by a confrontation of the socio-historical context of the higher education system to consider the question How did it come to be like this? To conclude, reconstruction is addressed to consider How might we do things differently? - although the student author ultimately rejects the responsibility for reconstruction.


Positionality statement

This article is developed and written on the traditional, unceded lands of the Mi'kmaq people. As the original stewards of these lands who never surrendered them to the European powers, they have been the victims and survivors of colonialism for generations. Reconciliation only begins with recognition. 
Acknowledging the positionality of authors is an important factor in the dissemination of knowledge. In doing so, it captures the personal, social, and political relationship the authors have with the topic they are discussing (Hampton et al., 2021). In addition to this, positionality statements allow for further recognition to be given to the privileges that are ingrained in the author’s being. 
The student author reflects on the experiences that motivated the present article: While I am grateful for the support I was provided throughout my undergraduate experience, I also look back on being a student leader with frustration. With my achievements and accolades as the focal point, the reasons as to why I initially became involved were marred. My roles varied from paid and volunteer positions to advocating for change in my external communities. There has been a myopic media focus on the outcomes of these efforts rather than the issues themselves. From my frustration, this article was born, written with the support of my supervisor who has guided me through the publication process.


Student leadership in literature

From their own mission statements, higher education institutions intentionally seek to create an environment that develops future leaders in our society. This description of ‘what is being done’ is ingrained in their core beliefs, which emphasize educating their students while also providing spaces to develop leadership qualities. By attempting to equip students with adaptive and problem-solving skills often found within leadership roles, the directives to educate and develop leadership are merged. Higher education institutions also see this as a way to cultivate highly sought-after and world-changing alumni.
Based on early literature on this topic, there are five main skills of student leaders, as identified by Townsend and Carter: teamwork, understanding yourself, communication, decision making, and leading (1983). The evolution of the skills a student leader develops has become much broader. Authentic student leadership and student educational outcomes are related to one another (Crawford et al., 2024, p. 3). It was found that students who engage in formal leadership roles while enrolled in higher education will demonstrate a heightened sense of awareness, relational authenticity, balanced processing, and moral identity (Crawford et al., 2024, p. 5). Therefore, a connection can be drawn between the qualitative outcomes of students’ involvement and their academic performance—which tends to be a shared goal of attending higher education for the student and institution. Cultivating student leadership ensures there are more well-rounded leaders in society, which promotes social progress (Wang, 2023, pp. 5–6). As higher education institutions are catalysts in creating leaders who care and understand the world surrounding them, fostering student leaders is a natural first step. The aim is to create supportive spaces and push their students to engage outside of their classrooms. From institutional mission statements, it is clear that there is an intentional effort to develop leadership qualities, and similarly, students share this desire to become leaders. 
Since the establishment of these early definitions, student leaders have been the driving force for advocacy within higher education. From the US Civil Rights movement of the 1960s to recent protests against global genocides, these spaces are seen as catalysts of youth advocacy movements (Sorey & Gregory, 2010, p. 186). Historically, higher education campuses have been at the heart of advocating for change.
Generally, higher education institutions are viewed as prime places for facilitating and fostering community-level activism (Black et al., 2014, p. 9). Understanding community-level activism as recognizing, advocating, and addressing people's unmet needs, institutions can then be considered as petri dishes for developing student leaders who are engaged and empathetic. Within institutions, there is a heightened awareness surrounding the importance of diversifying which voices are heard; student leaders are encouraged to fight and advocate for this diversification. By creating spaces in which more groups are empowered, a more diverse community can see themselves succeed. Changemakers are identified as enablers: those within the policy and system level; those within the community outside of higher education institutions; those within curriculum development; and those who engage in the pedagogical processes (Black et al., 2014, p. 10). As fostering student leaders is a goal of higher education, it falls onto those within this system to implement this at all levels. 
In practice, the bulk of work done to better the institution is completed by those who pay to attend these spaces, rather than those who are paid to ensure the system is working. In this reality, feelings of betrayal can develop towards the institution. A theoretical framework of institutional betrayal highlights the ‘actions and inactions on the part of the institution can cause further harm to survivors of violence’ (Dufour, 2024, p. i). While acknowledging that the term “violence” carries strong connotations, institutional betrayal could be appropriately applied to the reliance on student leadership. The reality for marginalized groups is that they tend to be the primary recipients of systemic barriers or neglect within higher education. The perpetuation of students being relied upon to solve this could be viewed through the lens of betrayal, wherein a complex exploration between the student leader and their institution emerges.
	Most publications discussing student leadership and its relationship to higher education have a distinct focus on the benefits for students, such as in Wang (2023), Townsend and Carter (1983), and Crawford et al. (2024). The focal point falls onto the cultivation of well-rounded leaders in our society or fostering of moral identity. These, undoubtedly, are good by-products of this engagement. However, this does not effectively report on the current feelings students have regarding their involvement. While student leaders can still be crafted—as per the mission of the institutions—the current avenues in which this happens can be viewed as problematic.


