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Abstract
Silence pervades all aspects of our daily communications: what we say and what remains
unspoken; those to whom we speak, and those we ignore; those we trust and respect, and
those we do not. In the school environment, student-teacher communication lies at the heart
of both teaching and learning. This relationship is also marked by its silences, yet there is a
dearth of research on uses and experiences of silence in the school setting.

The aim of this study is to explore young people’s and teachers’ uses and experiences of
silence as a feature of young people’s enjoyment of their participation rights in school. This
will be examined through two lenses: theoretical and rights-based. Miranda Fricker’s
conceptual framework of epistemic injustice is applied to the study, which attends to the
social identities of young people at school, and the role these identities play in who is viewed
as a ‘knower’ or a non-knower. Children’s participation rights, which include the right to
express views and the right to be heard, are not limited to written or spoken mediums, but
can be expressed through silence. These lenses are brought together in a conceptual
framework of participation through which to investigate uses and experiences of silence in
school.

This study took place in one post-primary school in a town in Northern Ireland, and engaged
with a variety of mediums to gather data. Data included nine Community Inquiry sessions –
conceptual discussions in groups – and 33 interviews (18 interviews with teachers and 15
interviews with young people). Fifty lesson observations and documentary analysis of school
policies provided contextual background to the data collected. Thematic analysis was used
to explore uses and experiences of silence, and to interpret the data through the conceptual
model proposed in the study. The findings suggest that young people’s and teachers’ uses
and experiences of silence are contingent on the purposes and motivations for their use, but
additionally, that young people’s participation rights were contravened by the silences which
also featured, and manifested, in epistemic injustice. Indeed, uses of silence were both a
contributing factor and a consequence of young people’s experiences of epistemic injustice
and served to obstruct the exchange of knowledge; a condition central to epistemic injustice.
Rising above these features of silence and epistemic injustice are the broader themes of
knowledge, power and respect. These themes, I will argue, are incontrovertibly connected
with the foundational pillars of human rights (and therefore children’s rights): dignity;
respect; and equality; which imbue practices of silence detailed in the findings. I conclude
that silence is a concept which imperceptibly shapes individual expression and opinion, and
ii

that this serves to construct young people’s participation in ways which may serve to hinder
their understanding, and others’ understanding, of their experiences.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
I want to write a book about silence. The things people don’t say.
– Virginia Woolf

1.1 Background to the Study
Much literature about communication and relationships in school is based on ‘student voice’
and the spoken, but much less on the unspoken and unsaid. There may be a multitude of
reasons for why young people do not wish to share their experiences and opinions and this
can be addressed by asking questions about what is not voiced and what views and opinions
remain silent. Yet, when asking a person to define silence in a way that does not make
reference to ‘nothing’ or ‘no noise’, a common response is often bewildered silence. This is,
perhaps, because perplexity takes the form of silence which, depending on the person, can
be disconcerting for interlocutors. This requires careful thought on the part of both speakers
and hearers, because in omitting responses, in advance, which might be framed in deficit,
the question troubles the assumption that silence represents absence or deficit: of power; of
knowledge; and of participation.

Li (2002) suggests that there is a bias towards talk in participatory practices, where silent
listening is equated with non-participation, and Gallagher (2011) argues that there is little
exploration of how sonorities are perceived in the acoustic of the school. Participation rights
under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (“the Convention”) include,
amongst others, the right to freedom of expression under article 13, and the right to be heard
under article 12, as well as the right to access and impart information under articles 13 and
17. When viewed through the prism of rights, silence is of further consequence as a
phenomenon which must be, as with voice, both listened to and taken seriously. This goes to
the heart of who is heard and who speaks, along with the less easily identifiable notion of
who is not heard and who remains silent. As young people’s views are to be attributed ‘due
weight’ in accordance with their age and maturity, questions of silence which may skew
attribution of credibility, I will argue, are overwhelmingly overlooked and this has profound
implications for knowledge practices, power relations, and respectful practices in schools.

Silence is overlooked in the structural and relational fabric of the school and this is supported
in the educational literature. The most recent study to examine understandings of silence in
the classroom was by Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) who concluded that future research
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should explore how young people’s and teachers’ values and beliefs about silence affect
teaching and learning in the classroom. This, however, has been omitted from educational
research following their study. Others have argued that research on silence as an expression,
or as an exertion of power, are also needed (Baurain, 2011; Fielding, 2004). Silence is a
complex and irreducible concept: in order to understand the numerous meanings of silence
in its various manifestations, particularly in school contexts where there can be pronounced
power disparities, it is essential to apply a conceptual frame which attends to the power
topography of the teaching and learning relationship in school, in which silences are
exercised, experienced, and navigated, within a participation rights framework.

Ultimately, the manifestations of silence in school which demand closer examination are
those which affect knowledge practices (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998), and those which
scrutinise power implications of educational relationships (Gallagher, 2011; Baurain, 2011).
This study examines these manifestations of silence through a theoretical lens of epistemic
injustice because it draws together the examination of knowledge practices and power
identities in educational relationships. Fricker (2007) defines epistemic injustice as a wrong
done to a person in their capacity as a ‘knower’, which puts them at a disadvantage in
understanding their experiences, and discredits their voice. This deflated credibility occurs
because of collectively held social-imaginative conceptions of different social identities and
how these identities are expected to behave and be treated by others – what Fricker terms
‘identity power’. The collectively held conceptions of social identities are what is referred to
throughout the study as the social imagination (Ficker, 2007).

This examination is drawn together in participatory practices which attend to young people’s
voices, but also their silences (Li, 2002; Lewis, 2010). In this respect, silence is both a concept,
and a process (Bruneau, 1973). This study adopts a definition of silence as both a state of
being, and as an equivocal space into which we project our motivations in accordance with
our needs and desires. These needs and desires, I will argue, centre around power and
authority in the act of saving face and preserving dignity, whether this be as a stronghold, or
a refuge.

1.2 Research Aims and Objectives
The research problem which this study addresses the paucity of research on how silence is
used and experienced in school. This study adds to the existing literature by exploring young
people’s and teachers’ uses and experiences of silence as a feature of children’s participation
2

rights in school by: a) examining silence through the two lenses of epistemic injustice and
participation rights; and b) contributing to theorising participation rights in order to ground
them conceptually in epistemology and ethics. This theorisation of participation rights will
address the identity power of young people and how this might influence and reflect
practices of silence and what remains unsaid.

The study employs an ‘ethnography-informed’ methodology in order to answer the research
question: How do young people and teachers understand, use, and experience silence in the
classroom, in school as a whole, and in relationships with others? This methodology was
selected because of the breadth of data collection techniques which include traditionally
ethnographic data collection techniques such as observations and documentary analysis. This
study also utilises a new method, however, which originated in practical philosophy, which I
have termed Community Inquiry; group inquiry sessions which allowed young people to
engage with more theoretical content. These sessions are followed by group interviews of
young people, and individual interviews with teachers in order to probe the research
questions, and to achieve depth.

1.3 Researcher Positionality
Whilst there is of course an intellectual interest in seeking to add to the literature of
children’s rights, and participation rights in education in particular, I also wanted to
undertake this research because of my own background and experience as a secondary
school teacher. It is undoubtedly important for researchers to be reflexive about their own
positioning in the research process, and how the decision to pursue a particular research
project will be affected by social identity and background. In my case, I completed a
Postgraduate Certificate in Education, qualifying me to teach English in secondary schools,
before teaching in two separate schools over two years in England. During this experience, I
faced many challenges, one of which was an institutional culture of control, and another of
which was a strained policy environment in which teachers struggled with workload, low
morale, and funding cuts to education which took place at governmental level. Ultimately,
these challenges made teaching a tremendously difficult job, with repercussions for both
teachers’ and young people’s well-being, but which took place in what appeared to be a
teacher-blaming culture in which teachers’ testimonies and experiences appeared to be
ignored. Nonetheless, during this experience, I got to know several young people facing
personal challenges who responded to their experiences in different ways; I found that each
young person, in some way, had their opinions, wishes or views dismissed or ignored in ways
3

that served to frustrate them, in a way not dissimilar to – but not the same as – my own
experience as a teacher.

As a result of this experience, my positioning in this study was not neutral or objective. I
wanted this research to provide a voice for young people whose silences may have been
directly influenced by the labels they had been assigned, or the reputation they were
identified with. Often dismissed and discredited, I wished to identify a theoretical foundation
in epistemic injustice which might make a contribution to children’s participation rights
through the feature of silence, and to include the voices and lived experiences of young
people, and to some extent, teachers, which may be complex, messy, and misunderstood.

1.4 Outline of the Study
This study is an ethnography-informed qualitative study which took place in a controlled
secondary school in a town in Northern Ireland during the summer term of 20181. It is
presented in six chapters. Chapter Two begins by reviewing the literature on silence, student
voice, and children’ rights, and bringing them together in an examination of silence in
education. This literature begins with considering what ‘silence’ as a concept is using broad
definitions and taxonomies, before considering silence in relation to both the student voice
literature in education, and international children’s rights literature under the Convention.
Finally, this section brings these disciplines together to suggest where a contribution might
be made by this study and proceeds on the broad understanding of silence as an
indeterminate domain which can be put to whatever purpose, in any form, an interlocutor
may require. Its definition is therefore not fixed, but is situated, and to be understood
through a constructivist lens.

The conceptual framing for the study brings children’s participation rights together with the
theory of epistemic injustice. Chapter Three applies Fricker’s theoretical framework to the
rationale for children’s participation rights in order to assert a bespoke conceptual
framework for the study, which simultaneously addresses criticism of the children’s rights
field as being under-theorised. This theoretical framework forms the basis of assumptions in

1

In the Northern Ireland school system, a controlled secondary school is a state funded, non-selective school
which is attended by predominantly Protestant young people. This particular school was culturally and ethnically
homogenous. That is, young people and teachers were predominantly white, and considered themselves to be
British (as opposed to Irish, which is unique to Northern Ireland’s constitutional status) with a very limited number
of exceptions.
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the study that are highlighted in the methodology chapter, and forms part of the justification
for methodological techniques used in the study.

Using a range of data collection methods outlined above, the data was coded using
predominantly inductive coding which is discussed in Chapter Four. This coding process was
complex and consequently resulted in two frames: one organisational framework for
reporting the findings which draws out the more functional aspects of silence in school; and
one theoretical framework of epistemic injustice that raises these findings to the themes that
are discussed in Chapter Six. The organisational framework used in reporting the findings is
cyclical, beginning with a description of how ‘silence’ is defined and understood in the data
by both young people and teachers, before reporting both students’ and teachers’
experiences of silence: its forms and practices, and an exploration of the purposes and
motivations for such. This findings chapter provides the basis upon which the study connects
to broader themes which rise above uses and experiences of silence, and prepares for this
discussion by reporting the consequences and implications of the silences conveyed in the
findings chapter. Joining this cyclical framework together with the theoretical framework are
two paradigms identified in the data which serve to conjoin the constituent parts of the
organisational frame: the listening paradigm, and the productivity paradigm. These
paradigms transcend each constituent because they are present in all examinations of
silence. The theoretical framework which informs the discussion in Chapter Six, on the other
hand, raises these findings to the broader themes through the lens of the bespoke conceptual
lens stipulated in Chapter Three and it is important to acknowledge that the discussion, and
to some extent the findings, are presented through this prism.

This fulfils the study’s aim of contributing to existing literature by exploring students’ and
teachers’ uses and experiences of silence as a feature of children’s participation rights in
school, and addresses the research problem of the lack of research on how silence is used
and experienced at school. This discussion finishes by proposing a theory-informed virtue
model of participation which highlights structural factors so far overlooked in the literature.
These structural factors are presented in the concluding chapter, and are the basis upon
which the recommendations of the study are made.

5

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Using the term ‘voice’ to represent a repositioning of students in educational research and
reform also runs the risk of denying the potential power of silence and resistance. Silence
can be powerful – a withholding of assent, a political act – Alison Cook-Sather, 2006
2.0 Introduction
The concept of ‘student voice’ arose from reaction against the traditional exclusion and
consequent silence of young people from dialogue about matters affecting them (CookSather, 2006, 2007; Spyrou, 2016a) and questions of who is permitted to speak remind us
that interactions are always framed by power (Fielding, 2001). Cook-Sather (2006) suggests
that the word ‘voice’ arose from the silence of student voices in educational policy and
practice, and suggests sound is representative of participation. ‘Student voice’ does not
indicate simply words spoken by students, however, but includes many ways in which young
people express their views and experiences (Robinson and Taylor, 2007) – including silence.
For some, voice is expressing a point of view, but for others, it is an act of participation – a
methodology – and consequentially, there is no simple, fixed definition of the concept which
allows for its adaptation in a range of contexts and purposes (Cook-Sather, 2006).
Nevertheless, educational research within the student voice literature is generally premised
on three convictions: young people have unique perspectives on their education, including
teaching and learning; their insights, views and experiences warrant the attention and
response of adults; and young people should be afforded opportunities to shape their
education (Cook-Sather, 2006).

Cook-Sather (2006), in her seminal work on student voice, reminds us that all ways of thinking
are premised on and generative of a way of naming that reflects underlying convictions. For
Cook-Sather, the convictions that underline student voice are ‘rights’ and ‘respect’. As such,
this literature review will explore the notion of student voice – including silent voices – as it
pertains to children’s rights, and how these relate to the concept of ‘respect’2. To begin, I will
consider the role of silence in student voice.

2.1 Student Voice and Silence
Critical research has traditionally relied heavily on the notion of ‘voice’ as a powerful
legitimator (Arnot and Reay, 2007), but Spyrou (2016a) argues that silence has received scant
attention by childhood scholars, despite its potential for enhancing understanding of young

2

See also Chapter Three.
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people’s voices, suggesting that exploration of young people’s voices should extend beyond
the ‘voiced’ and into the realm of silence. Spyrou (2016a) suggests that it is in partial silences
and how these are negotiated that we see how young people position themselves within a
research encounter and in relation to specific topics. Choosing to ‘opt in’ to voice is a
simultaneous opting out of silence (Lewis, 2010), however this is not to assume that the many
forms and practices of silence may not be expressions of ‘voice’ themselves. MacLure (2003)
argues that our discursive realities are ordered by binary structures and thus to address the
binary structure of speech as ‘voice’, it is necessary to reframe voice on a continuum between
what is voiced literally, and what is voiced silently (Mazzei, 2007).

In this context, the exploration of silence may be more informative than ‘voice’, and may
have many faces (Lewis, 2010; Gray, 2007; Poland and Pederson, 1998). Lewis (2010) urges
more careful attention to the preference of young people for silence, and careful procedures
to facilitate these voices of silence because efforts to illuminate young people’s voices
invariably omit that much remains undisclosed, and ‘every sentence we speak is continually
surrounded by, and lies between, what is not said and may, in fact, be unsayable’ (Rogers,
2005: 164). The ‘said’ includes the actual utterance and the ‘unsaid’ includes unspoken
presuppositions and implications including both real and imagined utterances that precede
and follow such speech; all voices of an individual are silently present in any one ‘voice’ (Arnot
and Reay, 2007). In this regard, silence has advantages in going beyond the limits of words
to explore or address the unspeakable, particularly where spoken language is found to be
insufficient for the desired expression (Jaworski, 1993). Before exploring literature around
the uses and motivations of silence, however, it is necessary to examine its definition.

2.1.1 Definitions of Silence
We are inclined to think of silence as mere absence of, or opposite to, sound (Verstraete and
Hoegaerts, 2017), but Jaworski (1993) rejects the treatment of silence on a continuum with
noise at one end and silence at the other because it is implausible to claim that any part of
the continuum can have rigid and clear boundaries. If silence is to be part of a continuum it
is most likely to have a clear focal point – a prototypical mode with different levels of intensity
and mixtures of silence and speech. Although in their most prototypical mode, the concepts
of speech and silence may be treated as formal opposites, they both cover a multitude of less
clear-cut forms that emerge from different contexts where they intersect with one another
(Jaworski, 1993). Any changes are dependent on the subjective perception of the individual;
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silence, like voice, is constructed socially and in relationship with others (Verstraete and
Hoegaerts, 2017).

Consequently, what may seem absolute and undifferentiated silence to one observer may
consist of various inexpressible silences characterised with different overtones and meanings
for another (Jaworski, 1993). This supports Jaworski’s argument that silence and noise cannot
be two ends of a continuum because it is myopic to consider that each time silence occurs it
cannot be contrasted with another type of silence, but only with noise (Jaworski, 1993). As
such, the functioning of silence in many different types of discourse is complex and has many
overlaps with speech; speech and silence cannot be treated as a functional binary considering
that both can be prominent and powerful means of expression. The understanding of speech
solely as communication, or of silence for creating gaps in communication is therefore
inadequate (Jaworski, 1993), and it is on this basis that a number of attempts to demonstrate
how silence can be analysed as an integral part of speech took place in the 1980s (Tannen
and Saville-Troike, 1985, Gilmore, 1985), with Saville-Troike (1985: 6) in particular arguing
that silence is a form of speech, and can be used to ‘question, promise, deny, warn, threaten,
insult, request, or command, as well as to carry out various kinds of ritual interaction’.

A number of scholars have approached defining silence from a theoretical and linguistic
perspective, but not from an empirical perspective. Zembylas and Michaelides (2004)
acknowledge, from a theoretical perspective, that any attempts to define silence can quickly
become submerged in endless complexity and suggest that any study of silence should
perhaps be more about the how than the definitional what. In examining how silence
operates in specific contexts, it is possible to distinguish between philosophical, pedagogical,
sociological and political analyses of silence. Tannen (1985) suggests, from a linguistic
perspective, that, rather than ‘defining’ silence, it is understood by its purpose; she suggests
that silence is an extreme manifestation of indirectness. Indirectness is a passive manner of
saying one thing and meaning another, but ‘silence can be a matter of saying nothing and
meaning something’ (p97). The two main benefits of such indirectness, according to Tannen,
are positive and negative. The positive value of silence derives from rapport whereby
someone is understood without putting their meaning on record, a symbol of shared
perspective and intimacy. Defensiveness, however, demonstrates the negative value of
silence in omitting to say something by avoiding confrontation of potentially divisive
information, or being able to deny having meant what was not received well (Tannen, 1985).
Similarly, a rejection – a highly face-threatening act – when performed by silence reduces the
8

risk of ‘losing face’. Silence is also associated with concealing the truth where the spoken
word may be socially harmful or bring about criticism or humiliation, and according to
Jaworski (1993), is the best means of doing so (Jaworski, 1993). Saville-Troike (1985) also
argues that silence has similar truth value to speech, and can be intentionally used to deceive
and mislead.

Alternatively, silence can be considered as a paradoxical concept which operates on two
values: positive and negative (Jensen, 1973; Tannen, 1985; Zimmerman and Morgan, 2016).
Tannen (1985) points out that the positive and negative valuation of silence is a facet of the
ambiguity of silence as a symbol, also highlighted by Saville-Troike (1985). Tannen (1985)
suggests that this ambiguous value can be seen to arise from assuming what is present (for
example respect and rapport), and assuming what is omitted (for example anger, an awaited
phone call or inaction); Jensen (1973) identifies five functions of silence which operate on
both negative and positive plains. Firstly, silence serves a linkage function which bonds two
or more individuals, but can also separate them; silence may heal over time or inflict a wound
in its affective function. Thirdly, silence has a revelation function in silent self-reflection, or
in hiding information from others; silence may also signal assent and affirmation or dissent
and rejection. Finally, the activating function of silence may signal deep thought as one of
the key positive aspects of silence is its capacity for enabling access and absorption of new
information and knowledge (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998), but it may also signal mental
inactivity. The inherent ambiguity of silence in these functions demonstrates that silence may
cause misunderstandings where silence can be interpreted as a sign of power and control
over others, or as a sign of submission; Jaworski (1993) suggests that silence may
simultaneously be a state in which one gains knowledge, or it may be a state of ignorance.
Alternatively, it may be a knowledgeable silence.

Perhaps owing to these ambivalences, Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) highlight that definitions
of ‘silence’ vary depending on the theoretical frameworks and methodologies adopted for its
examination and, therefore, there are as many types of silence as there are of sounds (Bilmes,
1994). Bilmes conceptualises silence in a binary of ‘absolute silence’ or the simple absence
of sound, and ‘notable silence’ which is the absence of a particular kind of sound. Jaworski
and Sachdev (1998) adopt a sub-type of ‘notable silence’ as their operationalisation of silence
as an absence of relevant talk, or ‘conversational silence’. This acoustic phenomenon of
silence is fascinating in that it has a dual function in terms of information: high information
content and low information content (Beeman, 2006). Where a teacher lectures a class of
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students, the silence that provides the backdrop is ‘low information content’ because it
provides the steady state against which the lecture becomes a figure. Conversely, in a musical
piece, a pause or rest in the course of the performance has high information content because
the silence becomes a figure against the steady state of musical expression3.

More recent poststructuralist definitions of silence similarly reject absolutist forms and
definitions of silence, with Mazzei (2003) arguing that silence is neither absence nor omission
but is meaningful and purposeful (Baurain, 2011); it is ‘more than the opposite of sound’
(Poland and Pederson, 1998: 294). Mazzei (2003) advocates for a listening which attends to
silences because that which is left unsaid is both intentionally and unintentionally repressed;
silence resides in the unspoken but also the unspeakable (Mazzei, 2003). A ‘problematic of
silence’ seeks to engage the boundaries of research which restrains our ability to consider
silences spoken by participants (Mazzei, 2007: 634), but also to identify existing theorisation
of silence. Saville-Troike (1985) suggests that we should be concerned less with ‘sounds’ and
‘silences’ per se, but with how these two modes of behaviour occur in relation to the cultural
and social organisation of speech communities on one hand, and the characteristics and
personal emotions of the individual on the other. This reflects her argument that silence is
not a simple unit of communication but is composed of a number of complex structures and
dimensions because within speech communities, the prescription of talk and silence is closely
tied to social values and norms accepted within that community, for example whether silence
is submissive or insubordinate. Importantly for this study, these norms operate in accordance
with social distinctions such as rank, role and age (Saville-Troike, 1985).

2.1.2 Existing Taxonomies of Silence
In his taxonomy which captures the performative nature of silence, Verschueren (1985)
suggests eight different causes for a person to perform silence in a range of contexts: a) a
speaker is disinclined to speak; b) a speaker does not know what to say; c) a speaker cannot
speak owing to overwhelming emotion such as grief or amazement; d) a speaker has nothing
to say; e) a speaker forgets what they were going to say; f) a speaker is silent because others
are speaking; g) a speaker is hiding something; and h) a speaker is indifferent. Spyrou (2016a)
warns, however, that although taxonomies of silence might be heuristically useful, no

3

John Cage’s ‘4”33’ was intended to bring informational distinctions between figure and sound, and social and
cultural distinction between sound and silence, into relief, reflecting Cage’s belief that there is no such thing as
silence. This composition was used as a stimuli for Community Inquiry sessions asking ‘What is silence?’ See
Chapters Three and Four.
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taxonomy of silence can be exhaustive because research is likely to reveal varieties of silence
with differing power dynamics which demand different kinds of listening, and indeed, it
might be more useful to consider that silence is what it conveys (Saville-Troike, 1985).

The most general theoretical distinction for the study of speech and silence was introduced
by Philips (1985) who distinguishes between ‘interaction structured through talk’ where
attention is focused on verbal utterances and silence adds to the interpretation of a situation
only temporarily, and ‘interaction structured through silence’ where the focus of any
interaction is visual rather than auditory and so any speech that accompanies the interaction
is secondary. These interactions form a continuum between interactions structured
exclusively through talk and those structures exclusively through silence. Baurain (2011)
makes a similar distinction between forms of silence: speaking silences where something is
happening, or may happen, and which are meaningful; and silent silences which suggest
withdrawal, withholding, or perhaps force. These silent silences may be a response to
realities of power, or an assertion of agency that disrupts social norms and expectations.
Nevertheless, whilst the definition of silence remains evasive, there are a number of
taxonomies of silence which frame how it might be understood, rather than how it might be
defined. One of the earliest taxonomies of silence is that asserted by Bruneau (1973).
Bruneau (1973) asserts a framework of silence which distinguishes between three categories:
psycholinguistic; interactional; and sociocultural.

Psycholinguistic silences, according to Bruneau, are impositions of slow-time on the temporal
nature of speech; hesitations which impose discontinuity to reduce uncertainty by creating
symbolic hesitations to assist the decoding, or comprehending, process and which are
associated with semantic and metaphorical processes of decoding speech. These take the
form of pauses (both literal, and filled pauses using ‘uh’ or ‘em’), repeats, stutters, omissions
or lengthening of syllables for a number of possible reasons such as decision-making,
complexity of thought, or anxiety. Such hesitations at points of uncertainty also allow the
listener to catch up but may influence the credibility of the speaker4; that is, it may appear
to the hearer that the speaker is pausing to ‘get their story straight’, or that they are ‘filling
the silence’ to be seen as knowledgeable. Linguistic silences and psychological silences are
included separately in Saville-Troike’s (1985) taxonomy of silence which categorises silences
relationally and thus as a negotiation. These linguistic and psychological silences take the

4

See Chapter Three for a discussion on speaker credibility.
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respective second and third forms of the ‘individually-determined/negotiated silence’.
Jaworski (1993) suggests that such forms of silence are used, for example, in political
discourse where politicians do not have anything to say, do not know, or do not wish to
address the question and when they may want to conceal something. The consequent silence
on one matter may have the effect of ‘gibberish’ which is devoid of semantic content, but
gives audiences the impression that the speaker is very knowledgeable or in control of
knowledge and information.

Interactive silences, in contrast to the discontinuity of hesitation or pausing, are interruptions
in dialogue or discussion and can be related to affective interpersonal relationships between
individuals, as well as the exchange of information or knowledge (Bruneau, 1973). These
silences are usually longer than psycholinguistic silences but are often difficult to distinguish.
The difference is mainly in participant recognition of the manner in which they are expected
to participate in dialogue. Normally, decoders, or listeners, are not permitted by social
convention to participate interactively with the encoder or speaker; interactive silences are
closely bound to the character of the message sharing process and to the context in which
this takes place. Under Saville-Troike’s (1985) taxonomy, this type of silence is termed ‘sociocontextual’ silence and sits under the umbrella of interactive silences which include linguistic
and psychological silences as detailed above. Such socio-contextual silences are indicative of
role and status, but are also situational in managing, or controlling, tension, for example, and
include tactical and attitudinal silences such as those of non-participation, anger, respect,
and other emotions. The most basic decision made in interactive silence by Bruneau (1973)
is between each member of a dyad or small group is who speaks and who remains silent; this
decision appears to be a function of context, as well as a personal decision to either reveal
or conceal self. For Saville-Troike (1985), group-determined silences take a form of their own
and include situational group silences where access to speaking privilege is allocated by a
group decision, such as a committee, and normative group silences where differential
speaking privileges are allocated to classes of persons, or individuals, for example, children.

Kahn (1958: 204-205) suggests in this regard that ‘non-speaking gives man the power to
enclose or disclose himself. He is free to make himself known or not, and this is… an active
attitude’ therefore silence here can be viewed as participation. These decisions, according to
Bruneau (1973), transpire in moments of silence. In terms of group silences, the successful
reduction of uncertainty in knowledge states is ‘related to the loci, duration and frequency
of group silences’ (p29). Lengthy interactional silences allow participants to make inferences
12

on the possible meanings of a message (both spoken and unspoken) which is consistent with
existing literature on silence as a processing space. It can also function as a means of gaining
attention, however; a talkative person who then maintains silence will often draw enquiry.
In relationships, prolonged silence creates an ambiguous space where others can project
their inferences or question previous occurrences, making way to establish a new
relationship. Silence can also be a method of finishing relationships, however, where
dialogue ends entirely; indeed, Saville-Troike (1985) includes noninteractive silence which is
contemplative or inactive as part of her taxonomy.

Bruneau (1973) further suggests that the character of power is discernible in interactive
silences, particularly in authority-subordinate relationships where the burden of speech is
often initially the burden of the subordinate but this burden then moves towards respectful
silence. Silence strategies, therefore, help assert or reassert power where eventually the
subordinate’s silences are longer and more frequent and authoritative silencing behaviours
decrease; this can be seen in use of whispering in the face of perceived or actual authoritative
silencing power. Power has incontrovertible connections with status and the form and
process of attributing status appears to gain clarity as a result of interactive silences. Those
who infringe the norm are often treated with interactive silences where authoritysubordinate relationships gain clarity, and the identity of communicators, including their
social status and role-relationships, affects the appropriate patterns of silence and speech
(Saville-Troike, 1985). Indeed, Attali (2017) suggests that the control of noise, and the
institutionalisation of the silence of others assure the durability of power, an observation
echoed by Gallagher (2011) who argues that the interplay of hearing and sound making is
crucial to the exercise of power in schools in particular. Bruneau (1973) further asserts,
however, that it is not just authority or status, but prejudice which seems to be highly related
to initial, and often sustained, interactive silences towards the person who is ‘different’ and
where persons are uncertain about acting appropriately. Alternatively, perhaps, this
prejudice may be where interactive silences are based on prejudices against a class of people,
such as racial minorities, women, or young people. Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) point out
that the perception of someone’s difference or ‘otherness’ will depend on the stereotypes
and prejudices held5. This is crucial to the interpretation of silence because, as Saville-Troike
(1985) argues, interpretation of patterns of sound and silence is dependent on their
relationship with other patterns of culture; misunderstanding and stereotyping occur when
5

See Chapter Three for a discussion of prejudices and stereotypes in the credibility judgements attributed to
speakers, and how these are impacted by understanding of social identities held in the social imagination.
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the patterned use of sounds and silence by members of one speech community are
interpreted according to the norms of another.

The final form of silence considered by Bruneau (1973) is sociocultural silence in which social
and cultural orders refrain from speech and manipulate both interactional and
psycholinguistic forms of silence. Bruneau suggests that sociocultural silences may define our
cultural patterns of communication better than what is spoken and again frames this silence
through the lens of authority, pointing out that conceptions of authority are often
conceptions of what can and cannot be spoken, and when one should maintain silent
restraint. In respect of these sociocultural silences, Bruneau (1973) argues that silence is used
to show respect for position which demonstrates recognition of authority. Discipline codes
operate in this sense, where authority positions are protected by rules and obligatory norms
aimed at maintaining order. Silence also protects power, however, by positioning
subordinate individuals where they exhibit behaviours detrimental to their own cause
because their frustration is aggravated by silent response to their voices. Silence as lack of
recognition – or misrecognition – of subordinate persons may therefore be the main source
of power in protecting the status quo where physical restraint has lost repute (Bruneau,
1973). This sociocultural silence may be understood to equate with Saville-Troike’s (1985: 16)
institutionally-determined silence. This includes silence by location, for example, in temples
and libraries; by ritual such as religious ceremonies and, notably, ‘classes in school’;
hierarchical and structural silences such as less powerful status positions remaining silent
towards higher status positions; and taboos, where communications with certain persons or
defined relationships are socially proscribed.

Jaworski (1993) is careful not to treat silence as a self-contained phenomenon but views it in
relation to other aspects of reality, something like a web that connects different components
of human communication together. Twenty years after Bruneau’s early taxonomy of silence,
Jaworski (1993) suggests that while ethnographies of communication have been successful
in describing speech and silence, a framework that might explain and account for the
pragmatics of silence is necessary by adapting frameworks and theories previously used to
deal with speech. He approaches silence in three principal ways: silent states; silent activities
and formulaic (or ‘lexicalised’) silence.

The first classification of silence in Jaworski’s (1993) framework refers to the most
prototypical meaning of the concept of silence: a total lack of audible vocal signs, or silent
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state. However, this is relative and gradable from the most prototypical form of total silence
as absolute, to the least prototypical case of silence perceived as the failure of an individual
to make specific utterances. Jaworski (1993) is careful to point out that these silent states are
only one dimension upon which our perception of silence is built. The other dimension is that
of expectation: whether speech is expected, what and how it is spoken. If an interlocutor is
expected to speak on a particular topic and they don’t, they will be deemed to have been
silent, even if they speak on another topic; silence is perceived as significant when talk about
something is expected by the hearer and intentionally withheld by the speaker. Interestingly,
Zimmerman and Morgan (2015) suggest that silence can be a presence felt as an expectation
of a ‘becoming’, or silent participation in anticipation of expression and learning. Similarly,
Tannen (1985) suggests that whether or not silence is awkward in interaction depends on
whether or not interlocutors feel something should be said, in which case silence is
interpreted as an omission and contravention of an expectation; these feelings of uncertainty
or need for affirmation resonate with Scollon’s (1985) notion of silence as malfunction.
Therefore, it is not always easy to separate speech from silence and it is in the interpretation
of the message that the understanding of ‘voiced’ and ‘unvoiced’ will emerge (Jaworski,
1993). Therefore, the frameworks of interpretation applied to forms and practices of silence
are fundamental.

References to silence as absolute, according to Jaworski, are really references to a kind of
silence that is perceived as the most prototypical function of silence. This absolute manner
of understanding silence conceptualises it in metaphorical terms, where silence is substance
or volume (Jaworski, 1993). Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 30) also explain this manner of
comprehension in terms of metaphors: ‘events and actions are conceptualised
metaphorically as objects, activities as substances, states as containers’ which Jaworski uses
to conceptualise silence as an activity within his tripartite framework. Like other activities,
silence effects changes in others’ attitudes and behaviour. Using metaphorical examples of
silence as a substance or object allows us to attribute physical (heavy, cold), abstract
(awkward, deathly), and spatial (activities which take place in silence) qualities6. Jaworski
(1993) suggests that this allows us to perceive and describe silence as taking forms.

A communicator can express different meanings using the silent state or silent activity
aspects of Jaworski’s framework and it is possible for others to interpret these meanings,
6

Ollin (2008) also refers to ‘spatial silence’ as a space for young people to think or feel by removing the teacher’s
presence
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based around the assumptions they draw on. Assumptions, similarly to Brueau’s (1973)
‘sociocultural silence’, can be made more or less clear using speech and silence. In strong
spoken communication, assumptions are made strongly manifest; in silent communication,
these assumptions may be made manifest only marginally. The strength of manifestation
depends on intentionality according to Jaworski: informative intention is recognised when a
stimulus (speech or silence) is produced by the communicator to manifest to the hearer a set
of assumptions; that is, the information or knowledge is explicitly pointed out. The second
type of intention is communicative intention which is recognised when it is made mutually
manifest to both speaker and hearer that the communicator had this particular informative
intention. As silence is a nonverbal communication, it cannot make assumptions manifest to
the hearer in an equally strong way as speech; Jaworski considers that this explains the widely
held view that silence is a highly ambiguous form of communication because it is more open
for the hearer to speculate about assumptions and intentions; or, it is suggested, the
assumptions and intentions are taken for granted entirely and not considered critically
through, for example, a theoretical framework. Morison and Macleod (2014: 696) similarly
suggest that such silences may conceal assumptions, or that which ‘goes without saying’ and
thus remains unvoiced; an important aspect of silence which warrants closer examination.

The third limb of Jaworski’s framework is ‘formulaic silence’. Where formulaic language exists
in small talk and politeness, formulated phrases, Jaworski argues that silent routines are
largely overlooked in the literature, suggesting that some formulaic communicative
behaviour consists in remaining silent in response to highly ambiguous, face-threatening
situations. Linguistic routines are commonly used in potentially face-threatening acts such as
introductions, closings, and ceremonies; routine behaviour is usually perceived as polite
behaviour because using formulas and ritualised language has the capacity to minimise face
threat in sacred, ambiguous or taboo situations. Mazzei (2003) similarly identifies polite or
comfortable silences which conceal thoughts unspoken – for reasons not identified. In
Saville-Troike’s (1985) taxonomy of silence, she mentions silences determined by settings
such as religious services, libraries, funerals, and classes in school. Jaworski (1993) suggests
that these situations are unique because they mark the boundary between two states or
activities: between not knowing someone and knowing someone; talking to someone and
not talking to someone (leave taking or closing) and being single and being married, to give
a few examples. These events give individuals an ambiguous status between two poles.
Formulaic silences, however, are explained by Jaworski as customary acts of saying nothing
in reaction to specific stimuli; when saying something, formulaic or not, would pose a greater
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threat to another person’s face than remaining silent. This can be explained, argues Jaworski,
using Brown and Levinson’s (1978/1987) politeness theory, where an individual will say
nothing to a person who, for example, passes wind or has a mark on their face. On a more
serious level, politeness might similarly hinder a young person from expressing information
or knowledge to a teacher, particularly where this might be information that a teacher might
want, or need, to know; this is a possibility that warrants further investigation.

Formulaic abstention from speaking, however, depends on whether a contextual situation is
embarrassing or offensive (Jaworski, 1993), but always involves unpredictability, potential
loss of control, and ambiguity with respect to the status of the participants. Formulaic silence
carries easily accessible propositional meaning for example when we do not mention
something, or pause in speech for evasion. Gilmore (1985: 148) terms one of these uses of
silence as ‘stylized sulking’ in which students use silence in the classroom to demonstrate
some power and control in silent displays of emotions which can be an effective face-saving
device. Interestingly, this silent display has the same effect and meaning as teacher displays
designed to attract attention and signal that behaviour is felt to be inappropriate, or unfair.
It is these uses of silence which take the form of expression that highlight that silence is a
form of voice, and it is to the literature on voice pertaining to silence that I now turn7.

2.1.3 The Power of Voice, and Silence
Issues of voice are embedded in structures and relations of power8 and student voice is often
understood as a challenge to traditional power structures and relations (Cook-Sather, 2006;
Rudduck and Fielding, 2006; Taylor and Robinson, 2009). If teachers view young people as
adversaries to be managed in an oppositional model of teacher-student relationships, then
‘it is unlikely that they can unravel the power relationship and convince students that they
genuinely want to enter into dialogue with them about learning, or to hear and take their
views seriously’ (Ruddock et al, 1996). Robinson (2011) goes as far to suggest that a theory
of power is central to any analysis related to children’s rights and can be explored by
considering young people’s experiences of their interactions with adults. Most power
relationships have no place for listening, and actively do not tolerate it because it disrupts
the status quo; to ‘listen’ demands response (Cook-Sather, 2002). This is despite the
proliferation of ‘listening’ that surface repeatedly across discussions of student voice, but
which refer to a wide range of practices (Cook-Sather, 2006). Voegelin (2010) suggests that
7
8

I will offer my definition of silence in the conclusion to this chapter.
Specifically, identity power. See Chapter Three for a discussion.
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silence is not the absence of sound, but the beginning of listening, and that silence is
listening; listening is being open to being affected and not being bound by what you already
know (Davies, 2014); indeed, Rinaldi (2006) suggests that listening legitimises the speaker.
Fielding (2004) asserts that ‘who is speaking, who is spoken of, and who listens is a result, as
well as an act, of political struggle’. It is perhaps pertinent to clarify, therefore, that how
student voice is defined, what forms it takes, who listens, and how it is interpreted depends
in part on the relationship that exists between teacher and student, and the structural
context in which this relationship exists (Cook-Sather, 2006). This is a context which receives
relatively scant attention with regard to student voice, possibly because it is difficult to
identify. A consideration of silence as a structural phenomenon (amongst others), therefore,
is apt because it addresses this paucity of attention on the structures which influence student
voice – and silence.

The concept of ‘student voice’ is not without its limitations. The term ‘voice’ is concerning
because it implies a singular, unitary voice but such an assumption is misleading (Robinson
and Taylor, 2007); in fact, Arnot and Reay (2004) and Reay (2006) suggest that instead it is a
cacophony of competing voices. ‘Voice’ does not acknowledge the complex individual
subjectivities or context and the relationship between power and domination. Consequently,
efforts to attend and reposition students within educational narratives have also the
potential to reinforce existing and dominant power relations rather than disrupting them
(Cook-Sather, 2006; 2007), for example by placing young people in the position of ‘informant’
rather than in the position of participation. This can include unwittingly (or otherwise)
attempting to diffuse dissent by co-opting ‘voice’ whereby access to power becomes a thorny
issue (Mockler and Groundwater-Smith, 2015). ‘Student voice’ is therefore a concept which
is inherently complex, and which may create a dangerous space for ‘claims to universal truths
and assumptions of collective experience of oppression’, a practice which silences some
voices in the name of including everyone under a universal rhetoric of educational progress
(Weiler, 1991: 450; Maher, 2001).

Robinson and Taylor (2012) argue that student voice work is premised on core values of
participation and democratic inclusion, but also on the recognition that power relations are
problematic and always unequal; it is necessary, therefore, to explore power as a concept
that is not possessed but which circulates as individuals simultaneously undergo and exercise
it (Taylor and Robinson, 2009). This understanding of power illuminates how power as a
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hidden form of domination works its way into our imagination9 (Robinson and Taylor, 2012),
an apt space in which to explore the role of school rules and regulations and the hidden
curriculum in teaching young people to be non-questioning and non-participating (Robinson,
2011). There are a number of assumptions about power that underlie participation, however,
and thus it is crucial in any examination of student voice practices to examine how power
relations may inform schooling processes (Robinson and Taylor, 2007). Student voice work
begins with an acknowledgement that power inhabits all forms of communication and
different groups have differential access to, and sometimes privileged access to, forms of
communicative and institutional power not available to all (Robinson and Taylor, 2007).

Postmodernist theorists, including feminists and poststructuralists, recognise power for its
complexity: not as an object to be possessed, but as a relational concept which transcends
all social processes (Taylor and Robinson, 2009). The postmodernist approach to
conceptualising persons goes beyond social categories such as class, gender and age to
understanding how power relations intersect with school practices (Taylor and Robinson,
2009), and how subjects are constructed in and through the relations of power in education
in a way that transcends traditional social identities. This provides the means to consider
processes of power as being constantly negotiated and reconstructed over time and offers
student voice an opportunity to consider how to value the difference that different
subjectivities make – rather than subsuming or smoothing ‘difference’ into monolithic
student voice, postmodernism acknowledges the challenge of difference and in refusing to
reduce multiplicity to unity, celebrates difference (Taylor and Robinson, 2009). Indeed, voice
is created in dialogue with others, and so it is appropriate that it does not become fixed and
absolute, but constantly changing, and ‘evolving in dialogue with a world beyond itself’
(hooks, 1994: 11). Postmodernism, while criticised for the privilege it attaches to the
relevance of social practices and their context (relativism), and sometimes consequent
ambivalence in matters of truth and value (nihilism), goes beyond the dualism of binary
oppositions which create absolutist understandings of truth, knowledge, and power (Taylor
and Robinson, 2009).

Poststructuralist critics of student voice have similarly troubled ‘student voice’, suggesting
that it is necessary to consider the processes which produce voices in research, including

9

Robinson and Taylor consider this ‘imagination’ through a Foucauldian lens; this study does not adopt a
Foucauldian consideration of this aspect of power. The reasons for this are discussed in Chapter Three, particularly
at n42.
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power imbalances, but also the ideological contexts which inform production and reception;
issues of representation (Spyrou, 2011)10. Quests for ‘authenticity’ are misplaced in student
voice because such claims do not account for the conditions of production of young people’s
wishes and feelings, or the framework of interpretation applied to any expression of ‘voice’,
or indeed silence (Mazzei and Jackson, 2012; Lewis, 2010). The complexity of voice must be
acknowledged as ‘messy, multi-layered and non-normative’ in addressing such issues of
representation (Spyrou, 2011: 151) and the assumption that it is possible to ‘capture’
authentic voice through participants’ words is challenged (MacLure, 2009) as it assumes that
there is a ‘correct’ method of capturing such voices, if we could but find it. Mazzei (2009)
similarly troubles the tendency of researchers to seek voices that elucidate meaning, arguing
that it is necessary to go beyond ‘voiced’ to consider what is not audibly voiced, but what is,
perhaps, expressed in and through silence; what Spyrou terms the ‘undomesticated voice’
that is more difficult to reach and interpret owing to its performative character (Spyrou,
2011: 157). Therefore, silences are not always (in fact, are probably very rarely) omissions,
and what a young person does not respond to, ignores or excludes may tell us more about
voice than what is verbalised. This is an opportunity to go beyond surface meanings towards
the possibilities for a more productive and nuanced reading of voice (Spyrou, 2011, 2016).

Issues of power and voice within the student-teacher relationship merit further investigation
to explore what happens not only when a range of pupil voices are elicited, but when voices
remain silent, and when official and unofficial discourses conflict. Attention must be paid to
‘everyday’ knowledge embedded within subjugated forms of voice such as jokes and silence
(Bragg, 2001) because ‘voice’ has become representative of engagement, participation and
power (Cook-Sather, 2006). This ‘inadequacy’ of ‘voice’ might present itself in laughter,
silence, joking or contradiction (MacLure, 2009), but as Spyrou (2016b) argues, these are not
impediments but productive features of voice that invite an exploration of the more nuanced
meanings of what participants express. Laughter, for example, may function to avoid literal
silence (Bruneau, 1973), but also be a form of silence itself.