Micro-case studies of student leaders

By providing examples to allow the exploration of frameworks in future sections, this section documents micro-case studies to capture a succinct group of high-performing student leaders from across Canada. As described by Alpi and Evans (2019), micro-case studies are simple, straightforward, and occur over a short duration. Exploring student leadership through micro-case studies permits the comparison of student leaders operating at a similar calibre, as well as providing a diverse, yet fundamentally similar, pool of individuals to compare to one another. Interpreting this group of student leaders will aid in answering the second of Smyth’s questions What does it mean?
In this sample group (Society of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 2024), there are a variety of students with various levels of advocacy and leadership that they engaged in on their campuses, as described in Table 1. As seen in the overview of their efforts, these students addressed gaps or barriers that were identified at their higher education institutions. 
However, rather than the institutions adopting the practices the students developed, most of the solutions remained contingent on the students’ involvement. The students’ demonstration of leadership varies in magnitude and impact, but still, all of them were awarded the same prestigious distinction for their accomplishments. Micro-case studies are used as exemplars in combination with thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79) to analyze commonality in the students’ efforts and advocacy. Following Braun and Clarke’s methodology (2006), we reviewed the micro-case studies to familiarize ourselves with the data, generated codes, developed three themes, reflexively reviewed them, and named them as follows:
· Compensation: Was this work done as part of their course offerings or as a volunteer effort?
· Domain: Was this work done as part of their own field of study or separate from their educational background? 
· Level of advocacy: Is the work done directly impact themselves or is it done in solidarity on behalf of others?

These criteria were selected to frame the level of involvement and altruism of the student leaders and are shown in Table 1.

Table 1

Recipients of student leadership award (Society of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 2024)
	Field of Study
	Overview of Efforts
	Compensation
	Domain
	Level of Advocacy

	Nutrition
	Spearheaded the creation of a new course to dissuade funnelling of students into singular area of study within faculty 
	Co-curricular
	Within field of study

Educational stewardship on-campus
	Self-advocacy


	Chemistry
	Initiated organization which brings together university students with high-school aged students to combat the harsh academic transition to STEM HE
	Extracurricular
	Within field of study

Educational stewardship off-campus
	External advocacy

	Health Sciences 
	Led establishment of several equity-based nationwide bursaries as a collaboration between medical students and aspiring undergraduates as well creation of an accessible initiative dedicated to connecting students with research experts
	Extracurricular
	Within field of study

EDIA on-campus
	Self-advocacy






Table 1 continued
	Field of Study
	Overview of Efforts
	Compensation
	Domain
	Level of Advocacy

	Biology/African Studies
	Co-founded organization to connect underrepresented students to educational opportunities and research at their institution, aided in efforts to secure over $850,000 in funding to expand learning opportunities for black students
	Extracurricular
	Within field of study

EDIA on-campus

Educational stewardship on-campus
	Self-advocacy

	Neuroscience
	Led multiple initiatives in their community to improve access to education to underrepresented students, including founding a mentorship program at local high schools, developing teaching tools for visually impaired students, and organizing student career workshops
	Extracurricular 
	Outside field of study

Educational stewardship off-campus

EDIA on-campus
	External advocacy

	Environmental Science/Biology
	Engaged in grassroots sustainability education and programming, taught-basic science education to rural youth classrooms as well as researched the politization of natural lands.
	Extracurricular
	Within field of study

Educational stewardship off-campus
	External advocacy

	Music Performance
	Led various teams and societies on campus, advocated for humanities education with Student Union.
	Extracurricular
	Within field of study