Arnot and Reay (2007: 312) highlight the problematic assumptions associated with voice as
a ‘powerful legitimator’ and argue for caution in assuming that power relations can be
changed through elicitation of student voice. The terms ‘pupil’ and ‘voice’ require careful

10
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student voice as a methodological concept. This chapter focuses on the former, but the two forms are closely
related.
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critique as they themselves are pregnant with a multitude of intended, and perhaps more
dangerously, unintended meanings (Noyes, 2005); ‘voice’ can be employed as an ‘egalitarian
mythology’ and legitimating tool for institutions to shift attention away from increasingly
disparate social settings which conceal the complex mechanisms of power (Arnot and Reay,
2007). Mockler and Groundwater-Smith (2015) similarly problematise these representations
of ‘student voice’ as a principle of ‘student empowerment’ not only because it assumes that
the ‘empowered’ are all generic beings who are all the same, but also because there are
structural features of educational institutions which ensure that the operations of power are
unequal and therefore whilst young people may be ‘granted’ a voice, they cannot be
‘empowered’, as though power is a gift which can be distributed. Taylor and Robinson (2009)
similarly question the assumptions underlying empowerment as a concept which produces
an uncritical view of the entrenched and hierarchical power relations in schools. This
representation of voice as empowerment also presupposes a power agent who conceives of
power as property and ‘voice’ as an outcome or end point (Gore, 1992); the premise that one
group should ‘empower’ another is saturated with connotations of ‘us and them’, not to
mention an implicit representation of ‘knower’ positions in education11. If these assumptions
are not troubled, then ‘student voice’ may serve to reinscribe hegemonic power relations
and reduce them to tokenistic practices of participation.

For those who remain silent, Baurain (2011) also warns that silence cannot be seen as a
matter of power or lack of power, voice or lack of voice, because ‘silence is too often read as
simple passivity in situations where it has actually taken on an expressive power… silence can
deploy power; it can defer to power’ (Glenn, 2004: 18). Malhotra and Rowe (2013) argue that
there is in fact a paradoxical relationship between sound and silence which is obscured when
an equation is made between voice and agency and the inverse equation of silence and
oppression. Achino-Loeb (2006) argues instead that silence is central to understanding the
elusive aspects of power, thereby inverting the perspective of understanding silence through
power suggested by Zembylas and Michaelides (2004). Like silence, unobtrusive and
universal in its form as perceived absence, power can be indicative of unobtrusive presence
or even repression and thus is functionally tied to its context. Achino-Loeb (2006) adds to the
conceptualisation of silence as ambiguous within the existing literature by suggesting that
the power that features in silence in fact resides in its ambiguity.

11

The term ‘knower’ is used to mean the extent to which a person, in this case a young person, is seen to be
knowledgeable or ‘knowing’. This term will be discussed in more depth in Chapter Three which sets out the
conceptual framework based on Miranda Fricker’s epistemic injustice, although she does not offer a definition.
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Achino-Loeb (2006) argues on the basis of this understanding of silence that it is a vehicle for
the exercise of power in all its modalities, and Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) highlight the
power differential inherent in silence where participants in low power positions normally
demonstrate greater silence. The connection between silence, meaning or power is ascribed
in the role (and ear) of the listener in fixing the meaning of sound or speech. Whilst silence
may resist representation, it is not beyond it, and if we want to understand power, then we
must examine the interstitial spaces of silence, in which meaning is ambiguous, judgement is
withheld, and opinion is deferred because this is the way in which power works unobtrusively
(Achino-Loeb, 2006). Silent displays also provide evidence of the actor’s alignment with or
against exertions of power; sulking can function as a face-saving device which maintains
dignity and individual autonomy when confronted by an authority in control (Gilmore, 1985).
Such displays are invariably linked to power where young people’s stylised sulking indicates
their refusal to align themselves with an authority figure (Gilmore, 1985).

When a group in a position of power is threatened, this group often closes down dialogue
with the dominated groups to defend its position. The opposition’s voice is thus suppressed
and silenced, but for this to be effective, society’s perception of the status of the dominated
must be ambiguous. One effective way of doing this is to question the opposition’s right to
speak and be heard, or to declare it subversive; this is often accomplished by labelling or
tabooing a group in such a way that dominated groups whose status is ambiguous are
silenced. I suggest that one crucial method by which to do this is to create collective
stereotypes against the group in question12. This sustains the dominant group’s position by
devaluing (and demoting) individuals to a status which is unclear and ambiguous, or one
which is ridiculed and scorned, rather than a clearly defined group with rights. The silencing
of a group may take very subtle but equally effective forms of indoctrination and negative
stereotyping which lead to group self-image as powerless, inferior and submissive with
nothing relevant to say (Jaworski, 1993).

This troubling of the paternalistic view of empowerment as property which flows downhill
from educator to learner (Freire, 1996) is echoed by scholars who argue that the relations of
voice and power have not received sufficient theoretical attention (Taylor and Robinson,
2009; Mockler and Groundwater-Smith, 2015). Dichotomies of being either ‘for’ the

12

See Chapter Three for a discussion on prejudicial stereotypes and the collective social imagination.
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oppressor or ‘for’ the oppressed, and of being either marginalised or not (Robinson and
Taylor, 2007) need explored and assumptions challenged. This includes the assumption that
teachers, whose ‘responsibility’ it is to empower young people, are able to free themselves
of their own power rituals and routines that render them continually accountable and
constantly recorded (Taylor and Robinson, 2009). To this end, Taylor and Robinson urge a
particular attention to power and participation in student voice. Whilst poststructuralist
criticisms of student voice for being ‘essentialist’ may be valid, such scholars offer little in the
way of alternatives. There is therefore a need for examination of both the underlying
assumptions and the structures of the power matrices of voice and silence, along with a
pressing need to render them visible (Mockler and Groundwater-Smith, 2015) which requires
an alternative lens through which to interpret young people’s expressions. I suggest that
drawing together these concepts of power and participation is the oft overlooked matter of
knowledge practices, and implicitly, the significance of power in young people’s knower
positioning in participatory practices in education which may manifest themselves in
practices of silence. Therefore, the alternative I suggest is through the lens of epistemology
which attends to the testimony (voice) of young people, and their position in the educational
institution of the school.

2.1.4 Student Voice and Epistemology
In reference to the lens of epistemology stated above, my intention is to use the
understanding and practices of knowledge in school as a way of addressing what critics have
identified as a lack of theoretical attention regarding power, student voice, and educational
relationships. Fielding (2004) asserts that there is a deepening of knowledge of those who
need ‘managed’ and thus attentiveness to these groups rests on a desire to control rather
than empower, and he goes on to highlight the central function of language in processes of
control whereby the language of the researcher, or person in position of power, is used to
reshape the language of the researched (Fielding, 2004). The issue of language is complex in
student voice literature and potentially contentious because ‘discourses are about what can
be said and thought but also about who can speak, when, where and with what authority’
(Grace, 1995: 26). Fielding (2001) draws attention to the language students are encouraged,
or permitted, to use in articulating their views and asks whether there is a need for a more
diverse discourse that reveals different perspectives and preoccupations to our own because
there are implicit messages about inclusion and belonging which linger below the surface
(Rudduck and Fielding, 2006), and are therefore resigned to a silent presence.
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Those for whom mainstream education has not been a success, or who are struggling, are,
perhaps, ‘the most salient witnesses of what occurs in schools and classrooms, yet at the
same time they are the most marginalised and excluded’ (Smith and McInerney, 2012).
Indeed, it is the silent and silenced students who find learning uncongenial, and whose
experiences and perspectives we need to hear (Rudduck and Fielding, 2006). Fielding (2004)
warns that in dismissing the voices that seem too strident, offensive or irresponsible,
important content may be missed that are more serious than our impressions acknowledge.
Bragg’s (2001) ‘implicit contract’, whereby students who ‘speak responsibly, intelligibly and
usefully’ are listened to at the expense of the voices who are ‘recalcitrant or even obnoxious’,
further highlights how adults respond to student voice differently depending on how it is
framed or presented, and how the speaker is positioned. It is the discursive typologies that
determine what can be expressed by whom and in what way; the omission of certain voices
may be because their ‘knowledge’ is not ‘legitimate text’ (Bragg, 2001; Cremin et al, 2011).
Many of the issues with student voice therefore lies in the political nature of epistemology
as ‘who is speaking to whom turns out to be as important for meaning and truth as what is
said; in fact what is said turns out to change according to who is speaking and who is listening’
(Alcoff, 1991/1992). For the power balance to be transformed in such a way that students
are active participants in student-teacher dialogue, a major shift is required in ways of
thinking and practicing ideas about knowledge, language, power and self (Oldfather, 1995).

This might be said to reflect a basic lack of trust in students on the part of educational
institutions – a lack of trust which has evolved over time to keep students under control, and
in their place as largely passive receptors of ‘education’ (Cook-Sather, 2002). Adult insistence
on being in control has meant that students are not authorised to be ‘knowers’, but are
dehumanised, reduced to products and are thereby devoid of the qualities that would make
them authorities: trustworthiness and legitimacy as knowers13. The participation of students
in schools ultimately depends on teachers being prepared to ‘see’ students differently from
the status quo (Ruddock and Fielding, 2006). Grace (1995) suggests that these
representations are dominated by an ‘ideology of immaturity’ that obstructs any vision of
students as responsible and capable. In this way, student and teacher responsibility is
formulated distinctly; teaching is what teachers do and learning is what students do (CookSather, 2010). It is in these practices of the transmission of knowledge, which take place

13

See Chapter Three for a discussion about the significance of ‘trustworthiness’ for knower status.
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largely in silence, that established, hierarchical power relations are kept intact (Robinson and
Taylor, 2007).

For silent voices, using the term ‘voice’ to position students in consultative roles denies the
power of silence as resistance and as a choice – a political act of withholding assent, or
indicative of futility, fear of repercussions, or an informed choice after attempting to speak
and not being heard (Cook-Sather, 2006). There is often more significance in what people do
not say than in what they do (Reay, 2017). Thus there is a challenge in listening to the voices
we do not want to hear – or have overlooked – and in creating a climate, both epistemological
and linguistic, that transforms the power transactions of ‘those who speak and those who
hear’ (Fielding, 2004) in a way that allows space for the co-construction of knowledge as a
right, not a privilege. Robinson and Taylor (2012) suggest that students have a hidden
perception of legitimate ‘modes of knowledge’, and feel able to voice their opinions on
subjects which they know will be met with institutional approval; this suggests that they
remain silent on subjects which may be viewed as dissident. Modes of domination are thus
entwined with cultural norms of ‘knowers’ and ‘non-knowers’, and are entangled with
students’ identities in discourses which may position them using ‘hidden’ power (Robinson
and Taylor, 2012). There is, therefore, a theoretical space for consideration of how power
operates to constrain and limit the practical accomplishments of student voice work (Taylor
and Robinson, 2009) because young people’s voices are also produced by the epistemic
relations in which they find themselves (Arnot and Reay, 2007), and, therefore, it is important
to be aware that in seeking and listening to student voice, we also produce it.

The epistemic implications of student voice demand a major shift in relationships between
students and teachers, and between students and their peers in terms of learning. Oldfather
(1995) suggests that this epistemic dimension of student voice demands a change in the
epistemic ‘thinking’ about issues of knowledge and power in particular. The subtle modes of
dominance that accompany the view of teachers as ‘knowers’ and young people as ‘nonknowers’ has profound implications for student voice because, as Robinson and Taylor (2012)
suggest, knowledge processes involve much more than ‘transmission’ of facts or content, but
processes by which young people are disciplined to the norms expected of, and by, teachers
and the institution as a whole. Cook-Sather (2002) argues that the most basic tenet of the
educational practices and institutions is trust; whether adults trust young people to ‘behave’,
to have and use relevant knowledge, yet the same practices and institutions reflect a basic
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distrust in students – a distrust which has evolved to place students under control and
position them as largely passive recipients of ‘knowledge’.

Lodge (2005) argues that this climate of trust is a space where young people are allowed to
experiment with ideas, think about and develop ideas whilst talking about them, and who
are not embarrassed or uncomfortable if they are not able to articulate their ideas succinctly.
The absence of such a space in the classroom implicitly reflects the inherent epistemic
distrust of young people inscribed in such practices. This distrust of young people in
education has meant that students are not authorised as ‘knowers’, but are dehumanised
and reduced to products, devoid of the trustworthiness and legitimacy of knowers that would
make them authorities (Cook-Sather, 2002). It is unavoidable, then, to consider practices in
the classroom which position young people as ‘non-knowers’ without considering their
participation rights; young people’s struggle to articulate their ideas and an absence of space
to express either their ideas, or their struggle, raises important questions about what can be
expressed and what can be heard under the participation rights codified in the Convention.
Similarly, young people’s silences around such expressions become deeply problematic when
considering that young people’s views and opinions are weighted against their age and
maturity; it may be the case that silence is weighed against their age as a symbol of
immaturity or as lacking in opinion and expression. These assumptions are dangerous in that
they can impede the realisation of young people’s participation rights as a whole, and it is,
therefore, necessary to consider young people’s voices, views, and silences, in the literature
around children’s rights.

2.2 Student Voice and Human Rights
Student voice is broadly located in children’s participation rights under the Convention, and
is one of the guiding principles of the Convention which is a means through which to realise
other rights (Hanson and Lundy 2017; Lundy et al, 2019). These participation rights are
located in articles 12, 13 and 17, of the Convention, although ‘participation’ is mostly
associated with article 12. The Committee, in its description of ‘participation’ in its General
Comment on Article 12, describes participation as:

[o]ngoing processes, which include information-sharing and dialogue between children and adults
based on mutual respect, and in which children can learn how their views and those of adults are taken
into account and shape the outcomes of such processes. (UN, 2009 para. 3)
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The recognition of children’s participation rights, however, demands a transformation of
children from the status of passive recipients to respect as active agents – the transfer of
power for children to have influence in their own lives (Lansdown, 2010). Freeman (1996)
asserts that Article 12, and participation rights more generally, is of significance in the
recognition it attributes to young people as human beings ‘with integrity and personality and
the ability to participate freely’ and the Committee have pointed to Article 12 as a
‘fundamental value’ of the Convention (UN, 2009 para. 2) owing to the fact that it is not only
a right, but should be considered in the implementation and interpretation of all other rights
(UN, 2009 para. 2). The first paragraph of Article 12 stipulates that14:

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to
express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

A number of models of participation have been suggested since the widespread and rapid
ratification of the Convention, the earliest of which is Hart’s ladder of participation (1992)
which was adapted from Arnstein’s (1969) community participation model. The ladder of
children’s participation was widely criticised for implying that participation occurs in a
sequence, and that the different forms can be placed in a hierarchy, with a recent paper by
Lundy (2018) suggesting that tokenism – which is not participation under Hart’s model – can
be valued in its own context. Similarly, Hart’s non-participation, which includes tokenism,
manipulation and decoration, does not acknowledge that children also have an implicit right
to non-participation; participation is not a duty on the part of young people. Indeed, Hart
(1992: 11) himself criticised the use of his model as a ‘measuring stick of quality’ or a tool of
evaluation and encouraged a move beyond the ladder.

Subsequently, there has been something of a proliferation of participation models and
typologies (for example, Franklin, 1997; Treseder, 1997; Lansdown, 2001; Shier, 2001; Lundy,
2007; see also Smith, 2007). Treseder (1997) omitted the ‘non-participation’ parts of Hart’s
ladder, and rearranged the degrees of participation into a circular layout in recognition that
different styles and activities of participation are appropriate to different environments and
relational contexts (Thomas, 2007). Franklin (1997), as well as adding to the ladder,
rearranged the order so that the hierarchy ran from ‘complete lack of power’ to ‘complete
power on the part of children’ (Thomas, 2007: 205). Yet, children have a right not to

14

The second paragraph of Article 12 is not immediately relevant for the purposes of this chapter.
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participate (Perry-Hazan, 2019). These models of participation omit to recognise that nonparticipation on the part of young people does not necessarily mean that they have no
power; this represents a zero-sum understanding of power which occludes the possibility
that for young people, non-participation may be an exertion of power. Whilst all these
models have contributed valuable additions and suggestions for young people’s
participation, there remains limited and fragmented theorisation of children’s participation.
Theories of participation largely only attend to article 12, with one significant exception being
Lundy (2007) who conceptualised article 12 alongside articles 2, 3, 13 and 17, yet there exists
a lacuna15 in children’s participation for developing a more comprehensive theory of
participation which captures the complexities of the field: the positioning of young people
and adults in various roles, the power implications of these roles, and the structural and
institutional implications which facilitate and produce young people’s views, opinions, and
expressions.

Reynaert et al (2009) call for more theory driven research in the children’s rights field, where
research questions are formulated in relation to theory rather than in relation to the
Convention (Quennerstedt, 2013). Malone and Hartung (2010) suggest that a theory of
participation should reflect the inherent power in the networked everyday settings that
children and young people construct and reconstruct because their participation is often
defined in terms of adult ascribed roles which undermines children’s capacity as it implicitly
suggests that children are (seen to be) unable to participate and contribute unless they are
formally engaged through adult initiated projects. Indeed, Lundy (2007) points out that, in
practice, the enjoyment of participation rights under Article 12 rest on the cooperation of
adults who may not be committed to the right owing to three main reasons: scepticism about
children’s capacity; a belief that giving young people more control will undermine authority
and discipline in schools; and concern that too much effort will be required that would be
better spent on education itself.

Despite the dominant attention on article 12, however, participation cannot be considered
in isolation from the package of participation rights in the Convention, and especially relevant
in this regard is the right to freedom of expression under Article 13, in tandem with article

15

See Chapter Three for discussion of ‘lacuna’ in the context of this study.
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17 ‘access to information and material’16 (Lundy et al, 2019); indeed, the implementation of
article 12 relies on state obligations under article 13 (Lundy et al, 2019; UN, 2009 para. 8081). Although article 12 involves an active obligation to facilitate the expression of views and
to give them due weight, article 13 places an obligation on the state and state actors to
refrain from interference in the expression of a child’s views:

1.

2.

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to
seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either
orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any media of the child’s choice.
The exercise of this right may be subject to certain restrictions, but these shall only be such
as are provided by law and are necessary:
a. For respect of the rights or reputations of others; or
b. For the protection of national security or of public order (order public), or of public
health or morals.

Beyond its instrumental value, the right to freedom of expression is considered to be a crucial
component of human dignity and central to self-fulfilment and autonomy of individuals
(Tobin and Parkes, 2019); it goes to the core of what it means to be human17. Indeed, Dworkin
(1997) argues that free speech is grounded in fundamental rights to human dignity and
respect. Yet, social expectations about children and their capacity have marginalised the
relevance of this right for children and has denied them the structures and mechanisms to
enjoy this right to freedom of expression (Tobin and Parkes, 2019). Moreover, the
‘information of all kinds’ under article 13 is not limited to statements of fact, and includes
opinions, criticisms and speculation regarding validity (Tobin and Parkes, 2019): crucial when
considering young people’s epistemic participation in education.

Langlaude (2010) argues that article 13 of the Convention is of ‘little value’ and that the lives
of children are only addressed with regard to freedom of expression through article 12. She
argues that article 13 has been poorly interpreted by the Committee and thereby adds little
meaning to children’s right to freedom of expression specifically. Yet, the Committee is clear
that both article 13 on the right to freedom of expression and article 17 on access to
information are ‘crucial prerequisites for the effective exercise of the right to be heard’
because alongside article 12, ‘they assert that the child is entitled to exercise those rights on
his or her behalf, in accordance with her or his evolving capacities’ (UN, 2009 para. 80). The
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Also, the rights to freedom of thought, conscience and religion (article 14) and freedom of association (article
15) which are not immediately pertinent here, but are relevant under the broader package of participation rights
in the Convention.
17 I am drawing a comparison here with Fricker’s framework and her writings on the role of testimony in being
human (Fricker, 2007: 44 and 58). This will be explored in Chapter Three.
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right to freedom of expression is often confused with article 12 however, and while the
Committee acknowledge that they are linked, ‘they do elaborate different rights’ (UN, 2009
para. 81). This distinction lies in the right of young people not to be restricted in the opinions
she or he holds and expresses, thereby placing an obligation on States parties not to interfere
in the expression of those views or access to information. Article 12, however, relates to the
expression of views specifically about matters that affect young people and the right to be
involved in decisions which impact a young person’s life. Article 12 imposes a duty to
introduce a legal framework necessary to facilitate active participation of young people in all
matters affecting them, and to give them due weight.

Generally, the right to seek and receive information has been understood as a right to access
information held by public authorities, yet, critically, according to Tobin and Parkes (2019),
the right to seek information under article 13 denotes an ‘active inquiry’ on the part of the
child. This aspect of children’s participation rights, therefore, equips young people with the
tool, indeed the power, of being ‘informed’. Shaub (2012: 209) argues that in terms of
expression, ‘children use media and other expressive outlets to listen to, and participate in,
expression that entertains and satisfies them… [and] to experience the autonomous pleasure
and emotional fulfilment of catharsis’ which, Tobin and Parkes (2019) suggest, offers
something not captured by article 12: expression that is not burdened or limited by creation
of dialogue with adults. Lundy (2018) makes a similar point when she points out that even if
article 12 is not complied with, article 13 still exists, and is not dependent on decision-making.
As such, article 13 allows for young people to express themselves through a medium of their
choice, about a subject of their choice but also allows for the possibility that this expression
need not be in communicable form and is not ‘encumbered by the need for a conversation’
(Tobin and Parkes, 2019: 473), and the state should take measures to ‘respect, protect and
fulfil’ this right (Lundy, 2018: 344). This enables young people to discover their own identities
and explore affective and cognitive states through whichever medium they wish to adopt –
a liberating understanding of the right to freedom of expression (Tobin and Parkes, 2019)
which opens space for expressions that take place in and through silence.

The complexity of article 12 is partially attributed by Lundy (2007) to the fact that ‘due
weight’ is explicitly linked to young people’s ‘age and maturity’ which normally depend on
adults’ perceptions of children’s capacity that can lead to a ‘competence bias’ (Hinton, 2008).
The exclusion of young people’s participation is furthered when competence is assumed to
be an intrinsic quality rather than recognising it as relational and enacted (Le Borne and
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Tisdall, 2017; Tisdall, 2018). Yet, despite frequent use of the terms competence and capacity
in the literature, Tisdall (2018) notes that they have casual use, are rarely used with definition
and the terms ‘competence’ and ‘maturity’ are used without precision (Fortin, 2009: 86).
When young people are deemed ‘incompetent’ their opportunities to participate are
reduced and they are positioned in less powerful positions (Le Borne and Tisdall, 2017). In
fact, Ljundgdalh (2016) suggests that competence is often used to exclude certain subjects
from decisions. Children’s rights are most likely to be realised if fresh ideas about recognising
and supporting capacity are submitted which would address the concentration on children’s
competence in practice and literature, and not on adults’ lack of competence in enabling
children to participate, and supporting the evolution of their capacity (Tisdall, 2018; Le Borne
and Tisdall, 2017).

Tisdall (2018) further argues that legal ‘capacity’ is underpinned by concepts of competence
which are not used with precision and therefore is not always clear in its relation to capacity.
This awkward relationship between ‘capacity’ and ‘competence’ are partially addressed by
Federle (1994) who argues that ‘capacity’ is a core organising principle of Western rights
thought. She further argues, however, that this is an uncritical acceptance of capacity in
relation to having and exercising rights which not only weakens rights theory, but
disadvantages and excludes children from the class of rights holders. If having rights is
conditional on ‘capacity’, then holding rights becomes exclusive whereby only claims by
particular groups of ‘competent’ beings are recognised. Indeed, the Committee has been
clear in its stipulation that ‘capable of forming his or her views’ should not be seen as a
limitation of article 12, but as an obligation for States parties to assess the capacity of the
child to form an autonomous opinion; States cannot begin on the assumption that a young
person is incapable of expressing views, and it is not up to the young person to prove their
capacity.