	Self-advocacy




First, regarding compensation, a student may have been involved as part of their studies, such as coursework that involves volunteering as part of the course offering (curricular). Alternatively, the student may have been involved in efforts adjacent to their studies and had some level of compensation, such as a free course or wage (co-curricular). Finally, the third variation of compensation is an activity that is done independently from the student’s schooling with no formal compensation for their efforts (extracurricular). In the context of student leadership, compensation is important to discuss because it relates to the level of support they had from institutions or other groups to allow them to participate. There are many barriers to student leadership, and compensation helps address some of them, and being paid does not discount the leadership contributions a student made.
Next, the domain criterion aims to discern if the work was done within or outside their field of study, and whether the work could be described as educational stewardship or equity, diversity, inclusivity, and accessibility (EDIA) advocacy. Education stewardship describes the fostering or creation of educational materials to bridge gaps in curriculum or the ability to access curriculum. Further, the work is identified as on- or off-campus activities—within their higher education institutions or elsewhere in their communities. This criterion was used to discern the general theme of the work as it primarily occurs within the students’ educational programs, but not exclusively. By assessing this, we can determine whether their work was intended to bring the EDIA or level of educational stewardship to an acceptable level or if it was to raise it to an exceptional standard above the status-quo. Ideally, improving a functional system should be of equal value to fixing a broken one. By exploring whether the work was done to bring EDIA practices to an acceptable level or to push further into the ‘growth zone’ of EDIA or educational stewardship, the students were identified to be equally deserving of recognition—challenging the belief that student work must be exceptional to be worthy of recognition.
	Finally, the level of advocacy is used to distinguish whether this work was done to address gaps or barriers that they themselves face or if it is on behalf of a community external to themselves. This criterion elaborates on the altruism of their efforts and whether they themselves are impacted by these barriers or gaps at their institutions.


Dissecting the commodification of student leaders 

To dissect the commodification of student leaders, this section examines how student leaders and their higher education institutions interact. Through this section, we seek to challenge both the status-quo and the bubble that higher education administrations exist within. An exploration is done on the subsequent actions taken by higher education institutions and the bittersweet feelings had by their student leaders. Finally, the overall sustainability of this current practice is questioned, touching on the praxis in future efforts.

The balance of challenge and support
As part of the experience of higher education, there is a belief that students should be given the space to develop leadership skills and grow into these roles. However, the reality is that many student leaders’ work focusses on addressing gaps or barriers within their institutions. For example, the chemistry student founded an organization to bridge the jarring transition students in his province were feeling upon beginning post-secondary education. If the need was so prevalent to necessitate such a group, then surely the institution is also responsible for assisting in the transition. Ideally, leadership opportunities would exist to develop students’ skills outside of the need for advocacy or addressing gaps on-campus, such as in the case of the environmental student who was able to conduct research pertaining to timely issues and engage with grassroots sustainability programming for rural youth. Because the environmental student was well-supported on-campus, their advocacy could focus off-campus in rural classrooms. 
In accordance with Sanford’s theory of challenge and support, both must be present to allow growth and personal development (Sanford, 1967). Sanford further stated that ‘if a [higher education institution] is to encourage these purposes, it must (as a minimum) run its own affairs according to values known to and worthy of emulation by its students. There should be no reluctance to state the social purposes for which it expects its students to take responsibility’ (Sanford, 1967, p. vii). Students should be able to develop leadership skills with a combination of challenge and support, not born solely out of filling the gaps. Thus, the educational environment should begin at an operational level and not rely on students to address the needs to gain leadership skills. 

The student-customer model
The student-customer model treats students as customers, based on the notion that students should be viewed as the primary recipients of higher education (Bay & Daniel, 2001; Guilbault, 2016). There is a strong reluctance to accept this within the academic community based on perceptions that if students dictate the market of education, then academic rigour disappears (Albanese, 1999; Bay & Daniel, 2001; Franz, 1998). However, we agree with the student-customer model based heavily on the fact that in any other market, the customer is identified as the individual paying for the services, as supported by Drucker’s indication that the only reason a company exists is to satisfy customers (1954). By shifting the focus from preserving academic freedom to the idea that students should be given the spaces and tools to succeed in higher education, the use of this model changes to uplift the ideals of a student leader. For example, the Biology/African Studies student advocated to address a gap in education at their institution, which eventually led to the adoption of a new focus area of study. Here, we see a clear example of a higher education institution listening to the advocacy of its students and permanently adopting the measures they prescribe. By taking on this student effort, a sustainable solution is realized.