The danger of such uses of the capacity principle is the positioning of those without the
requisite ‘capacity’ where their rights claims ‘need not be recognised’ (Federle, 1994: 344).
The value of rights lies in having the power to command respect, to make claims, and,
crucially, to have them heard (Federle, 1994) – or, recognised. According to Federle, the value
of human rights is in having independent value, and therefore dignity, as a human being;
what might be understood as the founding rights concept of respect. This authority to make
a claim as representative of human dignity is also an argument made by Darwall (2006) which
will be considered in Chapter Three. Gaskell (2008) argues that respect and dignity are central
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to participation and represent the values underpinning student voice work (Robinson and
Taylor, 2007). Student voice and participation facilitates students feeling respected18, but this
respect is equally a precondition for consultation and participation (Cook-Sather, 2006;
McIntyre et al, 2005; Ruddock and Flutter, 2004). The centrality of respect for students
manifests itself in their recognition as knowers (Cook-Sather, 2006) – crucial to this study
which, as stated in section 2.1.4, employs the lens of epistemology to attend to the testimony
(voice) of young people, and their position in the educational institution of the school.

Gaskell (2008) highlights that how respect is conceptualised is paramount because it is
difficult to define and also because suggesting a lack of respect on the part of individuals and
groups is a judgement about self; the concept of respect, like rights founded on capacity, has
the potential to become exclusionary. Unlike rights which are normatively established once
and for all, respect is not a set of principles which can be applied regardless of circumstance
(Cook-Sather, 2006). Although a founding pillar of rights, respect is not decreed from above
as a rule or principle and administered largely vertically, but is a reciprocal dynamic; it is built
between and among people, sustained in relationships horizontally (Cook-Sather, 2006).
Gaskell (2008) suggests that commonly understood conceptualisations of respect do not
acknowledge these reciprocal and complex aspects of respect, and they fail to recognise the
structural factors of inequality. For example, ‘there is no acknowledgement that poor school
discipline is a manifestation of low aspirations and attainment’ (Gaskell, 2008: 227), which
may be symptomatic of disrespect of young people’s dignity. There is, therefore, a need to
critically examine respect to understand not only its complexities, but to examine how it is
experienced and negotiated. Interestingly, Federle (1994) also discusses the contingency
between respect and inequality, arguing that ‘capacity’ is central to rights talk because it
advantages the powerful, whereas power reinforces and perpetuates inequality because of
its character of exclusivity. Rights, in this way, do not sufficiently address the issue of power
and its connection with both respect and marginalisation, and this is particularly the case for
children and young people.

Freeman (1987: 253) surmises the status of children in society when he writes that ‘children
have not been accorded either dignity or respect. They have been reified, denied the status
of participants in the social system, labelled as a problem population…’ Although not a new

18 Indeed, Quennerstedt (2016) found in her observations and interviews with children aged 8 and 12 that children

discussed their rights in terms of feeling cared for and not feeling afraid; emotions are not usually discussed in
relation to rights.
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concept in educational relations, Oldfather et al (1999: 313) highlight the need for respect in
a ‘fundamental shift in the dominant epistemology in our society and our schools to one
based on trusting, listening to, and respecting the minds of all participants in schooling’. The
Committee acknowledges that ‘respect’ goes to the core of what participation means as
detailed in their definition at the beginning of this section. Not only this, but States parties
must also ensure conditions for expressing such views ‘in which the child feels respected and
secure when freely expressing her or his opinions’ (UN, 2009 para. 23) because a young
person (indeed, anybody) cannot be heard effectively when the environment is hostile or
intimidating (UN, 2009 para. 34). Article 12 underpins the other articles in the Convention
according to the Committee and so the Convention cannot be fully implemented and
children’s rights realised if young people are ‘not respected as a subject with [their] own
views on the rights enshrined in the respective articles and their implementation’ (UN, 2009
para. 68). The Committee stipulates in its list of basic requirements for the implementation
of article 12 that participation is to be understood as a meaningful process which should be
‘respectful’: ‘children’s views have to be treated with respect and they should be provided
with opportunities to initiate ideas and activities’ (UN, 2009 para. 134).

Crucially, the Committee explicitly states that it is in creating an environment for young
people to express their views consistently with Article 12 that contributes towards building
young people’s capacity to exercise their right under Article 13. Therefore, ‘capacity’ is not
located within the child or young person, but is exercised in relationship with others and in
environmental context; an important observation when considering young people’s
participation rights in education. This is referred to explicitly by the Committee who state
that ‘children’s participation is indispensable for the creation of a social climate in the
classroom, which stimulates cooperation and mutual support needed for child-centred
interactive learning’, and to this end, ‘the Committee welcomes the expansion of peer
education’ (UN, 2009 para. 109).

This recognition of relationships between both young people, teachers, and the learning
environment may demand a greater focus on teacher reflexivity because relationships
underpin and enable both ‘order’ and ‘learning’ (Pollard, 2019). Of course, professional
reflection features throughout the Teaching Standards in England (DfE, 2011), and the
Professional Competencies in Northern Ireland (GTCNI, 2011), as do the pillars of respect and
dignity. Reflexivity may help to identify and mitigate links between how young people are
represented, and the knowledge practices which stem from these representations. Indeed,
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classrooms are potentially threatening to both teachers and young people (Pollard, 2019),
and, perhaps, reflective practice is even more crucial when relationships are tense, strained,
or fractious. The concept of reflective teaching is drawn from Dewey’s ‘reflective action’,
which denotes a willingness to engage in consistent self-appraisal and development. The
‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in
the light of the grounds that support it’ (Dewey, 2007: 7) of reflective action is in direct
contrast with what Dewey called ‘routine action’ which, he argues, is guided by tradition,
authority and institutional expectations and definitions (Pollard, 2019). This is important
because if, as teachers, we hold preconceptions about young people without reflecting on
them, it can result in treating particular individuals or groups of students in ways which may
not be fair and just (Pollard, 2019)19. To prevent such injustice, Hart’s (2000) Framework for
Innovative Thinking urges teaching practitioners in particular to ask questions in a five part
framework: making connections with the wider learning environment; questioning
assumptions and seeking alternative interpretations (contradicting); adopting a young
person’s perspective; noting and acknowledging the role of emotions on both the part of the
teacher and student in different situations; and recognising that we may not have all the
information necessary to make a judgement and consequently postponing such judgement.

Fulfilment of the right to freedom of expression is a prerequisite for the effective realisation
of the right to express views. Langlaude (2010) further suggests that it is necessary to build
conceptualisation of the freedom of expression based on understanding that children
develop capacity through freedom of expression, and it is suggested that the examination of
silence in schools may benefit, for this reason, from the lens of children’s participation rights,
and vice versa. In order to present this lens, however, it is necessary to discuss existing
research of silence in education in more detail, before stipulating the contribution of silence
to participation rights, and of participation rights to silence and voice.

2.3 Silence in Schools
There is limited literature on silence in schools, and those that do exist are dated. Jaworski
and Sachdev’s (1998: 273) quantitative study surveyed 319 students (153 males, 162 females,
four did not provide gender) aged between 14 and 16 using a questionnaire in three
secondary schools in Wales: one rural, one urban-suburban, and one urban-inner city. Whilst
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When young people respond with behaviours based on these relationships, and on the environment in which
they take place, original preconceptions may be reinforced through labelling and stereotyping which can lead to
considerable social injustice; this is discussed in Chapter Three.
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acknowledging that uses of silence are regulated by a number of factors including setting,
sociolinguistic norms, ambiguity of roles and expectations, and relative power of participants,
Jaworski and Sachdev’s (1998) study explicitly addressed the beliefs and attitudes that
remained implicit in other writings on silence. Students were mainly from working class
backgrounds in the rural and inner-city schools, and middle class for the suburban school,
thus attending to socioeconomic background as a factor that influences attitudes to silence.
This study confirmed that students were more silent in the classroom than their teachers,
similarly to Gilmore’s study which explained this silence largely owing to the time ‘spent
overwhelmingly in listening and reading’ (Gilmore, 1985: 143), yet, according to Jaworski and
Sachdev (1998) this finding is more important in considering that it reflects the fundamental
division between teacher and student talk as that of ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ respectively.
Indeed, it also reflects the fundamental division between classroom positioning in relation to
knowledge participation practices. Where the teacher speaks and learners are silent
represents a traditional student-teacher relationship and an expectation that students are
there to listen – what might be considered to be the ‘routine action’ proposed by Dewey
which is referred to above by Pollard (2019). This study was the first, and only, study to
examine beliefs about silence in the classroom, however, Jaworski and Sachdev (1998)
suggest that more empirical work that focuses on how teacher and student values and beliefs
about silence affect teaching and learning specifically in the classroom is necessary: namely,
research which connects silence, beliefs and attitudes towards silence, and knowledge
practices in the classroom, that has not been carried out, and which this study seeks to
address by adopting an epistemological lens as stated in section 2.1.4.

The link between silence and pedagogy was partially addressed by Ollin (2008: 268) who
interviewed 25 higher education teachers in order to ‘uncover the different meanings and
associations ascribed to silence by teachers in their everyday lives and in their teaching and
how teachers reported their use of silence in the classroom’. The study found that silence in
teaching was used for dramatic impact, and as a strategy for settling groups, as well as uses
for focus, control, discipline and thinking time. However, this research took a
phenomenological approach, as opposed to an empirical approach, which was limited to
teachers’ descriptions of their practice, and not observations of their practice; she also did
not collect data from students. Ollin (2008) suggests that there is a need to examine how
observations might interpret interaction and participation in the classroom context because
silence is often misunderstood and undervalued by those observing the teaching process,
and in particular, the underlying assumptions in educational discourse that vocal interaction
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equates with participation and silence equals non-participation must be questioned. This
study seeks to probe these assumptions using the lens of children’s participation rights20.

One aspect of silence that was attended to by Gilmore’s (1985) research in school was that
of power with regard to participation and uses of silence in the classroom. Gilmore’s (1985)
ethnographic study took place over three years in a mostly low income, black urban
community and elementary school in the United States, and sought to identify and explore
school and community problems around literacy achievement using observation. A major
issue identified in the study was ‘attitude’ and how this was a central factor for students’
academic success. Gilmore (1985) presents how student silences were used, interpreted and
treated in respect of attitude in their interactions in the classroom. One of the main findings
presented from this research is the significance of ritualistic displays of silence in classroom
interactions which have emotional ramifications, and the transmission and reproduction of
power through silence (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998). For teachers, silent displays were often
accompanied by stern facial expressions, turning off the lights, or writing names on the
board, and even initiated by signals that demarcated the silence with sound such as slamming
the door, in order to demonstrate disapproval of students’ behaviour, or to restore order and
control. The meanings of such displays were mostly to pay attention or to convey that
student behaviour was unacceptable, and to facilitate the pace and cadence of classroom
interactions and rhythms.

Student silences, on the other hand, in Gilmore’s (1985) study, could be a communicative
strategy aimed at other students as well as the teacher, and were used primarily in Gilmore’s
observation as a way of displaying emotion. Largely, student silences were to facilitate the
discourse of the teacher, a listener silence which characterised the ‘participation structure’
of the classroom (Gilmore, 1985: 148) where teachers are only meaningfully silent when they
are evaluating students’ abilities to reproduce information disseminated by them (Li, 2005).
Indeed, silent, even if active, listening, is equated generally with non-participation (Li, 2002;
Ollin, 2008). Alternatively, student silences could indicate both submission and defiance
where ‘stylized sulking’ challenged authority and saved face in front of peers, often turning
loss of face back on the teacher (Gilmore, 1985: 148).
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See also chapter 3: Theory for further discussion.
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Silence in education takes multiple forms: functional or technical (taking the class register),
reflexive (space for thought and processing), and axiological (respect and deference).
Zembylas and Michaelides (2004) suggest that these, in some ways contradictory, functions
of silence reveal its ambiguous role in educational settings, and yet silence is still widely
viewed as ‘an indispensable disciplinary act that aims at establishing an ordered milieu for
effective teaching and learning’ in schools (Li, 2002: 157). Silence may, therefore, be used as
a teaching and learning tool for reflection or as a disciplinary act that reveals and sustains
power relations in the classroom (Zembylas and Michaelides, 2004). In terms of discipline,
some have suggested that contexts of marginalisation, oppression and powerlessness result
from this use of silence, namely Paulo Freire’s ‘culture of silence’ which has negative
connotations and suggests a lack of agency (Zembylas and Michaelides, 2004).

Gallagher et al’s (2011) research, published from ethnographic data collected in a primary
school suggests that there is little exploration of how sonorities are perceived, beyond their
examination as socio-spatial sonorities of disciplinary power. Whilst his study did not focus
on silence per se, he argues that surveillance and disciplinary power were also realised
through hearing as much as by vision, and asks how noisy spaces can be rendered silent using
techniques to achieve control and subordination. Gallagher et al (2017) further argue that
sound is used to exercise power over young people through a range of bells, handclaps, and
shouts, but also through structured silences and sonic surveillance. Freire (1996) suggests
that cultures of silence arise when dominated individuals lose the means by which to critically
respond to the culture that is imposed upon them; what Spyrou (2016a: 14) identifies as
‘cultural silences’ in relation to subjects which are taboo, problematic or socially sensitive.
Such cultural silences denote dominant members prescribing the words to be spoken by the
marginalised, thereby silencing them; a silence which does not denote a lack of response, but
rather a response which lacks critical substance. It is possible that such cultural silences might
inhere in school cultures in which expectations of young people veil dominance instilled in
knowledge practices and participation. This is a form of silence that is omitted from Zembylas
and Michaelides’ (2004) typology of silence in education, and one that warrants further
thought and investigation. Accordingly, empirical work is required which explores further
forms and purposes of silence which relate to power and knowledge, as well as how student
and teacher values and beliefs about silence affect teaching and learning in the classroom
(Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998).
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Saville-Troike (1985) asserts that as an example of social control, silence is one of the
strongest forms of punishment. This is echoed by Gilmore (1985: 147) who states that in
classroom settings, teachers’ silences are mutually understood to mean ‘what you’re doing
is not acceptable’ which serve to both initiate and maintain order and control in lessons. In
such exercises of silence, teachers may ‘play with’ silence in order to convey messages about
appropriate behaviour. Gilmore (1985) identifies such uses of silence by teachers as
controlling devices. However, common understandings of silence as a disciplinary act on the
one hand, and as reflection on the other, precludes alternative uses and purposes of silence
where, as Li (2005: 70) suggests, ‘it is not clear whether silencing as a disciplinary act is so
powerful that silence is the inevitable consequence of oppression’ whilst simultaneously the
‘pedagogical use of silence… focuses primarily on the instrumental value of silence, as if
silence has no intrinsic pedagogical merits’. The construction of silence in such technical or
instrumental terms gives no attention to emotions or otherness (Zembylas and Michaelides,
2004); neither does it give attention to construction of knowledge or power within silent
practices, or the positioning of the silent subject with regard to knowledge practices.
Zimmerman and Morgan (2015: 405) argue that silence aids our experiences of uncertainty
and doubt because it suspends us between knowing and unknowing in a space in which our
experience does not need to be described or captured for it to make sense; in this way,
silence ‘may indicate respect for ways of establishing contact with the world other than
through speech or through judgments’. That is, silence is also a medium of expression.

Uses and experiences of silence may reflect power relations between students and teachers,
and so identifying what kind of silence is employed may require that one examine how power
traverses silences (Zembylas and Michaelides, 2004). For example, a student omitting to
answer a question, refusing to participate in discussions using speech, disengagement, to
name but a few incidences, all require time and space to listen and critically examine the
modes by which silences have transformed themselves into different performances.
Walkerdine (1985) was central in bringing the notions of silence and ambiguity together with
power in the primary school setting, suggesting that variables associated with power such as
gender and class interact with ambiguities of role expectations in order to predict observed
patterns of silence (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998). Power relations in the educational setting
are constructed and reproduced through silence which is often a mark of either power
imbalance, or ambiguity in relationship and participation structures in interaction (Jaworski
and Sachdev, 1998). Different types of silence need to be analysed and interpreted in critical
terms which examine how the confrontation of teachers’ values and students’ values may
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disadvantage young people in their being silenced, rendered invisible (Jaworski and Sachdev,
1998), and unheard.

It is through an analysis of silence that we can see how power surfaces in many guises of
empowerment, domination and resistance. Schultz (2009) suggests that reframing resistance
as nuanced and contextual rather than simply negative might add to a broader understanding
of silence and resistance as forms of participation. A student may resist verbal participation
because the possibilities for speech are too limiting, or perhaps because only certain
discourses are allowed. Indeed, Lewis (2010: 20) highlights that ‘listening better includes
hearing silence and that silence is not neutral or empty’, and Zembylas and Michaelides
(2004) argue that in certain contexts, silence might bring more openness to the educational
experience by enriching hearing and, by implication, listening to self as well as others – a key
aspect of reflexive practice21. Gilmore (1985) identifies classroom behaviour as that of ‘one
speaker’ because where two interlocutors engage in discourse, one is the teacher and the
other is 25-30 young people. It is not surprising, he observes, that the majority of student
silence is cooperative listening. Gilmore (1985) argues that this ‘listener’ silence fits the
participation structure of the classroom and is where most students hide during the school
day because, except for short, prescribed answers, the predominant role of invisible students
is to facilitate teacher talk by remaining silent. To break this cycle of re-inscription, teachers
and researchers must learn to speak by listening (Freire, 1996); attentive listening
understands the significance of context and relationships, and as part of this, the uses of
silence (Baurain, 2011). It is here that the corresponding duty of the right to be heard under
article 12 is also applied to silence; young people have a right to have their silences listened
to, and duty bearers have a duty to attend to, and listen to, these silences22.

Ultimately, the ways in which silence has variously been conceived can be represented in
respect of the subject, and the environment in which the subject operates, beginning with
individual silences, silences that occur in relationship with others, and silences which depend
on the structural environment. This can be seen below in Figure 1, which summarises where
the gaps in the field are in relation to silence, and what this study can add to this body of
research.

21
22

This will be returned to in Chapter Three.
See Chapter Three: Theory for Fricker’s discussion on the ‘responsible hearer’.
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EXISITNG TAXONOMIES OF SILENCE

CONTRIBUTION

Figure 1: Existing taxonomies of silence and gaps for contribution to research
• Examine forms and purposes of
silence which relate to power and
knowledge (Jaworski and Sachdev,
1998)
• Examine types of silence which
address how teacher and student
values and beliefs about silence
may disadvantage young people
(Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998)

• Silent activities (Jaworski,
1993)
• Silent state (Jaworski, 1993)
• Linguistic and Psychological
(Saville-Troike, 1985)

• Psycholinguistic (Bruneau,
1973)
• Non-interactive (SavilleTroike, 1985)

INDIVIDUAL

• Examine how student and teacher
values and beliefs about silence
affect teaching and learning
(Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998)
• Examine interaction and
participation in classroom, and the
assumptions around silence and
(non) participation (Ollin, 2008)

• Formulaic silence (Jaworski,
1993)
• Silent Activities (Jaworski,
1993)
• Silent States (Jaworski, 1993)

• Examine cultural silence and
expectations which veil dominance
instilled in knower practices and
participation
• Examine positioning of silent
subject within knowledge practices
• Examine how silences may conceal
assumptions, and what remains
unsaid (Morison and Macleod,
2014)

• Institutionally-determined
(Saville-Troike, 1985),
• Sociocultural (Bruneau, 1973)

• Group-determined (SavilleTroike, 1985)
• Socio-Contextual (SavilleTroike, 1985)
• Interactive (Bruneau, 1973)

RELATIONSHIP

STRUCTURAL

2.4 Conclusion
Of existing studies of silence in schools, Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) addressed the paucity
of research on silence in the classroom by conducting a quantitative study looking at
attitudes and beliefs about silence on the part of young people using a questionnaire but did
not consult teachers, or conduct focus groups or interviews. Ollin (2008) specifically looked
at uses of silence by teachers in higher education using interviews, but took a
phenomenological approach and so did not support teachers’ perspectives with other
methods of data collection, and did not consult children or young people. Gilmore’s (1985)
study examined ritualistic displays of silence in the classroom by both teachers and students,
and demonstrated how these displays were interpreted in relation to ‘attitude’ and to
practices of power between students and teachers. Other studies on silence have more
incidental value to the practices and experiences of silence in the classroom. Walkerdine
(1985), whilst bringing together notions of power, gender and speaking rights and silence,
does so incidentally by linking positioning of boys and girls in a primary school setting with
practices of silencing and authority, but does not use empirical data to do so. Zembylas and
Michaelides (2004) explore silence from a theoretical and ideological point of view, This is
not, therefore, based in empirical data or engagement with classroom practice; indeed, there
is a limited literature on silence and pedagogy (Ollin, 2008), and roles and uses of silence in
the classroom more broadly.
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Throughout the literature, silence is variously presented as both a manifestation, and as an
opposite of ‘voice’. However, these two concepts are not separate; silence is a subsection of
student voice, yet as such a feature has been under-investigated, and in fact, little is known
about the uses and experiences of silence in schools. Yet, in order to carry out such an
investigation, it is necessary to posit a definition of silence with which to proceed. Whilst I
am attentive to the different forms and motivations of silence presented in this chapter, its
various manifestations as discussed in this chapter reveal it to be an irreducible concept.
Therefore, what I propose is a hybrid conceptualisation with which I hope to capture its
inherently complex nature as a form and a practice, which are underpinned by various
motivations. Silence, then, is simultaneously a state of being, and an equivocal space, into
which we project our motivations, according to our needs and desires. Something like a room
of requirement23, I assert that these needs and desires centre around power and authority,
and are primarily those of saving face, whether this be as a stronghold, or a refuge.

This chapter has also considered the literature on children’s experience of being not only
heard, but unheard; a component of student voice that has been overlooked. There are no
studies that examine silence as an expression of young people’s opinions and views within
the children’s rights literature, and the only reference to the examination of silence is Lewis’s
(2010) assertion to attend to silences in qualitative children’s rights methodologies.
Moreover, none of the studies discussed look at silence in the classroom from the
perspective of children and young people’s enjoyment of their participation rights, nor do
they examine how both student and teacher uses and experiences of silence in relation to
teaching and learning, and knowledge practices. This study is empirical, and seeks to address
this lacuna of silence around both student voice and children’s rights, and to consider the
implications of knowledge and power that run throughout both disciplines. To do so, this
study applies a theoretical framework which attends to knowledge practices, power, and to
participation rights, and it is this framework that I will now propose in the next chapter.