The unconcerned state of higher education
There is a tendency within higher education spaces to neglect to address students’ concerns about the state of institutions. Much like an ostrich with its head in the sand, higher education administrators tend to live within a different reality—one that may not be shared by the students. In this current state, the weight of the barriers or gaps felts by students is often put on the shoulders of students to address and fill. 
In an ideal scenario, this state would be flipped to showcase students being able to be champions within their institutions to push good work even further. This transition from a space of survival to a growth-oriented one would prove fruitful for all parties involved. As seen in Table 1, all the work was valuable but had different levels of impact. For some of the students, they took opportunities to bridge gaps between the transition from secondary school to higher education. By addressing gaps in the transition, student leaders are able to identify the needs of their surrounding community and create meaningful impact for the next generation of students in higher education. Advocating for the next group of students is a more palatable form of advocacy than for student leaders whose work was to explicitly bridge gaps felt by their peers on campus. In these cases, their work was to change the institutional systems in which they are educated, as those systems were perceived as falling below the appropriate standard. This type of advocacy is less appropriate as students’ primary directive should be to learn in educational spaces; instead, the students leaders feel the responsibility to fix their institutions for themselves and their peers.  While advocating for students transitioning to higher education and for peers on-campus are both important and have value, they are innately staggered in the appropriateness of what’s expected for student leaders. Adding the responsibility of fixing their institutions for themselves and their peers is unjustifiable.
	Themes that emerge from the micro-case study showcase that the advocacy or educational work students do on their own campuses—as to supplement a gap they found—is of equal calibre to the work that is done by off-campus leaders. In accordance with Sanford’s theory, this directly challenges the notion that students need to be left some challenge to grow and can find spaces to flourish that do not demand that they maintain the integrity of their institutions. Further, in both cases, there is room for students to engage in leadership work in both areas of advocacy: self and external. This common theme concludes that students, regardless of the scenarios they face, will continue to find gaps that can be addressed in any space they find themselves. In doing so, they foster empathy. 

Shouting their success, whispers of ‘why’
After a student wins an award or has some distinction placed on them for their leadership work, there follows a slew of promotional media. This is done to highlight the great success and effort of the student and to ensure they receive due recognition for their work. This promotion tends to focus on the outcome of a student endeavour, rather than the neglected state that necessitated the work or the process that led them to this outcome.
	To be able to fully appreciate the solution provided, there must be an equal acknowledgement as to why the solution was needed initially. In the case of the Nutrition student, their on-campus educational stewardship was necessitated by the lack of options for students within their program of study. However, in subsequent media releases from their institution, the lack of options is overlooked as part of the reasoning that led this student to pursue this effort (Acadia University, 2024). Instead, there is a tone of excellence that is consistently on display within the institution. In this example, we see an all-too-familiar commodification of student leaders within the higher education space. By using students’ stories of triumph and success to promote institutions’ own programs to prospective students and donors, they are neglecting the inherent flaws they perpetuated prior to the students’ intervention. These conflicting shouts and whispers remove the ability to have a nuanced discussion on the beginning of student leaders’ efforts. 
	This obfuscated narrative of student leadership can leave a bad taste in the mouths of the student leaders being celebrated. From the perspective of the student author, there can be feelings of frustration for the lack of acknowledgement of the injustices or issues they faced within higher education. Being used to promote the flawed institutions that the student leaders worked to fix can lead to feeling patronized by the higher education institutions. Yes, things are better now because of what student leaders have been able to accomplish, but the reasons their efforts were needed should not be overlooked or forgotten.
	Though, we feel it is important to state that our intention is to not remove celebrating student success. But, in order to do so authentically, further effort is required to acknowledge the reasons why or how the student addressed barriers or gaps at their home institutions. Students deserve to have the reasons or issues that prompted their efforts recognized, not just the final product. 