23

This is a reference to J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series. The Room of Requirement only appears when you are
thinking about what you need.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORY
To be left alone on the tightrope of youthful unknowing is to experience the excruciating
beauty of full freedom and the threat of eternal indecision. Few, if any, survive their teens.
Most surrender to the vague but murderous pressure of adult conformity. It becomes easier
to die and avoid conflicts than to maintain a constant battle with the superior forces of
maturity.
Maya Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
3.0 Introduction
Arguments that children’s rights research is under-theorised remain in the literature
(Quennerstedt 2011, 2013; Dixon and Nussbaum, 2012; Reynaert et al, 2009, Ferguson, 2013;
Federle, 2017), and aside from an attempt by Thomas (2007), this is specifically the case for
children’s participation rights. Tobin (2013) argues that this lack of attention to the
conceptual foundations of children’s rights constitutes ‘a lack of intellectual responsibility’
(Freeman, 1994: 493) because it neglects a fundamental part of the human rights idea and in
doing so, jeopardises its legitimacy. Indeed, Quennerstedt (2013) argues that one of the
major challenges facing children’s rights research is increasing its theorisation and this
requires particular theorising from different fields including education and law, and from
different perspectives such as class, power relations and gender. The research problem in
this study has been identified as the scant literature in the student voice discipline on silence
in schools which examines experiences and uses of silence from a range of perspectives, and
the oversight in the children’s rights discipline of voices that are unspoken and thus unheard.
This study investigates silence in schools through the lens of young people’s participation
rights as a package of rights, not simply through the lens of article 12. Yet, what is missing in
children’s participation rights is an apt theoretical framework which advances understanding
of not only what young people express, but also what remains unspoken, and what reasons
may underpin such silences. As detailed in chapter two, there is a further lack of research
which examines how uses and experiences of silence relate to teaching and learning, and to
knowledge in the classroom. Accordingly, this study creates a bespoke theoretical framework
by overlaying Miranda Fricker’s (2007) epistemic injustice theory which is based in
epistemology and the ethics of knowing, onto young people’s participation rights, in order to
create a framework that will explore students’ and teachers’ uses and experiences of silence,
whilst attending to teaching and learning practices in school, as a feature of young people’s
participation rights at school.

A number of alternative theories were considered, including Bourdieu’s Language and
Symbolic Power, Nussbaum’s Creating Capabilities, and Upheavals of Thought, and Foucault’s
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Discipline and Punish. However, I did not consider that these theories advanced
understanding of what young people voice in such a way that attends not only to silence, but
to their participation rights. What is proposed in this chapter is a theory of participation rights
using epistemic injustice, chosen because it attends not only to what is spoken, but what is
unspoken, and can thus be tailored to an examination of silence in schools and the
implications of silence for knowledge practices, particularly important given its capacity to
attend to the implications of silence for participation.

3.1 Silence and Epistemic Injustice
Fricker’s (2007: 1) framework of epistemic injustice proceeds on the premise that there is a
distinctly epistemic kind of injustice: ‘a wrong done to someone specifically in their capacity
as a knower’24. The root cause of epistemic injustice is structures of unequal power and
prejudice which creates prejudicial exclusion from participation in knowledge practices. The
overarching aim of the theory is to illuminate ethical aspects of two of our most basic routine
epistemic practices: firstly, conveying knowledge to others by telling; and secondly, making
sense of our own social experiences. The importance of knowledge to the lives of human
beings is clear in this aim, but definitions of knowledge are complex and contested. Two
traditional conditions of knowledge are: for a person to know X, X must be true (truth
condition), and if a person knows that Y, then they must belief that Y is true (belief condition).
Yet, this is insufficient in the definition of knowledge because it does not exclude luck or
chance of coming to a true proposition (Welbourne, 2001). Therefore, there is a third
condition for knowledge: justification which excludes or at the very least minimises the
chances of a belief being wrong (Welbourne, 2001). This chapter, therefore, proceeds on the
definition of knowledge as justified true belief.

Welbourne (2001: x) carefully argues, however, that ‘the aspects of human life from which
the concept of knowledge arises… are among the most characteristically human and
important of all… testimony’. Whilst Fricker does not include a definition of knowledge in her
framework, she draws upon social understandings of what it means to be a ‘knower’, by
which being counted as a credible source of knowledge counts just as much as whether
beliefs are true and justified. Fricker’s framework draws on Craig’s (1986-1987) ‘practical

24

Fricker does not offer a definition of ‘knower’ in her framework. In this study, as stated in Chapter Two, the
term ‘knower’ is employed to indicate the extent to which a person, in this case a young person, is seen to be
knowledgeable or ‘knowing’. The term ‘non-knower’ is used in this study to indicate a person who is considered
to ‘not know’, and who is not knowledgeable, in contrast to Fricker’s use of the term ‘unknower’. This is because
of its connotations of ‘undoing’ knowledge, rather than not participating in it.
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explication’ of knowledge, in which he explains that the reason we have the notion of
knowledge arises from our fundamental need to distinguish good informants as individuals
recognisable as having true belief; ‘knowledge is what good informants can be relied on to
share with us’ (Fricker, 2007: 130). Fricker’s framework therefore focuses on the injustice of
not being believed and how this can undermine a person’s confidence in their beliefs, and
therefore in knowledge (Langton, 2010), arguing that the capacity to convey knowledge – to
communicate it – is essential to the possession of knowledge. Similarly, Welbourne (2001)
suggests that understanding the concept of knowledge is through understanding its
connection with testimony. Consequently, this study will understand knowledge in terms of
Fricker’s definition of testimony ‘in its broadest sense to include all cases of telling’,
(emphasis added) including ‘when a speaker simply expresses a personal opinion to a hearer,
or airs a value judgement, or tries out a new idea or hypothesis on a given audience’ (Fricker,
2007: 60).

Fricker (2007) identifies two forms of silence with regard to participation in these knowledge
practices: epistemic ‘objectification’ and ‘pre-emptive silence’. Epistemic objectification
occurs where the subject is ‘ousted’ from participation in the capacity for knowledge, and
relegated to ‘passive bystander’ (Fricker, 2007: 132). This serves to wrong someone in their
capacity as an inquirer by confining them to a ‘passive capacity as a source of information’
(Fricker, 2007: 132). Pre-emptive silence occurs, according to Fricker (2007: 130), when
‘markers of trustworthiness’ lead to a ‘tendency for some groups simply not to be asked for
information in the first place’; this information includes ‘their thoughts, their judgements,
their opinions’ whereby these individuals’ word is not taken seriously and is, therefore, not
asked for. The epistemic injustice of such ‘advance’ silencing has direct implications for young
people’s participation rights because the ‘not being taken seriously’ precedes the seeking of
views and opinions, and young people are not free to impart ideas and express themselves.
The operation of both objectification and pre-emptive silences can, therefore, control whose
contributions are expressed, whose are not, and whose are expressed in and through silence.
Fricker (2007: 171-172) urges that such silences require a more socially aware, and remedial,
kind of listening: ‘listening as much to what is not said as to what is said’ which resonates
with young people’s broad participation rights to be heard.

There are two forms of epistemic injustice presented in this conceptual framework which are
considered in detail below: testimonial and hermeneutical injustice. Fricker begins with
testimonial injustice from which she constructs an account of the structural form of
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hermeneutical injustice. As this chapter seeks to propose a model of participation framed by
epistemic injustice, however, it will begin by presenting hermeneutical injustice as it pertains
to participation broadly, before considering testimonial implications of individual exchanges.
Both forms should be considered together, however, in understanding the framework of
epistemic injustice as they are intimately connected. In contrast to Chapter Two, which
considered definitions and forms of silence, the consideration of these epistemic injustices
will be considered in relation to silence and knowledge, and presented through the lens of
participation rights.

3.1.1 Hermeneutical Injustice
Before presenting Fricker’s hermeneutical injustice, it is necessary to expound on her use of
the social imagination. According to Fricker, the social imagination is a shared socialimaginative resource of conceptions of the social identities of those who participate in
operations of power. Identity power is a form of social power which is ‘directly dependent
upon shared socio-imaginative conceptions of the social identities of those implicated in the
particular operation of power’ (Fricker, 2007: 4) This social imagination operates at the level
of shared conceptions of what it is to be, for example, a black person, a woman, or a young
person25, and each social identity carries a set of assumptions about how that identity is to
be treated by other social types, for example, how black people, women, or young people
are to be treated by society26. By virtue of these normative symbols at the imaginative level,
social identities held in the social imagination may reinforce the exercise of material forms
of social power such as education and wealth. This identity power operates at both structural
and individual level, and is an expansive resource owing to its capacity for directly informing
thought, independently of beliefs, that may be tainted by prejudice27.

Fricker’s hermeneutical injustice occurs at the structural level, and is defined as ‘when a gap
in collective interpretive resources puts someone at an unfair disadvantage when it comes
to making sense of their social experiences’ (Fricker, 2007: 1), and is based on the premise

25

Fricker’s framework does not mention young people. Therefore, this chapter seeks to apply epistemic injustice
to young people’s participation rights.
26 Fricker is careful not to use the social imaginary because of what she finds are ‘real difficulties in attempting to
cut it free from its psychoanalytic roots’, opting instead to use a ‘less heavily theoretical notion of the social
imagination’ (Fricker, 2007: 38 at n9). Any references to the social imaginary in this chapter are in quotation of
Medina (2013) who does use ‘social imaginary’.
27 Fricker’s use and application of ‘prejudice’ in her framework will be discussed in detail in section 3.1.2 of this
chapter.
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that the powerful have an unfair advantage in structuring the collective social
understandings. Similarly, Medina (2013) defines hermeneutical injustice as:

obstacles and limitations in the social imaginary that produce the inability to see and hear certain
things, forms of insensitivity that limit the communicative and epistemic capacities of members of
certain groups and preclude a genuine understanding of their experiences, problems and situations.
(Medina, 2013: 72)

Hermeneutical injustice involves no culprit and no perpetrating agent; it is a purely structural
phenomenon and is therefore difficult to detect and identify. Critically, hermeneutical
injustice only arises when a subject cannot render an experience intelligible, either to
themselves, or to another, and it is here that the unspoken nature of experience owing to
hermeneutical injustice emerges: what I suggest might be understood as a hermeneutical
silence. Hermeneutical injustice is of crucial significance for this study, not only because of
its silences – that is, structural or institutional silences around certain subjects – but because
of its orientation to participation, or the lack thereof.

In Fricker’s framework, when there is unequal hermeneutical participation regarding a
significant area of social experience, members of the disadvantaged group are
hermeneutically marginalised, a phrase utilised to indicate the subordination and exclusion
from full hermeneutical participation in a practice that would be beneficial for the
participant; here the human rights implications of the conceptual framework begin to
become clear as the scope for participation rights to be implemented in a discriminatory
manner emerges. Fricker reminds us that unequal hermeneutical participation manifests
itself in localised contexts of ‘hermeneutical hotspots’ where the powerful have little interest
in proper interpretation, and, perhaps, where they have an interest in misinterpretation. This
unequal participation is concealed by existing meanings attributed to behaviour in such
hotspots; Fricker gives the example of repeated sexual propositions in the workplace which
are explained by ‘flirting’ or by the recipient ‘lacking a sense of humour’ (Fricker, 2007: 153).
These meanings disguise hermeneutical inequality and marginalisation, and are, therefore,
very difficult to detect. For example, in schools, low attainment may be explained by a young
person’s bad attitude to learning, or bad behaviour may be explained by disrespect on the
part of young people, rather than as a symptom of low expectations and aspirations28.

28

Cf. Gaskell (2008) on respect discussed in Chapter Two.
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The hermeneutical marginalisation that precedes exclusion from hermeneutical participation
can be an effect of material power or identity power; we are concerned with identity power
because its effect is based upon prejudicial stereotypes held in the social imagination29. It is
usually social groups who are less powerful, such as women and racial minorities, who suffer
hermeneutical marginalisation and so the discriminatory nature of hermeneutical injustice
with regard to participation becomes more clearly based in inequality. The prejudice held in
the collective imagination affects people by virtue of their membership of a particular social
group, and therefore in an aspect of their social identity. In this study, this discrimination is
against age at first sight. However, when contemplating that the participation in
consideration is hermeneutical, the inequalities that reside in such participation are more
latent. Formally speaking, young people at school are treated the same way with the same
rules, same assessment, and the same curriculum. However, it is crucial to see how this
formal equality plays out in practices of streaming30: situated inequality quickly becomes
apparent whereby some groups may be asymmetrically disadvantaged by a blanket collective
deficit held in the social imagination, for example, by gender, race, and social class. This
hermeneutical marginalisation excludes in such a way as to disadvantage some groups and
not others and as such is effectively discriminatory.

Hermeneutical injustices take two forms: systematic and incidental. Systematic
hermeneutical injustice is where collective forms of social understanding lack perspectives
of certain social identities which prevents subjects being able to render their social
experiences intelligible. This must be of a socioeconomic kind and, according to Fricker,
entails non-participation in professions which demand significant hermeneutical
participation such as law or journalism. If this marginalisation persistently follows a subject
through different social activities, then the injustices this brings are systematic and create a
lacuna in the collective interpretive resource. That is, a lacuna (or omission) exists ‘where the
name of a distinctive social experiences should be’ (Fricker, 2007: 150-151), for example,
where women in the past did not have ‘sexual harassment’, ‘postnatal depression’, or, more
recently, coercive control and domestic abuse, to make sense of their experiences. Fricker
emphasises that this bears an aspect of oppression which is rooted in structural inequalities
of power. On the other hand, incidental hermeneutical injustices are isolated occurrences
and involve only fleeting marginalisation; one-off moments of powerlessness which create a
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Prejudicial stereotypes will be discussed in section 3.1.2 in this chapter.
Streaming is a school practice of placing students in classes based on their academic performance. This is
standard policy, even in schools which are non-selective in Northern Ireland; that is, non-grammar schools.
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gap in the collective imaginative resource. Fricker uses the example of Ian McEwan’s
protagonist Joe in Enduring Love, who is stalked by a religious fanatic with delusions of love
for Joe. Upon telling his wife, Joe is met with ‘first affectionate derision’ and later ‘concerned
reserve about his state of mind’ (Fricker, 2007: 156). Joe does not suffer an injustice because
of a structural identity prejudice, but rather despite his social identity as a white man.
Therefore, his injustice is not systematic, but incidental31: it does not track Joe through other
aspects of his life.

Fricker explains that the hermeneutical inequality that resides and is dormant in a situation
of hermeneutical marginalisation becomes an injustice only when an attempt to render
intelligible is frustrated by it – and so is resigned to silence. Whilst Fricker’s two forms of
silence are posited in relation to testimonial injustice, I argue here that some forms of
‘objectification’ are distinctly structural and therefore are also hermeneutical. This is because
in structures which objectify the subject, they are excluded from participation in the sharing
of knowledge; what Fricker describes as being ‘ousted from the role of participant… and
recast in the role of passive bystander’ (Fricker, 2007: 132). As this objectification which
excludes subjects from participation follows from the same hermeneutical marginalisation of
Fricker’s hermeneutical injustice, and reflects the discriminatory nature of hermeneutical
injustice based in inequality, such objectification can also be understood as a hermeneutical
silence. Of course, there are clear overlaps between such silence in a hermeneutical sense,
and the testimonial injustices of silence. Fricker (2007: 133) emphasises that one of the
intrinsic harms of testimonial injustice is epistemic objectification because ‘when a hearer
undermines a speaker in her capacity as a giver of knowledge, the speaker is epistemically
objectified’ because they are reduced to passive bystanding in the dissemination of
knowledge32.

Fricker (2007) focuses her theory on women and race33; it was not her purpose to discuss
children and their experiences of epistemic injustice. However, the danger inherent in such
hermeneutical injustices to children and young people in the classroom is that if
hermeneutically marginalised young people (who are members of marginalised groups, for
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This does not detract from the harm that Joe suffers: his mental health suffers and his marriage breaks down.
There is, perhaps, scope for an examination of epistemic harms to men due to ideas about masculinity held in the
social imagination. For a discussion on harm, see section 3.1.3 in this chapter.
32 This demonstrates the interrelated nature of both forms of the injustice, and the harms they create. Testimonial
injustice will be discussed in section 3.1.2, and epistemic harms will be discussed in section 3.1.3 of this chapter.
33 As does Medina (2013) in his Epistemology of Resistance
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example, based on gender or ability) attempt to articulate an experience to another, their
word may warrant low credibility owing to its incomplete intelligibility; this may be deemed
‘proof’ of the subject’s lack of credibility or capacity and, crucially, this includes the form or
expressive style in which communication is conveyed. An example of this might be an
emotional expressive style which results in a speaker not being heard as ‘fully rational’, in
which case the speaker is subject to a hermeneutical injustice (Fricker, 2007: 161). Applying
Fricker’s framework, young people’s attempts at communicating their experiences are
insufficiently understood because they may not have an adequate hold on what they want
to convey, and are not heard as ‘rational’, owing to their expressive style being inadequately
understood, or simply not recognised. This includes expressive styles that may be viewed as
running contrary to acceptable forms of voice such as language, accent, or use of vernacular.
Young people who do not understand something in the classroom may express this position
through distraction techniques; scholastic forms of expression that may lack the
manifestation that is desired (or expected) in the classroom, and who are thereby judged
inept and consequently ignored or silenced. Therefore, ‘voice’ may not be recognised as
‘rational’ but marginalised as ‘morally immature’ (Fricker, 2007: 160), or merely irrelevant.
Such injustice brings secondary epistemic disadvantage: it tends to knock a subject’s faith in
their ability to make sense of the world and may culminate in a loss of epistemic confidence.
This can cause literal loss of knowledge, according to Fricker, and may prevent a subject from
acquiring new knowledge34.

The application of hermeneutical injustice, as part of Fricker’s wider framework of epistemic
injustice, to young people’s experiences in education also addresses the under-theorisation
of participation rights because it captures why these rights exist at all for young people.
Young people’s participation rights realise a space in which to speak to their own experience
and be regarded as credible in doing so. Yet, this can only work if the structural environment
makes it possible for young people to be both able to express and articulate their views,
experiences and opinions, and be willing to do so, for example, making an informed choice
regarding previous attempts to speak and not being heard (Cook-Sather, 2006). The danger
of focusing solely on what is voiced is to omit and overlook what may not be expressible
because those who are struggling to make sense are persistently unheard and their inchoate
attempts at generating meaning is blocked or ignored by the wider structural environment
in which they are positioned. Young people may also lack the hermeneutical resources by
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This will be considered further at 2.1.3 Harm and Culpability
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which to make intelligible what they know, or the linguistic resources with which to express
themselves. It is in this way that hermeneutical injustice, and the consequent struggle against
inexpressibility, may frustrate young people’s right to freedom of expression as part of their
participation rights.

Medina (2013) stipulates that different groups in a social body must have the opportunity to
participate in a public with expressive capacities so that they can articulate their experiences
and perspectives. This demands not only freedom of expression, access to information,
education and consultation, but openness to listening to others (Anderson, 2006) which is a
feature of Fricker’s framework. This demands response from others on the subjects’
experiences, interests and opinions, and thus moves beyond a legalistic notion of freedom of
speech or the right to be heard to reconsidering the cultural habits of epistemic credibility,
prejudice and marginalisation, particularly where these sociocultural norms manifest in uses
and experiences of silence, which are located in the structural realm.

These cultural habits which surround credibility, prejudice and marginalisation, understood
through the lens of epistemic injustice, may serve to further inform rights theory in revealing
something of a hermeneutical lacuna in the theorisation of children’s rights. Katherine
Federle (1994a) contends that neither will nor interest theories of rights35 approaches to
children’s rights challenge the underlying and deeply structural notion of capacity as a
prerequisite to having rights; will theory permits only a debate about the competencies of
children, and interest theory defines children’s rights in terms of their vulnerability and
powerlessness, and thus in terms of their incapacities. Even the ‘sufficiency of interest’
doctrine within interest theory whereby a child’s interest is so compelling that it should be
supported is a weighting between ‘sufficiency of the interest’ against children’s competence.
By drawing on these theories, Federle argues, children’s rights theorists have confined and
restricted – intentionally or otherwise – the meaning of rights in such a way as to make it
impossible to recognise children as rights holders without some reference to their capacity
(Federle, 1994a, 1994b): what I am suggesting might be understood a hermeneutical lacuna.
Rights have value because of their potential to remedy powerlessness (Federle, 2017), but
rights theory cannot accommodate notions of power and powerlessness if it ties rights to a
concept of capacity, because the critical examination of what it means to have rights is
foreclosed, and this helps to explain why young people’s participation rights have
35 For an overview of interest and will theories of rights, see Jeremy Waldron (ed) (1984)

Theories of Rights, Oxford
University Press. See also Tobin (2013) for consideration of these theories in respect of children’s rights.
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encountered social and political barriers to their realisation; what it means to have rights as
children cannot be sufficiently expressed owing to this hermeneutical lacuna. On the other
hand, using hermeneutical injustice as an alternative structuring notion of rights does
examine what it means to have rights, and what these rights should be, particularly for young
people.

Rights discourses must be reconstructed, therefore, argues Federle, if we are to reconceive
children’s rights, by rejecting capacity as a structuring principle, and proposing instead to
address imbalances in power in order to redress marginalisation and inequality. Rights theory
must, therefore, attend to the connections between power, respect and inequality. It is the
sources of these imbalances of power inherent in the social identity of children and young
people, and their contingent identity powerlessness, that are addressed by Fricker’s
framework. Epistemic injustice captures the nature of participation rights for young people
and provides a justification for why they have these rights, worded in the ways they are laid
out in the Convention, and provides a means by which to restructure the theoretical rationale
of participation rights in terms of both intelligence of, and access to, knowledge in a way that
does not return to adjudicating young people’s capacities. Figure 2, at the end of this chapter,
helps to explain why children’s rights have encountered such challenges.

3.1.2 Testimonial Injustice
Fricker argues that a distinctly epistemic type of injustice is when someone is wronged in
their capacity as a knower. One form of this injustice is testimonial injustice, where ‘prejudice
causes a hearer to give a deflated level of credibility to a speaker’s word’ owing to their social
identity (Fricker, 2007: 1). Fricker’s examples of prejudicial stereotypes include race, gender
and class. One type of social power is particularly significant in this regard: what Fricker calls
identity power. It is not only practical coordination with another’s actions that defines social
power, but an imaginative social coordination whereby certain operations of power are
dependent upon individuals having shared conceptions of social identity such as ‘what it
means to be a woman or a man, or what it means to be gay or straight, young or old…’ (Fricker
2007: 14, emphasis added). Identity power is crucial to Fricker’s conceptual framework
because epistemic injustice is concerned with how such power is involved in the exchange in
which knowledge is imparted from speaker to hearer; power is deployed through ‘shared
imaginative conceptions of social identity’ (Fricker, 2007: 14), such as being a black person,
or a child, for example.
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Fricker argues that identity power (and the collective imagination associated with such
identities) is central to testimonial exchanges because hearers use social stereotypes to make
assessments of their interlocutor’s credibility. When an operation of power depends to a
significant degree upon shared imaginative conceptions of identity, then identity power is in
play. Importantly, such exercises of power may be well-intentioned and benevolent, but they
are, nevertheless, an exercise of identity power because such conceptions carry assumptions
about who individuals are in respect of their social type, and how such individuals should be
treated by different social groups. These conceptions, however, need not be accepted as
‘truthful’ or be held at the level of belief by either party because the primary operation of
identity power is at the level of the collective social imagination and can, therefore, control
actions despite individual beliefs36.

Medina (2013: 28) defines testimony as ‘any kind of telling in and through which the
expression and transmission of knowledge becomes possible’. Testimonial exchanges are
therefore those in which communicators participate as knowers and can be more or less
formal and structured, including articulation ranging from silence and inchoate expression to
sophisticated discursive structures (Medina, 2013). For Fricker, the primary character of
testimonial injustice is credibility deficit, but it is not sufficient for credibility deficit to be
incidental37; Fricker emphasises that testimonial injustices that are connected with other
types of injustice might be systematic and persistent in that they are not produced by
prejudice only, but by prejudices that track a subject through the different aspects of their
social activity. The only type of prejudice that tracks a subject in this way is identity prejudice,
and in particular, given the nature of testimonial injustice as a credibility deficit, negative
identity prejudice. This influence in a hearer’s credibility judgement is concerned with
identity power; the influence of identity prejudice is a matter of one individual controlling
what another does and, in this case, drawing on collective conceptions of social identities at
play to prevent or obstruct them from sharing knowledge. For example, not allowing a young
man in a bottom set to speak because of the prejudice against his identity as being disruptive
or uncontrollable.
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For example, I may be concerned upon getting into a taxi that a black taxi driver will overcharge me, even
though I do not believe that black people are more dishonest than white people.
37 Incidental testimonial injustice is defined by Fricker as where the ‘prejudice in question… does not render the
subject vulnerable to any other kinds of injustice (legal, economic, political)’ on p27.
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Prejudice lies at the core of epistemic injustice as an obstacle to truth either by causing the
hearer to miss out on knowledge, or creating obstructions in the circulation of ideas. In
testimonial injustice, this can take two forms: credibility excess and credibility deficit. Taking
the premise that epistemic injustice is one in which someone is ‘wronged specifically in her
capacity as a knower’, Fricker explains that credibility deficit can clearly constitute such a
wrong, but while credibility excess may lead to a number of disadvantages, it does not
undermine or withhold proper respect for the speaker as a subject of knowledge and so in
itself does not create a testimonial injustice. As a cumulative effect, Fricker acknowledges
that this would wrong a person in their capacity as a knower because epistemic character
would be malformed and this may lead to disadvantages such as, for example, narrow
mindedness and resistance to criticism. This injustice, however, is a ‘special case’ (Fricker,
2007: 21), owing to the fact that Fricker does not agree that individual moments of credibility
excess can be deemed testimonial injustice because none of the individual moments is itself
sufficient. For example, a person who grows up with prejudices overwhelmingly in his favour,
who is constantly epistemicallly ‘puffed up by the people around him’ (Fricker, 2007: 20),
who becomes a member of the ruling elite, and who is marked out as epistemically
authoritative throughout his education, may suffer the disadvantages of narrow mindedness
and dogmatism which result in folly. Individually, moments of credibility excess do not result
in epistemic injustice. According to Fricker’s framework, because they are cumulative, there
are no isolated moments which wrong him sufficiently for it to be an injustice, however, there
may be injustices for others.

Kant proposes a prejudice of authority whereby ‘one places all too blind trust in someone’s
reason, and regards what this or that famous man asserts as infallible; then from this services
the authority prejudice’ (cited in Gelfert, 2006: 641). This is a prejudice which may develop
Fricker’s credibility excess, troubling the argument that credibility excesses are only a special
kind of cumulative injustice and suggesting that we may adopt prejudice when we accept
knowledge from figures of authority, without exercising our own rational capacities (Gelfert,
2006). Medina (2013) finds this aspect of Fricker’s framework unconvincing because we can
easily imagine effects on the interlocutors, including the hearers who have attributed excess
credibility, of feeling intimidated by a speaker’s authoritative voice and being inhibited from
expressing dissent or raising objections of an epistemic nature, particularly in a classroom
context where the automatic assumption might be that young people in particular are nonknowers, and, therefore, not in the position to challenge. Medina (2013) suggests that this
oversight occurs because when Fricker states that a credibility excess need not cause harm,
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she is referring to harm done to the recipient of the credibility judgement: the speaker. The
harm that can occur, however, may reach beyond the speaker being wrongfully appraised in
their credibility from the second-personal perspective of the hearer38.

It is significant that Fricker’s framework has an exclusive focus on the speaker who is the
target of a credibility assessment because in educational settings such as classrooms, the
differentiation between speaker and hearer that Fricker uses to demonstrate her framework
of epistemic injustice is more fluid and complex. This is because the less epistemically
powerful individuals are placed in the ‘listening’ position owing to their social identity as
children, rather than as speakers to whom credibility is attributed. Nevertheless, it is
important to highlight that the forms of knowledge in classrooms are situated and
specialised. What is at stake in the classroom context is how teachers establish what is known
before moving into the unknown and consequently, how young people are treated as
knowers, non-knowers, or ‘coming to know’, whilst acknowledging the limits of what we can
reasonably expect young people to know in specialised knowledge contexts. Fricker’s
framework, as a more general account of epistemic injustice, does not account for the
treatment of young people as partial knowers on account of which their testimony may be
discredited or discounted within the pedagogical relationship, or the dismissal of young
people’s testimony based on their class, accents, or reputations, amongst other
characteristics. The attribution of excess credibility in the context of knower positions in this
study may, therefore, be directly connected with the epistemic harm to the hearer students.
This may be the case where teachers are automatically attributed credibility and listener
students are understood in the social imagination to lack credibility or knower status, and
therefore lack capacity as a foundational concept upon which to attribute credibility, in
contrast to the straightforward harm to the speaker which Fricker’s framework presents.
That is, young people may not be in a position to be the subject of credibility attributions
because they are assumed to be incompetent owing to their social identities as children, and
their associated status as learners or non-knowers.

Students’ place as non-knowers is a testimonial injustice that also occurs in silence when
prejudice on the part of the hearer pre-empts any knowledge exchange with the speaker.
According to Fricker, the credibility of the speaker on such occasions is sufficiently in
prejudicial deficit that their testimony is never sought. It is suggested here, however, that
38 This is

what we might understand through Darwall’s (2006) use of the ‘second-person standpoint’ which will be
discussed in section 3.2 of this chapter.
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these silences may also be an exertion of agency on the part of the speaker: a political act
because ‘silence can mean that a voice is not speaking because it is not worthwhile or safe
to speak – out of knowledge of one’s inability in a particular situation to transform silence
into action’ (Cook-Sather, 2006: 369; Lorde, 1984). In this sense, there is not only pre-emptive
silence on the part of the hearer, but futile silence on the part of the young speaker where
they are aware of their ‘inabilities’, primarily the inability to be taken seriously on account of
their social identity as children. Of course, there are incontrovertible connections with
hermeneutical injustice, and hermeneutical silence where, as Fricker (2007: 130)
acknowledges, ‘purely structural operations of identity power can control those whose
would-be contributions become public, and whose do not’. What is of interest here is who is
pre-emptively silenced in this manner more frequently.

Fricker’s testimonial injustice centres around credibility deficits resulting from negative
prejudices and not credibility excesses resulting from positive prejudices. Yet with the
reversal of the ‘listener’ and ‘speaker’ positions associated with ‘knower’ positions in the
classroom, the almost exclusive attribution of epistemic credibility upon teachers in their
positions as ‘knowers’ also plays a fundamental role in the comparative and contrastive
discredit of, or assumption against, young people as ‘knowers’ in the school institution as an
interactive phenomenon:

…implicitly, being judged credible to some degree is being regarded as more credible than others, less
credible than others, and equally credible than others. Credibility never applies to subjects individually
and in isolation from others, but always affects clusters of subjects in particular social networks and
environments. So it should not be surprising that, in the case of excessive attributions of credibility,
the disproportionate epistemic trust given to the speaker affects everybody involved in the interaction
and not just the speaker, for it affects the very dynamic that unfolds in the interaction. (Medina, 2013:
61)

Medina (2013) argues that a speaker can also be undermined in their capacity as a producer
of knowledge; an inquirer and investigative subject who asks questions, evaluates
knowledge, issues interpretations, probes and interrogates knowledge and opinions. Yet, in
the classroom environment, it is the listeners who are undermined in this way where they
are only viewed as ‘informants’ from whom to glean information, or prescribed answers.
Gleaning information may comprise the rehearsal of transmitted information whereby young
people may be dismissed, or attributed low credibility, if they cannot regurgitate this
prescribed information on cue; such discrediting may be understood to be based on memory
rather than credibility and this form of injustice may track them into other aspects and
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dimensions of their classroom relationships, such as how young people are perceived by their
peers.

When treated as an informant, young people’s capacity to convey information and impart
knowledge is at the service of the teacher’s questions, assessment and interpretations. When
this is the only way in which young people are treated, there is ‘no full and equal epistemic
cooperation’ (Medina, 2013: 92). This is because ‘informants’ are permitted one form of
communicative activity: passing and transmitting knowledge and opinions. Assuming that
silencing is avoided when subjects are treated as informants (that is, as sources of
information, or, to use my term, ‘regurgitants’) is wrong; their capacities as knowers can still
be undermined and constrained because they are treated merely as an informant with no
equal footing which excludes them from ‘formulating hypotheses, probing and questioning,
assessing and interpreting knowledge and opinions’ (Medina, 2013: 92). It is here, when
applying Fricker’s framework to young people’s participation rights in the context of school,
that the demarcation between the hermeneutical and testimonial injustices, and their
associated silences, becomes, perhaps, more muddied, because of the categorisation of
injustices.

Whilst Fricker (2010) intended the idea of epistemic injustice to be an umbrella category,
Christopher Hookway (2010) suggests that there are some cases where the injustices
involved are not straightforwardly testimonial or hermeneutical, and that forms of epistemic
activity are more diverse than testimony on one hand, and interpretation of social experience
on the other. Consequently, Hookway warns that Fricker’s account of epistemic injustice
could give the impression that we need only take account of the impact of epistemic injustice
on people’s abilities to transmit knowledge or receive information; what he calls the
‘informational perspective’. Fricker (2010: 175) acknowledges that greater clarity may be
achieved if ‘testimonial injustice’ was reserved for ‘testimony proper’, and other labels used
to differentiate discursive epistemic injustices, as Hookway (2010) suggests, around the
‘participant perspective’, but maintains that the best way to categorise the kind of discursive
injustice Hookway identifies is in relation to the broad category of testimonial injustice.

Hookway (2010), in turn, argues that it might be more enlightening to adopt a wider
conception of what counts as participating in epistemic activities, or knowledge practices
because much of our participation in epistemic activities does not actually involve claims to
knowledge. It is this consideration of the informational and participant perspective which are
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particularly apt when applying Fricker’s testimonial injustice to young people in educational
settings. The informational perspective centres around the reliability and trustworthiness of
a subjects’ testimony39, whereas a participant perspective centres around the competence
and trustworthiness of the subject’s epistemic activities; evaluations that are completely
diverse. We may do someone an epistemic injustice by treating them as though they do not
have the capacity to ask interesting and relevant questions, a consideration that is significant
when applied to a classroom context. Fricker (2010) contests this perceived shortcoming of
her framework, however, pointing out that she acknowledges both testimonial and
hermeneutical injustice as basic forms of epistemic injustice from which most others,
particularly those of a discriminatory kind, can be seen to stem and directs attention to her
explanation of testimony:

The phenomenon I call testimonial injustice is not in fact confined to testimonial exchange, even
allowing that we intend testimony in its broadest sense to include all cases of telling. Prejudicial
credibility deficit can, after all, occur when a speaker simply expresses a personal opinion to a hearer,
or airs a value judgement, or tries out a new idea or hypothesis on a given audience. (Fricker, 2007:
60)

Nevertheless, Hookway’s (2010) argument that when a participant perspective is taken, a
student is wronged not because the teacher gives deflated credence to his testimony (as is
the injustice from the informational perspective), but because the teacher refuses to
recognise him as a participant in the debate. This perspective is useful here because it
demands a more specific and localised application of Fricker’s framework to the experiences
of children and young people. When young people’s participation is influenced by the
stereotypes and prejudices detailed under Fricker’s framework, we treat the person
specifically as a non-participant, not just as a non-knower. Participation, according to
Hookway (2010), is not a matter of merely exchanging testimony: ‘it involves asking
questions, floating ideas, considering alternative possibilities and so on’ (Hookway, 2010:
156); what Medina (2013) considers to be an ‘inquirer’. Prejudice can, however, lead to a
subject being perceived as a poor performer at the activities that are supposed to be
definitive of their identity, and thereby the subject may be recognised as unable to
participate (Hookway, 2010). This might be because, for example, certain young people are
seen as unable to follow instruction, or to use equipment safely.

39

A third-personal standpoint according to Darwall (2006).
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Hookway demonstrates his argument with an illustrative example: when a student asks for
information regarding a discussion, the teacher is readily available to provide this
information; when a student states that they do not understand, her testimony is readily
accepted and appropriate information provided (broadly speaking). However, if a student
raises a question that is not a request for information, but is a contribution to continuing
debate, then a teacher may make a presumption of irrelevance and ignore the question, or
construe the question as a request for information. In this scenario, the student is treated as
someone who can ask for and provide information, but not as a participant in the discussion.
Hookway (2010) uses this example to argue that this treatment of the student is based upon
stereotypical views of the value of student testimony to debate. Underlying such a
stereotype is an assumption that progress is not possible by identifying what the student is
trying to express, and helping her to focus her ideas and master the skills that will aid her
participation in collaborative inquiry. Owing to prejudice, which inheres in the social
imagination detailed by Fricker, the teacher does not respect the student as a potential
contributor. Whilst asking a question is not an assertion, this might also be a contribution to
a collaborative discussion which has an epistemic character and should, therefore, be
regulated in accordance with epistemic norms (Hookway, 2010).

3.1.3 Harm and Culpability
Fricker (2007) suggests that it is in taken for granted spaces that the most clandestine
occurrences of epistemic injustice take place, and in which they become normalised. In
education, we rarely understand the epistemic domination of young people as an injustice,
and it is accepted as an institutional inevitability. Ultimately, hermeneutical injustice is a form
of structural discrimination whereby the injustice is a matter of some groups being
disadvantaged by a collective deficit and where they are prejudicially excluded from
participating in the sharing of knowledge. The harm resides in what Fricker calls a situated
hermeneutical inequality whereby a subject is unable to make communicatively intelligible
something it is in their interests to be able to make known. Hermeneutical injustice is,
therefore, a type of injustice that appears when there are interpretative obstacles to
experiences being recognised, named and expressed. This injustice affects people differently
in how they are silenced, depending on what the powerful want to keep concealed or
unknown.
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The primary harm of hermeneutical injustice also resides in the construction of selfhood; it
can mean that a person is socially constituted as, and caused to be, something they are not
and which it is not in their interests to be. Hermeneutical injustice has, therefore, an identityconstructive power as a feature of its possible primary harms as exclusion from the pooling
of knowledge, owing to structural identity prejudice in the collective hermeneutical resource.
Of course, there are secondary harms caused by this primary harm: ‘practical harms’ (Fricker,
2007: 162) such as restricting or damaging a subject’s faith in their own ability to make sense
of the world, and secondary epistemic disadvantages, such as a subject’s loss of confidence
which can cause loss of knowledge – knowledge that has been missed out on, such as the
refusal to learn – and can prevent the subject from gaining new knowledge40.

As with the harms of hermeneutical injustice, Fricker distinguishes both primary and
secondary harms of testimonial injustice but frames these harms in relation to the general
harms of epistemic injustice in the broad:

The primary harm is a form of the essential harm that is definitive of epistemic injustice in the broad.
In all such injustices the subject is wronged in her capacity as a knower. To be wronged in one’s
capacity as a knower is to be wronged in a capacity essential to human value. (Fricker, 2007: 44)

In the case of testimonial injustice, the harm is in being wronged in the capacity of a giver of
knowledge because it is the capacity to give knowledge to others, or the capacity for reason,
that is so significant for human beings. Therefore, when this capacity is undermined or
insulted, even in its least harmful instances, it is an epistemic wrong that ‘bears a social
meaning to the effect that the subject is less than fully human’ (Fricker, 2007: 44), and
individuals suffer from the objectification of a ‘passive bystander’ or mere source of
information as detailed above.

Fricker suggests that testimonial injustice excludes the subject from trustful conversation and
thereby marginalises the subject in epistemic participation which goes to the heart of what
it means to be human:

When someone is excluded from the relations of epistemic trust that are at work in a cooperative
practice of pooling information, they are wrongfully excluded from participation in the practice that
defines the core of the very concept of knowledge. (Fricker, 2007: 145)

40

See section 3.2.2 in this chapter for a discussion.

59

The capacity to give knowledge to others is one side of the human capacity for reason and
therefore being undermined in this capacity can cut deep considering that the inference is
that the subject is less than fully human. Fricker holds that the capacity to convey knowledge
– to communicate it – is essential to the possession of knowledge (Hawley, 2017). This may
lead to a secondary epistemic harm whereby the subject may lose confidence in his
intellectual abilities to such an extent that educational growth is hindered; that is,
educational attainment is reduced41. This is a grave danger to epistemic participation because
many conceptions of knowledge have some form of ‘epistemic confidence as a condition of
knowledge, whether it comes in as part of the belief condition or as part of the justification
condition’ (Fricker, 2007: 49).

In highlighting that many conceptions of knowledge hold confidence as a condition of
knowledge, the implications of this for a person who meets persistent or systematic
testimonial injustice are disquieting; as they lose confidence in their beliefs, and their
justification for them, they may lose knowledge. The mechanism whereby identity prejudice
prevents the sharing of knowledge also distorts a hearer’s credibility judgement and, in doing
so, distorts the hearer’s perception of the speaker. This is, of course, inseparable from the
speaker’s view of themselves; when people lack knowledge of themselves and others around
them, this affects their capacity to impart knowledge to others, and to receive knowledge
from others – their capacity to ‘hear and be heard correctly’ (Medina, 2013: 28, emphasis
added) is compromised.

Like hermeneutical injustice, Fricker also examines the secondary harm of testimonial
injustice as a causal constructive character whereby persons may become what they are
constructed to be – hysterical females or incapacitated children – which serves as a
justification for the original prejudiced credibility judgement (Fricker, 2007). In some
contexts, the prejudice operating against a person may have a self-fulfilling power whereby
the subject is constructed or constituted as the stereotype depicts, or the subject may be
caused to resemble the stereotype. Fricker argues that this is an example of identity power
‘producing’ the subject but simultaneously distorting who the subject really is42. While it is
difficult to empirically verify the self-fulfilling power of stereotypes in constitutive
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It is, of course, acknowledged that educational attainment is not to be equated with educational growth, but
low attainment of, for example, young men, might be explained by their loss of epistemic confidence.
42 Fricker acknowledges the resemblance of ‘producing’ the subject to Foucault’s productive power and discourse
around the ‘delinquent’ but rejects this framework of power owing to the distortion which takes place in
testimonial injustice.
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construction, Fricker argues that these stereotypes make themselves known through
expectations which have a powerful influence on people’s performance and this is no more
clearly seen than in teacher expectations. Fricker suggests it is not difficult to see how a
prejudicial stereotype might determine, in this case, teacher expectations in an unjust
manner where such stereotypes will serve to deflate the teacher’s credibility judgement of
students’ views, but may also ‘exert a causal force towards its own fulfilment’ (Fricker, 2007:
57).

Both hermeneutical and testimonial injustice have the power of identity-construction in
common, but hermeneutical harms are not inflicted by an agent; rather, these injustices are
a feature of the collective hermeneutical resource in the form of one-off blind spots or
lacunas caused by structural identity prejudice. Testimonial injustice, on the other hand, is
inflicted by individuals on individuals and there are, therefore, questions of culpability on the
part of the hearer. This culpability will not be ascribed, according to Fricker, where the
testimonial injustice is caused by bad luck, as when, for example, teachers view young people
with dyslexia or dyspraxia as having low literacy, or, perhaps, as having low intelligence, when
dyslexia and dyspraxia are conditions that are not understood43. This bad luck changes to
prejudice when it is clear that these are stereotypes about which there is ample evidence to
the contrary. In these conditions, people who persist in treating young people with such
conditions in ways that are harmful become culpable. Culpability is attributed when the
hearer has made a credibility judgement based on prejudicial stereotypes that is not in line
with the evidence.

Fricker (2007: 44) stipulates that the harm she is concerned with ‘is not the epistemic harm
incurred by the hearer or the epistemic system, nor any implied damage done to the
foundations of the polity and its institutions, but rather the immediate wrong that the hearer
does to the speaker who is on the receiving end of a testimonial injustice’ (emphasis added).
This means that when the roles of speaker and hearer are reversed in the classroom, the
epistemic harms inflicted by hermeneutical injustice and testimonial injustice on practices of
epistemic trust and freedom of speech are omitted from her framework. Yet, these aspects
of testimony are crucial in the consideration of young people’s rights in education to freedom
of expression, to seek receive and impart information and ideas, and their right to be heard
and taken seriously under Articles 12, 13 and 17 of the Convention.
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The fact that prejudice can inhibit speakers from successfully contributing knowledge to the
public domain reveals that testimonial injustice, as a consequence of hermeneutical
inequality, is a serious type of unfreedom, and following Kant, this freedom of our speech
situation is fundamental to the authority of reason itself. Fricker asserts that understanding
testimonial injustice has significance in understanding just practices of epistemic trust, but
focuses this harm on the immediate wrong done to the speaker by the hearer. Epistemic
harm incurred by the hearer and the epistemic system is acknowledged but not explored by
Fricker in her account of testimonial injustice and its harms. Consequently, by drawing on
Kant’s writings on respect, and the implications of harms to the hearer through the secondpersonal standpoint articulated by Darwall (2006), I now turn to articulating a theory of
young people’s participation, built on the foundational pillars of dignity, respect and equality,
upon which Fricker’s framework frequently rests.