Questioning the sustainability of relying on student leadership
Presently, the onus lies on students to identify and bridge barriers within their institutions. In this, there is a delegation of responsibility to temporary actors in higher education spaces. As most students take between four to five years to complete an undergraduate degree, there is a finite duration of their time and ability to ensure these barriers or gaps are addressed. In the current state, it begs the question: Who will be there to continue this essential work after graduation day?
	As there is a growing notion surrounding students being the primary customers of higher education (Guilbault, 2016, pp. 135–136), there is an additional emphasis on sourcing alternative actors within higher education to maintain the outcomes of advocacy and educational stewardship efforts on campuses. In doing so, there opens a door to allow for—in the best-case scenario—an adoption of students’ advocacy work, as seen in the efforts of the Biology/African Studies student (Society of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 2024). When students address issues at the grassroots level, then have their work become an official objective within their home institutions, we see an avid display of validation of student leadership endeavours. To a lesser extent, an effort for collaboration between student leaders and administrators could lead to this transition of responsibility from student to institution. In either case, there is a level of official adoption of student work and transition of responsibility away from solely relying on student leaders. 
Without intentional efforts to preserve the solutions achieved by the student leaders, the gap reopens. This can be seen in the repetitive dwindling and reopening of campus clubs and societies. In the example of the Health Sciences student, part of their student leadership portfolio was to establish student project bursaries through their role in an on-campus society (Health Sciences Society, n.d.). Though there is the potential for this valuable initiative to dry up, because the initiative aligns with university objectives of ‘championing innovative and collaborative research’ and ‘striving to advance humanity at home and abroad’ (Queen’s University Canada, n.d.), there is a clear path for a more sustainable provider of these bursaries and fostering of student collaboration at this level. 
Presently, the current state of higher education and its interactions with student leaders isn’t wholly addressed in student leadership literature. Instead, there is a repetitive narrative of the benefits students can find when they involve themselves in leadership on campus (Crawford et al., 2024; Hodkinson, 2017; Wang, 2023). In practice, students do benefit from these experiences; at times, it comes at the expense of meeting the pressing academic, social, and personal needs of themselves or peers within their institution. Additionally, students who pay to attend these institutions are plagued with simultaneously improving the state of their institutions whilst ‘in the middle of it.’ Overall, the student experience of leadership during their time within higher education is a positive one. As summarized by Shertzer and Schuh (2004), ‘no one felt an obligation to serve as a student leader; they made purposeful choices to get involved on their own, and none of the student leaders displayed any feelings of regret. For them, involvement has been an extremely positive experience’ (p. 122). This captures the notion that students want to be involved and to help their peers; however, this desire to serve should not be met with mounting educational barriers or gaps. In an ideal world, students would be learning within spaces that meet all needs and expectations, with the room for continual growth or improvement. If a transition to this model is enacted, attitudes surrounding student leadership and their relationship with higher education institutions would display progress in mending feelings of betrayal, as identified by Dufour (2024, p. i). 


The socio-historical context of higher education institutions

To address the third question in Smyth’s critical reflection framework, How did it come to be like this?, it is essential to review the evolving mission of higher education institutions, their role in shaping and being shaped by society, and the influence of external federal funding.
In the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, a transition occurred in American higher education institutions. Though once dedicated to the pursuit of theoretical knowledge, they transitioned to add the development of skills and knowledge with practical application to serve society (Boyer, 1990, p. 5). Agricultural colleges in America were created to train students to serve a developing society. Through the development of applied research in these colleges, graduates began to work in regional government, journalism, and influential sectors of the “new world” of America. Students were no longer seeking individual enlightenment but were graduating with a desire to practically improve society (Boyer, 1990, p. 6). 
This transition in the pursuit of knowledge also resulted in a moral shift. The goal became to not only serve society, but to reshape it. Education as a service to the greater good became a distinct goal and mission of public and private universities (Boyer, 1990, p. 5). Thus, there was now pressure put on higher education institutions to produce graduates that continue to serve the evolving needs of society. Students began to see themselves as part of the change in society and gravitated towards influential roles upon the conclusion of their formal education, preparing them for future leadership positions.
Clark Kerr (1963, p. 49) describes how higher education institutions have a way of changing themselves to conform to the transitioning needs of society. In the past, the need was to have a better understanding of agriculture to feed a growing society. Graduates of today are faced with different challenges, such as the climate emergency and tightening of resource availability. Today’s graduates understand their critical role in finding solutions for the complex problems that continue to evolve. Higher education institutions, then, must continually adapt to prepare graduates to address the changing needs of society. 
At the beginning of World War II, higher education institutions’ priorities were focused on researching technology to support the war effort, marking a notable transition in the funding model of American higher education institutions. Kerr describes the ‘productive union’ and ‘common-law marriage’ between the federal government’s funding of research activities within higher education institutions (1963, p. 50). The federal support of wartime laboratories began to set the priorities for researchers and thus higher education institutions, as funding was contingent on federal directives. Higher education institutions’ reliance on obtaining funding was influenced by the ‘scientific revolution’ driven by the war effort (Kerr, 1963, p. 48). Whereas once higher education institutions sought to shape society, now their priorities were being influenced by the agenda of funding sources.
Higher education continues to be a tool to serve the larger needs of society, as defined by federal priorities, and is dedicated to training the next cohort of workers that funding sources deem necessary. Without cooperation, funding streams dry up. In this relationship, the higher education institution must work within the constrained system to remain financially viable. Today, this phenomenon is seen in the development of artificial intelligence and large language models. Kakembo Aisha Annet (2025) identifies how contemporary higher education institutions are ‘shaped by their political and economic context, influencing their missions and actions’ (p. 110). Waxing and waning on a deeply political level, this fluctuation is felt by all actors within this space. Students are seeing the allocation of institutional funding and feel responsible to bridge the unfunded gaps. 
Where students were once expected to fill leadership roles after graduation, today the expectation for leadership is felt much earlier, while students are still enrolled in higher education institutions. Because of the political prioritization of funding, there is a reliance on students to address the unprioritized issues within their institutions, taking on leadership roles as students. Then, fulfilling the contemporary mission of higher education institutions, graduates enter society to address the complex problems plaguing society.






Expectations of student saviourism

As previously explored, the current state of higher education has a history of commodifying student leaders in a manner that is self-serving through inauthentic promotion, as the result of socio-historic factors. Students are relied upon to address the inequities or gaps they witness on their campuses. When these gaps are wilfully ignored by their institutions, students bear the burden of fixing the state of their educational space. The final question in this critical reflection is How might we do this differently?
While the current reliance on students to address inequalities is riddled with questions of fairness, this expectation is further undermined by questioning how sustainable these expectations are. Though higher education institutions have the ability to permanently adopt the solutions initiated by their students, the institutional follow-through can be insufficient to ensure the long-term implementation. As individual students are temporary actors in higher education spaces, it is illogical to expect a sustained impact from their solutions without additional support. If higher education is interested in sustainably improving the problems addressed by students, there are several steps that can be taken. Firstly, when students are identifying issues or gaps within their curriculum or educational spaces, the institution must place value on this and seek feedback to inform actions to address the matter. By realizing and validating the identified issues at an early stage, the institution removes the responsibility from students to be the primary problem solvers. Students are eager to help ideate and provide input for possible solutions, but they should not be expected to carry out these efforts. From this early collaboration between institutions and students, new spaces are created that students are more apt to succeed in. Then, if students continue into leadership roles and receive recognition for their efforts, there should be dutiful and transparent reporting in media articles of the entire problem - both the initial unidentified gap and the celebrated solution. In doing so, the emphasis is removed from the ‘bridge built’ and there becomes a heightened awareness of the hole and why it was there to begin with. Otherwise, the institution is acting in a disingenuous manner, piggy-backing off the student’s success. Once this shift is complete, there will be more permanence resulting from the efforts of students, rather than the cyclical waxing and waning of problems and solutions that currently exists.
As it stands, student leaders are unintentionally labelled as saviours within higher education. Serving on the front lines of advocacy in their institutions, identifying issues as well as potential solutions - it becomes a monumental task. Though recognition of these efforts is incredibly valuable, it also perpetuates this notion of saviourism. Thus, we must identify this as an inherently unfair and unfeasible effort to ask of students. Because of the lack of sustainability and transitory four-year nature of student leadership, there may only realistically be enough time to identify the issues and just begin the work to find a solution. Preservation of their efforts is not a responsibility they are capable of bearing. By shifting responsibility for sustaining advocacy efforts to the institutions, students would not have to question if they had achieved a lasting impact or whether their solutions would continue to be effective after graduation.
Often, any critique of student leadership or promotion is unwelcome, citing the sacred nature of developing student leaders. Recalling Fossland et al. (2024, pp. 5–6), anything having sanctified status within the academic community constrains the ability for intellectual exploration and critical analysis of ideals. To deconstruct this belief, institutions must critically analyze the journey of their student leaders and recognize the reasons that influenced their student leaders to become involved.
While these efforts will require buy-in from all interested parties, we as the students should not be responsible for reconstructing the state of higher education. Having identified this gap, our hope is that the work can begin to shift the responsibility to the true power-holder in this space: the institution. Further advocating for this shift is something students are already keen to assist in but must not be responsible for. As a student leader within a higher education institution, the student author must again cry out, this time to an international audience of educators: We are not your saviours!
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