3.2 Epistemic Injustice and Young People’s Participation rights
3.2.1 Epistemic Injustice, Freedom of Expression, and Respect
Whilst rights are themselves a form of power, and enable challenges to subordination and
oppression, rights rhetoric has also been used as a way of perpetuating hierarchy and
exclusion (Federle, 2017) and it is here that I suggest children’s rights, and the theorisation
of children’s rights, benefit from the epistemic injustice. The human rights pillars of dignity,
respect and equality might be understood to trace the progression between the testimonial,
participatory, and hermeneutical components of epistemic injustice discussed so far, and this
is, perhaps, reflected in these words’ etymological roots. ‘Dignity’ is taken from the Latin
dignus, meaning ‘worthy’ and is afforded to the individual; ‘respect’ is taken from the Latin
respicere meaning to look back at, or to regard, and which can be understood in reciprocal
terms of relationship; and ‘equality’ is taken from the Latin aequalis, meaning equality which
can be understood, in the context of this study, as being applied to structural and
environmental conditions44. Federle (2017) argues that rights claims command the respect
of others in society, and demand that one is taken seriously, an indicator of dignity. Indeed,
the normative core of justice is established by expectations of respect for dignity (Honneth,
2007) but, as Shklar (1990: 17) highlights, we think falsely of justice as the norm and injustice
as the exception ‘as if injustice were a surprising abnormality’, when in fact it is injustice that
is the normal social baseline. Consequently, the participation model presented at the end of
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this chapter in Figure 2 is framed by injustice. Fricker (2007: 1) conceptualises epistemic
injustice as a wrong done to someone in their capacity as a knower; indeed, the epigraph at
the beginning of this chapter captures the significant of ‘youthful unknowing’ and how this is
weighted against the force of maturity. Yet, epistemic justice represents what it is to be a
person worthy of respect:

I think it is obviously an essential attribute of personhood to be able to participate in the spread of
knowledge by testimony and to enjoy the respect enshrined in the proper relations of trust that are
its prerequisite. (Fricker, 2007: 58)

Honneth (2007) asserts that we understand injustice when, contrary to expectation, human
subjects are denied the recognition they feel they deserve. The distinction between a source
of information and an inquirer reveals a denial of respect in the two forms of silence
identified by Fricker: objectification and pre-emptive silencing. These silences, interestingly,
have implications for the trust that Cook-Sather (2006) argues is absent in knowledge
practices in schools45. Epistemic injustice illuminates participation rights because it is such
silence that occludes realisation of the right to freedom of expression not only in imparting
knowledge, but also in seeking, receiving and imparting information, and access to
information for the opinions held. MacDonald (2011) acknowledges that full application of
children’s right to freedom of expression is still evolving, but it encompasses the freedom to
manifest an opinion and the liberty to believe differently to others (Van Bueren, 1998); a
freedom that young people are not, perhaps, frequently afforded.

Perhaps most crucially, it is the creation of an environment of respect for young people to
express their views under article 12 that contributes towards building their capacities to
exercise their right to freedom of expression. Hookway’s (2010) example demonstrates that
owing to prejudice, a teacher fails to respect a young person as a participant in discussion
when they do not recognise a young person as able to participate, or able to express
themselves. Fricker (2007: 43) argues that the fact that testimonial injustice and prejudice
can prevent speakers from putting knowledge into the public domain reveals such injustice
as a ‘serious form of unfreedom’:

On a Kantian conception, the freedom of our speech situation is fundamental to the authority of the
polity, even to the authority of reason itself. (Fricker, 2007: 43)
45
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The second form of silence identified by Fricker – objectification – also helps to understand
why young people have the right to participate, and the right to be consulted on matters
which affect them in particular under article 12. Under objectification, young people are
reduced to informants, from whom information is to be gleaned, rather than as inquirers,
and are excluded from participating in sharing knowledge. This relegates them to passive
sources of information, and their right to freedom of expression is contravened as their right
to seek, receive and impart information is restricted. This deprives young people of a
‘fundamental sort of respect’ (Fricker, 2007: 132) which resonates with giving young people’s
views ‘due weight’ under article 12. This due weight is assessed against age and maturity, yet
helps to explain why young people, when they do explain their situations and experiences,
are dismissed with deflated credibility. One example of this might be where a young person
and their teacher come into conflict; a young person has the right to express their views in a
matter which directly affects them, yet owing to the hermeneutical structure and
organisation of the school which positions young people as ‘immature, ‘unreliable’, or
sometimes ‘dishonest’ owing to their age, their contributions and perspectives are excluded.
This may also, of course, account for silence on the part of young people in such scenarios in
which they foresee such dismissal by adults.

This is where, I suggest, a theorisation of participation rights has a key contribution. This is
because it addresses the harm done to the hearer (owing, of course, to the reversal of hearer
and speaker roles in the classroom) which Fricker’s analysis does not include in her focus on
harm to the speaker. A second-person standpoint which takes account of the hearer, I argue,
is beneficial because this is the perspective taken up when we make and acknowledge claims
on another’s conduct and will; making a claim or a demand presupposes the authority with
which to make it. Indeed, McCrudden (2008) identifies three broad elements to the concept
of dignity: intrinsic worth on account of being a human; recognition that this worth should
be respected by others; and assertion that the state should be seen to exist for the individual
and not vice versa; that is, the role of the state in securing a conception of children based on
their dignity (Tobin, 2013). This is Darwall’s (2006) central claim: the dignity of persons has
an irreducibly second-personal element which includes the authority to demand certain
treatment from others46. When second person perspectives are considered in the reciprocal
nature of knowledge participation – the positioning of the hearer in this case – issues of
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respect are invariably at stake (Darwall, 2006). Respect is the fitting response to dignity
because in respecting someone we see them as having dignity or authority. The dignity of
persons is the standing of a moral equal: the authority to make claims and demands of one
another. This theoretical modelling of the role of respect in epistemic justice resonates with
Federle’s (1994a) assertion that having a right means having the (identity) power to
command respect, to make claims and to have them heard. As young people are not viewed
as having dignity or authority, owing to the stereotypes against young people represented in
the social imagination, this explains why young people are viewed as being powerless and,
as a direct consequence, why they are not accorded respect. In not granting respect to young
people in their participation in knowledge practices, their participation rights are infringed.

This type of objectification results in dehumanisation because all humans are more than
mere objects and it is here that Fricker adopts a Kantian conceptualisation of personhood
and respect to identify whether or not such treatment amounts to dehumanisation. She
applies a ‘cognitive counterpart to Kant’s practical rationality conception of what constitutes
immoral treatment of another person – treating them in a way that denies or undermines
their status as a rational agent’ (Fricker, 2007: 136). In Kant’s formulation of the person,
treatment of a person is morally acceptable, or otherwise, depending on whether the person
is being treated as a means compatible with their being simultaneously an end in themselves,
or alternatively as a mere means – an informant. This conception of morality is concerned
with one person undermining another’s status as a rational being; both hermeneutical and
testimonial injustices are instances of undermining an aspect of a person’s rationality which
is essential to human value (Fricker, 2007).

Those who are struggling to make sense and to articulate this struggle are persistently
unheard and any attempts at making new meanings are blocked or ignored (Medina, 2013).
Owing to the difficulty in expressing and interpreting certain matters because of
hermeneutical injustices, some individuals’ credibility can be undermined. However, their
lack of credibility can also call into question the intelligibility of their formulations and
interpretations, especially when they are advocating new meanings – in the form of inquiry
– and trying to make sense in the face of hermeneutical limitations and marginalisation.
Assuming that all silencing and objectifying are avoided when speakers are treated as
informants is, according to Medina, inaccurate, because their epistemic voices – and
therefore their epistemic participation – are limited and subordinated to that of an inquirer’s
(in this case, the teacher). The communicative relations that are fundamental to such
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knowledge practices must be reciprocal in principle with the roles of inquirer and informant
being reversible (Medina, 2013). Darwall (2006) reminds us that respect for dignity is
acknowledgement of authority which is always implicitly reciprocal (Darwall, 2004), which
also reminds us of the reciprocity of respect with regard to rights: ‘rights tied to power create
zones of mutual respect for power that limit the kinds of things we may do to each other’
(Federle, 1994a: 366). This reciprocal and respectful theorisation of participation in
knowledge practices also allows for dissonance or disagreement where roles of inquirer and
informant are reversible and it is on this form of resistance presented in Fricker’s framework
that the next section proceeds.

3.2.2 Epistemic Resistance and Ignorance
In her discussion of hermeneutical harm, Fricker also discusses the dissonance or rebellion
of subjects against the construction of their identities, giving the example of Edmund White’s
autobiography A Boy’s Own Story which tells the story of his growing up in 1950s America as
a boy with homosexual identity, and details the contemporary constructions of
homosexuality that were at odds with the young man’s experiences of his own sexual identity
and desires. Unable to articulate aspects of his experience, however, led to a rebellion in the
form of denial:

Denial is the first stage of the double-think (the sleight of hand, the act of bad faith) that is required in
order to rebel against internalized yet falsifying hermeneutical constructions of one’s social identity.
(Fricker, 2007: 165)

Authoritative constructions can have a constitutive effect on personal identity; a matter of
what a person in their social identity counts as in social terms. In Edmund White’s social
identity as a gay man, this was a ‘vampire-like creature’: collectively endorsed meanings
attached to homosexuality that have the power to constitute a person’s being. These
authoritative constructions, however, influence us collectively, but not uniformly, and this,
according to Fricker, can create a sense of dissonance between an experience and identity,
and the constructions that exist in the collective hermeneutical resource. In Edmund White’s
case, this was a playful resistance to such social meanings.

Fricker proceeds to argue that what makes dissonance possible is that finding one or more
of the constructions of identity absurd, ridiculous, or shameful gives a subject critical courage
which leads to what she terms further ‘hermeneutical rebellion’ (p167). Medina (2013)
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follows this suggestion of dissonance with an epistemology of resistance, calling for epistemic
resistance which undermines and transforms normative structures that govern practices that
render unequal access to and participation in knowledge sharing (Medina, 2013). Practices
and experiences of resistance cannot be understood exclusively in oppositional terms,
however; resisting is not always a matter of resisting from the outside, or of experiencing a
clash of forces because it can take many other forms such as feelings of being pulled in
different directions from the inside (Medina, 2013), or of feeling tension, or a state of
ambiguity or perplexity – experiences that can be expressed through silence.

Medina (2013) identifies two types of epistemic resistance that subjects either exercise, or
endure, in epistemic exchanges. These are internal and external resistances, and each type
can be either positive or negative. Internal resistance is an internal force that counteracts or
opposes external epistemic influences and can be positive where it unmasks prejudices, but
can also be negative where it involves a reluctance to learn or a refusal to believe. This is a
form of stubbornness that impedes knowledge (Medina, 2013). Alternatively, external
resistance can be positive as it produces epistemic friction which forces subjects to be selfcritical and reflexive, and to compare and contrast beliefs and justifications. These external
resistances can also be negative, however, insofar as they produce a silencing on beliefs,
censorship, or inhibiting the formation of belief, questions and inquiries in the first place.
Notably, negative presentations of these resistances take various forms of silence.

Alternatively, Darwall (2006) suggests that reactive attitudes and actions of resistance
implicitly address second-personal reasons to the violator that seek to re-establish reciprocal
recognition, for example, by indignation or resentment. That is, the grounds for dignity of
persons (that is, the authority to demand certain treatment from others) are grounds for
resistance. These ‘attitudes’ address others in a way that views them as persons who have
offended against the second-personal authority to make claims or demands; the dignity of
the person. Reactive attitudes, and their resistant character, therefore, always concern a
form of respect for the dignity of the person because the implicit aim of reactive attitudes is
to make others feel our dignity and demand for respect. Indeed, Darwall (2006) argues that
when someone to whom one addresses a claim or demand refuses to give a hearing, this is
disrespect, which he further argues is a violation of, and affront to, dignity. It is clear that the
concept of listening goes, therefore, to the core of respecting young people’s participation
rights, and in particular to the weight attributed to their opinions on matters which affect
them under article 12.
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3.2.3 Making Amends: The Responsible Hearer
Burroughs and Tollefsen (2016) argue that children as a class are subject to testimonial
injustice as a consequence of prejudicial stereotypes of children’s incapacity, and
incompetence which depict young people as irrational and unreliable, a social identity
accessed through the social imagination which has crystallised images of children as lacking
in credibility. Accordingly, they suggest that children’s testimony should be evaluated
alongside the relationships that support (or otherwise) individual young people’s
development as testifiers, and that adults can provide this support by being ‘responsible
hearers’ as presented in Fricker’s framework. If the epistemic practice of having a voice and
offering this voice in the form of testimony goes to the heart of what is means to be human
(Fricker, 2007), then our obligation to uphold young people’s participation rights in the
Convention is to listen, and to attribute credibility to young people’s testimony.

Whilst epistemic injustice – in both forms – carries particularly detrimental harms in the form
of disrespect and discredit, it must be asked how these harms can be mitigated and
addressed. Burroughs and Tollefsen (2016) suggest that children develop identities as
reliable ‘testifiers’ (or otherwise) by virtue of their treatment as a ‘responsible hearer’
(Fricker, 2007: 66, 76). Models of participation, then, must pay greater attention to the role
and responsibilities of adults and their ability to actively listen to, and hear, children and
young people (Burroughs and Tollefsen, 2016). Rinaldi (2006) argues that listening requires
a suspension of our prejudices, and wherever there are identity prejudices in the collective
social imagination, there is a risk of testimonial injustice which raises the question of whether
it is possible to identity a specific quality that a hearer needs in order to counteract the risk
of letting prejudice distort their perceptions of speakers. As a response to epistemic injustice,
Fricker outlines an account of ‘virtuous’ hearing, or ‘responsible’ hearing whereby hearers
must exercise a critical and reflexive awareness of identity prejudices that can inform their
credibility judgements, as well as a critical and reflexive awareness of their own identity and
how these respective identities may impact the intelligibility of not only what the speaker is
saying, but how they are saying it:

For a hearer to identify the impact of identity power in their credibility judgement they must be alert
to the impact not only of the speaker’s social identity but also the impact of their own social identity
on their credibility judgement… [T]estimonial responsibility requires a distinctly reflexive critical social
awareness. The hearer must factor into his net credibility judgement the likely impact on his
spontaneous perception – and if possible the impact on the speaker’s actual performance too – of the
relation of identity power that mediates between himself and the speaker. (Fricker, 2007: 91)
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It is this reflexive sensitivity, according to Fricker, that allows a correction in the initial
credibility judgement where incomplete or uncertain intelligibility of what the speaker says
has led to judgement of low credibility. Silent reflexivity is imperative for listening; Fricker
suggests that the virtuous hearer in doing so may help to generate dialogue with the speaker
in a more inclusive hermeneutical micro-climate; the environment the Committee speak of
in their General Comment (UN, 2009 para. 23 and 81). Such dialogue demands a proactive
and socially aware kind of listening which ‘involves listening as much to what is not said as to
what is said’ (Fricker, 2007: 171-172); that is, listening to silence47.

Just as Fricker suggests that it is necessary to think about how to be responsible hearers in
the case of social groups that are subjected to systematic discrimination, it is necessary to
think about being responsible hearers for children; this includes paying more attention to the
responsibilities of adults in providing young people with the opportunity to be testifiers
(Burroughs and Tollefsen, 2016); that is, to participate epistemically, and to be ‘knowers’.
This demands a relational model of young people’s epistemic participation that includes the
adult and their capacity to create conditions for the young person to be heard epistemically.
This, of course, demands active listening (Burroughs and Tollefsen, 2016). Active listening is
fundamental to communication as it is ‘a condition of possibility for a speaker to be heard’,
and it is the skill of speakers which attracts the majority of attention in theories of testimonial
exchange, and communication generally (Burroughs and Tollefsen, 2016: 371). When
performed well, active listening is generative: it creates and sustains speakers’ voices and
creates the environment for young people to exercise their participation rights. This model
of participation gives young people not only opportunity to speak but a zone in which to form
their voice (Burroughs and Tollefsen, 2016), and with it, credibility.

Listening is impoverished, according to Gallagher et al (2017), by mainstream education
where sounds that fall outside structural norms are heard only as noisy distractions (Gershon,
2011). Listening by teachers is typically a listening out for, or a rehearsal of, what teachers
already ‘know’ and in such cases, it is teachers’ own social identity which may constitute a
barrier to hearing young people’s epistemic voice (Murris, 2013), and therefore a barrier to
their participation. What is required is an ‘emergent listening’ which ‘requires a suspension
of our judgements and above all our prejudices’ (Rinaldi, 2006: 65, emphasis added) –
47
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researcher in this study. This will be discussed in Chapter Four.
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assuming that we accept we have them. Young people must be attributed a role in leading
inquiry; this practice acknowledges them as knowers (Burroughs and Tollefsen, 2016).
Nevertheless, nurturing such active listening also addresses the corresponding duty on the
part of state actors (that is, teachers) under the Convention to listen to the views of young
people. It also addresses the potential pitfalls of such listening when giving due weight to
such views by conceptualising the views and expression of young people through the lens of
epistemic injustice and the capacity/capability debate that has afflicted participation rights
for children and young people.

It is difficult – nigh impossible – to assess children’s capabilities in a society that presumes
their incompetence, and this is perhaps a crucial structural concern in explaining why young
people do not assert their capacity: a recognition of futility (Federle, 1994a). What is needed
is a theory of participation rights that incorporates notions of power, and whilst Federle
(1994a: 367-368) has offered ‘some preliminary thoughts as to what such a theory might
entail’, this chapter has sought to build on Federle’s work and to propose a more developed
theory of children’s participation rights, drawing these notions of power together by applying
Fricker’s epistemic injustice. The theoretical model of participation is presented below and is
the conceptual framework that will be applied to the findings and discussion in the
subsequent chapters.
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3.3 A Theory-Informed Model of Participation Rights
Figure 2: A Theory-informed Model of Participation Rights
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3.4 Conclusion
Fricker’s exclusive focus on the speaker is at odds with the traditional classroom social
structure of the teacher speaker and the listener student to the extent that there is a de facto
reversal of roles. Teachers’ testimony is thus the norm owing to the structural conditions of
knower roles in school; when such roles are swapped so that young people temporarily
become the speakers, it is regurgitated testimony that they recite in the form of ‘answers’.
Therefore, the application of the theory has profound implications for the structural –
hermeneutical – conditions of the school, and the injustices that may inhere in answers to
the question of whether or not young people’s testimonial exchanges with teachers are
genuine testimonial knowledge and whether human rights are being breached in forms of
silence.

Although Fricker does not frame her theory in relation to children and young people
specifically, Burroughs and Tollefsen (2016) argue that children as a class are subject to
deflated epistemic credibility, highlighting the fact that Fricker devotes very little attention
to the impact of epistemic injustice on children and young people as a ‘class’. The epistemic
prejudices against children and young people are related to adults’ explicit and implicit
assumptions and prejudices about children and childhood, yet the literature has been
‘remarkably silent on child and how ageism influences what [adults] regard as ‘real’
knowledge and therefore by implication what it means to hear child’s voice’ (Murris, 2013:
248). Consequently, the negative stereotypes influence the extent to which children and
young people are viewed as authorities and help explain why little credibility is given to young
speakers who are conceptualised as ‘unknowing, irrational and immature’ (Murris, 2013:
249). This chapter addresses this marginalisation of young people as a class by overlaying
Fricker’s epistemic injustice theory onto young people’s participation rights to create a
bespoke theoretical framework that will explore students’ and teachers’ uses and
experiences of silence as a feature of young people’s participation rights at school.
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY
…rather like the intermittent humming of a bee on a summer’s evening, the sound seemed
merely to intensify the silence.
– Pat Barker, The Silence of the Girls

4.0 Introduction
Silence in school takes many forms, and these forms are underpinned by various purposes
and motivations on the part of both teachers and students, as discussed in Chapter Two; this
study of students’ and teachers’ uses and experiences of silence is framed, as laid out in
Chapter Three, by both epistemic injustice and children’s participation rights. At the outset,
as the above epigraph suggests, it is crucial to establish that the data collected was what was
voiced about silence, and this voice served to draw attention to silences in the course of
participants’ testimonies. This demands a methodology which attends to multiple
perspectives and experiences of silence, whilst actively attributing credibility to young people
regarding their testimonies, and their participation rights, and which addresses the
transparency that Lewis (2010) argues is needed in attending to silence in research. In this
chapter, I will present the methodology and research design of the study, explaining how and
why participants were identified for the study, what research procedures were chosen and
why, and the steps taken to implement these procedures. This chapter will also explain how
the data was analysed, and how themes were chosen from the data, finishing with a
discussion on the ethical considerations of the study and the limitations and challenges of
the methodology.

4.1 Research Objectives and Research Questions
As discussed in Chapter One, the aim of this study was to explore young people’s and
teachers’ uses and experiences of silence as a feature of young people’s participation rights
in school. My objectives were to explore this aim by a) examining silence through two
distinct, but related, lenses: epistemic injustice, and children’s rights; and b) contributing to
theorising participation rights which account for how silence may be both a form of
participation, and non-participation.

A research approach that brought together a theoretical viewpoint with those of the
researcher and participants was necessary for collecting data in the study because the
theoretical framework went to the centre of how young people were to be viewed and
represented. Consequently, the conceptual framework of epistemic injustice underpinned
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the research questions which attend to the examination of silences both as a participation
right, and as a feature of student voice. Accordingly, the research question that this study
endeavours to answer is:

How do young people and teachers understand, use, and experience silence in the classroom,
in school as a whole, and in relationships with others?

The exploration of this research question also addressed a number of sub-questions which,
addressing the first part of the research objectives, were informed by both the theoretical
lens, and participation rights:

i.

How do young people understand, use, and experience silence in the
classroom and in relationships with their teachers and peers?

ii.

How do teachers understand young people’s uses and experiences of silence,
and how do they understand, use and experience silence in their own
professional practice?

iii.

To what extent are young people’s understanding and experiences of their
participation rights characterised by epistemic injustice through uses and
experiences of silence?

The research design utilised in order to fulfil the research aims and objectives will now be
outlined, starting with the epistemological assumptions that underpinned the methods.

4.2 Research Design
4.2.1 Qualitative Research and the Interpretive Paradigm
This qualitative study is located within the interpretive paradigm which seeks to understand
the subjective world of the individual. Within this paradigm, a constructivist approach is
taken whereby individuals are understood to actively select and construct their own views in
processes which are rooted in sociocultural contexts and interactions (Cohen et al, 2018).
Hammersley (2013) argues that this requires researchers to focus on the processes that lead
to construction, and to the relationships between them, including how people collectively
construct their social worlds. This is appropriate to the theoretical frame of this study which
details how the social imagination holds conceptions of different social identities, and has a
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constructive and constitutive power (Fricker, 2007)48. Constructivism holds that researchers
must examine the situation through various perspectives and multiple lenses of individuals
to see how they make sense of their experiences. This forms the epistemological assumption
which underpins this study, and the justification for using ethnography-informed methods.
These will be discussed below.

4.2.2 Research Methods
Ethnography does not have a standard or well-defined meaning and consequently, there is
no single definition of what constitutes an ‘ethnography’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995;
2007). Hammersley (1990) observes that it is increasingly difficult to assess what counts as
an ethnography. The word ‘ethnography’ in its literal meaning is writing about people. James
(2001) argues that it is the use of ethnography as a research methodology which has enabled
children to be recognised as people to be studied in their own right. Ethnographic methods,
therefore, have permitted children to be seen as participants in the research process and as
competent interpreters of the social world, so that children are viewed as contributors to
this world, rather than uninitiated inhabitants (James, 2001). Ethnography has been critical
to the development of a perspective on childhood which, in acknowledging its culturally
constructed character, enables a view of children as social actors and competent
informants49 (James, 2001) which is also consistent with the choice of conceptual framework
which positions children and young people as competent ‘knowers’. The starting point for
what constitutes ethnography-informed methods in this study will be taken as Geertz’s
(1973) definition of ethnography which is an interpretive act of ‘thick description’. In Denzin’s
words, an ethnography:

presents detail, context, emotion, and the webs of social relationships. Thick description invokes
emotionality and self-feelings. It establishes the significance of an experience or the sequence of
events. In thick description, the voices, feelings, actions, and meanings of interacting individuals are
heard. It captures and records the voices of ‘lived experience’. (Denzin, 1989: 83)

The research questions are underlined by complex questions about the nature of
‘knowledge’, how it is created, and how this takes place within the epistemic relationship
between student and teacher. Accordingly, the methods chosen to examine these questions
in most depth are intricate, endeavouring to achieve ‘depth’ whilst attending to the
fundamental need to ascribe research collaborators with epistemic recognition and attribute
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See Chapter Three: Theory for a full discussion on the social imagination.
The term ‘informant’ is James’ choice; I prefer the term ‘inquirer’. For a discussion see Chapter Three.
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‘credibility’ to young people50. This examination of relationships and silences of course relies
heavily on the creation of relationships and observance of silences within the study itself and,
consequently, an ethnography-informed approach was taken to the research design because
this approach mirrors a researcher’s interaction with and commitment to the field of inquiry
(Arthur et al, 2012). The mosaic of data collection is appropriately drawn together in
ethnography-informed methods as it seeks to represent the realities of participants in a way
they recognise to be accurate, yet as a final analysis, the representation will be unlikely to
mirror singular subjective realities (Arthur et al, 2012). There is therefore no production of
‘authentic voice’ but rather of multiple perspectives and experiences (Thomson and Gunter,
2007). An ethnography-informed research design balances the incorporation of different
views, experiences and perceptions with the unpredictable nature of everyday life and
classroom practice. This is consistent with the constructivist paradigm of the research design,
which aims to be aware of, and capture, the ‘messy, multi-layered and non-normative’ nature
of young people’s experiences (Spyrou, 2011: 151).

The data that arises from different research methods are representations of realities which
are constructed culturally. Therefore, young people, just like adults, bring their experiences,
beliefs and emotions to projects which frame what knowledge can be produced (Thomson
and Gunter, 2007). The children’s rights paradigm recognises children as rational beings with
capacity to engage in the construction of meaning in their own lives (Lundy and McEvoy,
2011); from a theoretical perspective, this might be said to equate to recognition of a young
person as a ‘knower’51. If we understand ‘meaning making’ as knowledge, we proceed on the
assumption that knowledge is socially constructed and produced, a constructivist approach
which Lundy and McEvoy (2011) suggest is integral to children’s rights based methodology.
‘Voice’ here must, then, include the opportunity to experiment and explore different views
and conceptual understandings of the world by unpacking and deconstructing meaning and
concepts such that ideas such as representation of the world and not only experiences are
included (Cassidy et al, 2019).

This study adopts a children’s rights based methodology not only because children’s rights
are a state duty, but because it reflects how the researcher views young people, and has
implications for how research is conducted. When children are viewed as rights-holders, or
knowers, they are not only given recognition as ‘capable’ but also entitled to be engaged in
50
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See Chapter Three
See Chapter Three for a discussion of how children’s rights and epistemic injustice are considered together.
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this process of meaning making (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011). Children’s right to have their
views given due weight also applies to research projects involving children, a position
explicitly underlined by the Committee in their General Comment on Article 12 which states
that the right to express views should be located firmly in the ‘child’s daily life… including
through research and consultation’ (UN, 2009, para 14; Lundy et al, 2011). The implications
of this right have spurred a drive towards participation of children in research, and methods
that engage with young people as research subjects have become a common feature of
childhood research (Lundy et al, 2011). Skelton (2007: 176-178) suggests, however, that
‘ideal’ models of participation serve to confirm established patterns and practices, and
reduce possibilities for resistance and rebellion; participation, like ‘voice’ is held out to be an
‘unquestionable good’, but fails to recognise young people’s right not to participate, or the
implicit right to silence. The rights-based methodology chosen for this study, informed by the
theory of epistemic injustice, positions the young people as epistemic participants. This is the
case in principle, but also in the research process because how research is conducted and the
methods that are used impact on young people; their role is one of epistemic participation
in the construction of meaning, not simply as respondents (Lundy et al, 2011) or informants.
This allows them the right not to participate, or to participate in a manner that might be
resistant.

Alderson (2008) suggests that a major barrier to carrying out research with young people is
that we infantilise them by treating them as immature, and in doing so, the evidence
reproduces notions of their incompetence. Thus, a children’s rights-based methodology is
designed to increase opportunities for both children and adults to acquire knowledge
(Alderson, 2008), to build capacity of young people to express views on matters that concern
them (Lundy et al, 2011), and challenge power imbalances in the research process (Lundy et
al, 2011). Gallacher and Gallagher (2008) argue, however, that participatory approaches
understand power as a ‘commodity’ which is possessed by adult researchers and denied to
(that is, assumed not to be possessed by) young people. Gallagher (2008) suggests that it
may be more interesting (or more illuminating) to explore how power is exercised using
different techniques; one, it is suggested, being theory52. This suggestion that participatory
approaches should be understood through the lens of theory resulted in the application of
epistemic injustice which serves as a way of understanding the need for rights, and what
children’s participation rights should be: to have their views heard and not dismissed on
52

Gallagher uses Foucault’s work on power to generate insight into the nature of participation. This study uses a
different conceptual model. See Chapter Three.
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account of their age. The theoretical lens of epistemic injustice therefore informs children’s
rights-based methods and participation53. The research procedures that activate this
approach will now be considered.

4.3 Research Procedures
4.3.1 The Participants
I carried out this study in a controlled secondary school in a town in Northern Ireland54. This
school was chosen because of my existing relationship with the school as a substitute
teacher55. The study was carried out with students from Year 11: the first year of a two year
programme of study which finishes young people’s compulsory education in a General
Certificate of Secondary Education. This year group was chosen because I wished to attend
to the ‘evolving capacities’ of young people who, when entering Year 11, are reaching their
15th birthday, and because students would have established experience of school in order to
inform their participation. Student and teacher participants were chosen using purposive
selection; that is, I sought to carry out the study with three classes across the spectrum of
the streaming policy56 that applied in the school, and their respective teachers.

4.3.2 Young Persons Advisory Group
A Young Persons Advisory Group (YPAG) was set up as part of the rights-based methodology
which views young people as experts in their own lived experience, and who are, therefore,
best placed to advise the researcher on research procedures. The YPAG was set up before
data collection began in order to consult young people on how the study should proceed and
to gain initial responses to research design and the underlying theory. The YPAG was made
up of eight young people (four female, four male) from Year 12 who met with me once a
fortnight. Their role was threefold:
a. To advise on all aspects of the research project, including its processes and how best
to engage with other young people about the questions under examination57;
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See Chapter Three for a full discussion.
See Chapter One for a definition of a Controlled Secondary School in Northern Ireland.
55 This choice necessitates a reflexive approach to the ethical considerations associated with such a relationship,
which will be discussed at the end of this chapter.
56 Streaming in this school entailed separating students into classes based on their academic ability. My study
involved classes streamed by literacy and which pertained to compulsory literary subjects such as English, R.E.,
Spanish, and Learning for Life and Work.
57 The YPAG were not included in analysis or data, or writing up the results. This was because data collection
finished at the end of the summer term in June 2018 when members of the YPAG would have finished their
compulsory education at the school. My later attempts to arrange dissemination with the school were
unsuccessful. Once data collection was completed, I did not return to the school.
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b. To provide an insight into experiences of young people in order to inform data
collection methods;
c. To consult on questions I had throughout the data collection process.

The first activity to take place with the YPAG was capacity building. Lundy (2007) states that
Article 12 demands not only opportunities to express views, but assistance in forming them.
Indeed, Lundy and McEvoy (2011) state that a rights-based approach to participatory
research requires enabling children to form a view on the matters that affect them because
there is a widespread assumption in research with children that children have considered the
issues before, or that they are experts on these issues. This capacity building incorporated an
overview of the study and what it was about, as well as the research questions, using a series
of short tasks during which young people advised on, for example, what aspects of classroom
life should be observed in particular, and what was worth observing. Initially, the activities I
designed for capacity building included ranking exercises and card sorts. However, as the
YPAG became more confident, these were replaced with a more informal conversational
approach to sessions which they preferred; meetings were thus structured in a form that
reflected the wishes of the group. This approach became the basis of all sessions as I
consulted them on different aspects of the research design to clarify questions I had, and to
ask for their opinions as the study progressed.

4.3.3 Policy Documents
Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) suggest that in some settings, it would be hard to conceive
of anything close to an ethnographic account without paying some attention to the
documentary material in use. In this study, I examined the policy documents of the school to
establish a contextual basis upon which to understand and examine silence; that is, the policy
documents were instrumental in supplementing other data in the study, but not as a
standalone source of data. These policies included: conduct code; discipline policy; antibullying policy; and safeguarding policy. The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) report
on the school was also analysed for an understanding of the wider school context. These
policy documents were gathered at the beginning of data collection in school, but were not
scrutinised until after the rest of the data collection process was completed58 and at this
stage, the documents helped to explain structures, behaviours and relationships in the wider
context of data that had been gathered (McCullough, 2011). Of course, exploring a text often
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See section 3.6 Data Analysis and Interpretation for further detail.
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demands a focus not only on what is said but also on what is not said – the silences, gaps and
omissions (Rapley, 2007). In this regard, a notable omission was the absence of policies on
marking, assessment, teaching and learning, or homework.

4.3.4 Semi-structured Observations
Participant observation is, perhaps, the data collection technique most commonly associated
with ethnography, involving watching and talking to participants in order to discover their
interpretations of, and social meanings in, their activities (Brewer, 2000). Observations began
with a conscious decision to not focus too closely on what I wanted to observe, but rather on
a chronological account of what was there, together with what was suggested for
observation by the YPAG, and, as data collection proceeded, using these observations as a
contextual backdrop against which to understand data; it is important to acknowledge that
these observations were not data on their own, but served to illuminate data collected by
Community Inquiry (see section 4.3.6) and semi-structured interviews (see sections 4.3.7 and
4.3.8). That is, I wished to be more inductive than deductive: to note phenomena that might
otherwise be unconsciously overlooked, and to uncover aspects that may be unspoken, for
example, because they were taken for granted (Cohen et al, 2011) such as students’ position
as listeners in the classroom. For this reason, I carried out 50 semi-structured observations
over three weeks with a total of 27 teaching staff. These individual observations lasted the
duration of one lesson which, depending on the lesson being observed and the time of day,
was between 45 and 55 minutes long. Consultation with the YPAG formed the agenda of
what to look for which included: a) How students and teachers talk to each other; b) How
teachers address each other; c) Do students and teachers respect each other; d) Whether
young people challenge teachers’ knowledge and how the teacher responds; and e) How
students respond to the teacher when asked a question59. This was not an exhaustive list,
however, and I often returned to the YPAG to ask about other aspects60. The frame used to
record observations was, therefore, informed by the YPAG’s suggestions, but took a
chronological format whereby anything that reflected my study in some dimension was
recorded. These observations were documented by typing up handwritten notes taken
during lessons.

Of course, having worked as a substitute teacher in the school for some year and a half prior
to data collection, I was aware that I was not the typical ‘outsider’ and in this sense, the
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Field Notes dated 17th April 2018
Such as a tension I perceived in observations around asking permission to go to the toilet.
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observations I carried out were a variation of participant observation during which I acquired
a new role to research a familiar setting (Brewer, 2000). The use of observation as a mode of
data collection has potential to provide greater insight because what individuals do may
differ from what they say they do (Cohen et al, 2011; Robson, 2002). With a number of
research questions on silence, observation also enabled me to contemplate everyday
behaviour that may be taken for granted or go unnoticed (Cohen et al, 2011).

Observations took as unobtrusive and non-interactive approach as possible: I did not take
roles such as lunchtime supervisions, participating in Sports Day or attending meetings, but
took more of a ‘fly on the wall’ approach as I moved around classroom observations and
stationed myself at a spare desk in the conference room when I was not observing lessons.
On the spectrum of participatory observation and a level of distance where the researcher is
seen as an outsider, I positioned myself in the middle: I did not participate, or engage in
dialogue, with young people during lessons61, and movement around the classroom was
minimal, if there was any at all. This was partly out of deference for teachers who had allowed
me to observe their lessons, and whom I did not want to make uncomfortable, and partly out
of a consciousness that I was not a typical ‘outsider’ observer, having covered many Year 11
classes as a substitute teacher. Thus, a level of distance was important, in my view, in
negotiating both my access to classes, and my alternative role as a substitute teacher. This
was especially important as this phase of the research design was crucial in guiding
relationships with participants, establishing how groups and subcultures were organised, and
to understand interactions and relationships generally. One example of this was getting to
know the names of students and as time went on, reciprocal acknowledgment both in lessons
and, although less frequently, around the wider school environment. This provided a
relational familiarity upon which to begin the next stage of data collection: group sessions of
‘Community Inquiry’.

4.3.5 Field Notes
Field notes are a form of representation: a way of reducing observed events, persons and
places to a written account. In doing so, field notes reconstitute that world in a preserved
form that can be reviewed and studied time and time again (Emerson et al, 2001). Geertz
(1973) describes this as turning a passing event which existed in a momentary occurrence
into an account which exists in inscription and can be re-consulted. In this study, field notes
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often took the form of frantic jottings of interactions I witnessed or overheard, people I spoke
to, and records of conversations outside of interviews. Therefore, field notes were also a
form of observation, but one that was more incidental than semi-structured observations
because it captured interactions outside the structured classroom setting. They were,
therefore, unstructured in nature. These observations varied between lengthy exchanges
and short interactions between young people and teachers, between young people and their
peers, and between teachers and their colleagues. These were handwritten into a journal
bought for this purpose and normally took place either whilst sitting at a desk in the
conference room which I returned to when I was not carrying out semi-structured
observations of classes, and the room was free, or after the school day was over, whether
that be at school, or later at home. Unlike semi-structured observations, these notes were
not subsequently typed up.

4.3.6 Community Inquiry
Community Inquiry is based on the Community of Philosophical Inquiry (CoPI), a research
method that attends to children’s rights and which is founded on the pedagogical approach
established by Philosophy for Children (PwC); something of an umbrella term for all forms of
practical philosophy for children which are derivatives of Matthew Lipman’s original
Philosophy for Children (P4C) programme (Lipman, 2003, McCall, 2009, Cassidy et al, 2019).
As a deliberative, democratic dialogue driven by participants’ own ideas and thinking
(Cassidy, 2017), CoPI is congruent with a theoretical lens of epistemic injustice and
framework of knowledge in recognising young people’s capacity as knowers (Cassidy et al,
2019). The form used in this study has been termed Community Inquiry for two reasons:
firstly, I am not a trained philosopher and, therefore, do not have the expertise to position
myself as a practitioner of CoPI. Secondly, my use of Community Inquiry was not to pursue
philosophical inquiry per se, but to both position young people as ‘inquirers’62, and to uphold
young people’s rights under Article 13 of the Convention to impart information and ideas,
building their capacity for exploring the theoretical underpinnings of the research questions
in a facilitated and supported manner63.
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See Chapter Three for a discussion.
I did complete a Level 1 Philosophy for Children training course over two days with SAPERE – a charity which
supports the practice of Philosophy for Children in primary schools in the UK – in Glasgow 2-3 October 2017 for
the purposes of data collection.
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With a theoretical lens of epistemic injustice, it was necessary for the methods of data
collection to address the potential credibility deficit accorded to young people. Young people
have few opportunities to ‘experiment’ with their views, try different forms of reasoning and
to be listened to in doing so, with their views being carefully considered (Conrad et al, 2015:
115), demonstrating a great need for research methods that foreground young people’s
perspectives in a manner that does not rely solely on transmission. Community Inquiry
formed an opportunity for young people to reveal their understanding of issues underpinning
the research questions, and to do so collaboratively, not simply offering responses that are
mediated by adults and curriculum demands. This method has important implications for the
way in which adults are positioned in relation to young people and knowledge because if
knowledge is constructed in communal dialogue, then the adult is not the source of epistemic
authority (Barrow, 2015). Young people were presented with a space in which to ‘try out
ideas and to practise their reasoning about these ideas’ (Conrad et al, 2015: 120). In such an
inquiry, young people sit in a circle with each chair equidistant to their neighbour so that no
one is set apart as either an authority, or in order to subvert another’s contribution (Cassidy
et al, 2008). Traditionally, students read a short text and subsequently develop their own
questions in response to the stimuli. However, the YPAG suggested that stimuli were in the
form of short animations or videos to maintain engagement, and to overcome low literacy in
some groups. This procedure is presented in Figure 3 below.

The question for discussion was chosen for the young people. This reflected a negotiation
between young people’s epistemic participation and their capacity, and the practical
necessity of answering prearranged research questions. It is in this way that Article 13 of the
Convention ‘right to seek receive and impart information’ became central to young people’s
participation as a pre-requisite to the effective fulfilment of the right to be heard (UN, 2009:
para. 19); it is a ‘precondition to the child’s clarified decisions’ (UN, 2009: para. 10). This
aspect of data collection was, therefore, perhaps something of a constant negotiation: young
people were prepared on the substantive theoretical issues underpinning the research,
upholding their right to receive information under Article 13 and, in accordance with Article
5, their right to be supported and guided by adults. This was done in recognition of young
people’s informed epistemic participation, not merely prepared for participation with
information sheets on methodologies (Lundy et al, 2011; Lundy and McEvoy, 2011).

83

Community of Inquiry sessions took place with three classes in total: one class in the top set
(group 1), one from the middle (group 2) and one lower (group 3). A pilot session64 was used
for two reasons: firstly, this method was new, both to myself as a researcher, and to the
young people. For myself, this method was not one I had experience facilitating, either in the
course of my teaching experience, or studies on the PhD programme. For young people, this
method was not one they would have regularly been involved in during their school activities
and this pilot introduced the concept to them. Secondly, as this was new, it was imperative
that that I had the opportunity to identify limitations and challenges in facilitating the
method prior to data collection, and that young people were informed about the method
before giving their consent. This is consistent with the Committee who explicitly state that
young people ‘must also be informed about the conditions under which she or he will be
asked to express her or his views. This right to information is essential because it is the
precondition of the child’s clarified decisions’ (UN, 2009 para. 25). Young people were
informed that the content of the pilot would not be used as data. All classes, regardless of
streaming, tackled the same three questions following this pilot which were: a) What is
knowledge? b) What is power? and c) What is silence?65 Following the pilot sessions, 42
young people in total across all three classes consented to participation (18 from top stream,
13 from the middle stream, and 12 from the lower stream). Attendance varied, however,
with extra numeracy support during the timetable block that we had sessions in and other
student absences, so group sessions ranged from around seven young people to 18 when
fully attended. It is partially because of this sometimes fluctuating attendance, especially
during the busy summer term, that gender balance in groups was not possible to attain.

Once the question for each session was shared, participants built on one another’s ideas,
following the inquiry wherever it may lead (Murris, 2016). Young people developed their own
positions in response to this question, and considered arguments for and against their
respective positions, in order to judge which were more reasonable and congruent with the
arguments of others (Golding, 2015). My function was as a facilitator, treading a fine line
between keeping participants on track to answering the question, but without leading the
discussion or directing conclusions. MacClure (2017) highlights that in order for research to
be truly participatory, methodologically, adult researchers must cede control of aspects of
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The question used for this particular session was whether it was ever acceptable to lie to others.
The stimuli for each session were as follows: a) and b) video extract from Harry Potter films; and c) John Cage’s
4”33 composition. John Cage was an American experimental composer, in whose compositions silence often
played an integral part.
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inquiry to young people in order to yield reciprocal pedagogical benefits. However, to
develop participants’ inquiry, some prompting was necessary in order to encourage young
people to give reasons for and against, examples and counter-examples. This was necessary
as some groups found it difficult to overcome prolonged periods of silence; others reflected
silently but did not wish to share their reflections. When met with a prolonged silence, I often
moved on in recognition that silence reflected young people’s ‘valid wish not to respond’
(Lewis, 2010: 19), or that they simply had nothing, or nothing further, to add.
Figure 3: Community Inquiry Procedure

Group seated in
circle

Stimulus: picture;
video clip; piece of
music

Thinking time: initial
responses &
reactions

Group inquiry:
discussion of views;
opinions;
experiences

Question

Lewis (2010) emphasises that attending to silence in methodology demands scrutiny of
silences within the context of evolving power relationships between young people and the
researcher. Participants need not necessarily speak in order to participate and this was made
explicit before group sessions; many young people did not vocally contribute, but
participated by listening, and by nodding or acknowledging specific contributions. Silence of
the community was a key feature of dialogue and played a vital role; it was not presumed
that a young person who remained silent was not listening or thinking about the dialogue
(Cassidy et al, 2008; Cassidy et al, 2019). Similarly, a silent participant does not mean that the
individual is not reflecting or being influenced and affected by the dialogue; they may not
wish to contribute and are exercising the right to their own privacy. For some participants, it
may take some time before they are willing or able to contribute outwardly, and equally,
some may take time to realise and appreciate the necessity and importance of silence
(Cassidy et al, 2008).
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The use of Community Inquiry as a rights based research method is new and has only been
used in ‘Community of Philosophical Inquiry’ led by Cassidy et al (2019) who warn that the
practice should generally be undertaken over time, and that without a skilled facilitator, a
group that is not experienced in Community Inquiry will find it more challenging to engage
with philosophical content. Whilst the approach of this inquiry was not philosophical, one of
the challenges was that young people were not accustomed to this format and at times found
it difficult to engage with. Given the time restraints on completing the study, plans for a range
of Community Inquiry sessions were reduced to three in order to ensure that the study was
completed by the end of the school year and so young people, perhaps, did not have
sufficient experience of the format of group inquiry. This particular limitation was perceived
in Community Inquiry sessions where young people’s silences may be at least partially
explained by their struggle to comprehend and navigate the format of the group session, and
to articulate their opinions and views in this structure.

4.3.7 Semi-structured interviews: teachers
Interviews are social encounters, not merely exchanges of information (Cohen et al, 2011)
and so interviews were carried out on the basis that they were both a conversation and
exchange of ideas as opposed to standardised questioning. Whilst the study focused on
‘student voice’ and participation, I felt it would be unethical to gain access to teachers’
lessons for observation, without them having the opportunity to engage in interviews
because observations might appear to be judgements about their professional practice. Heyl
(2001) highlights that ethnographic-style interviews include those in which researchers have
established respectful, ongoing relationships with their interviewees so that a genuine
exchange of views and purposeful exploration of meanings with the researcher can take
place. In this study, I found this interview style suitable because it allowed for gathering data
experientially and in research relationships characterised by greater collaboration (Heyl,
2001). Ethnographers tend towards unstructured or in-depth interviews, what Burgess
(1984: 102) terms ‘conversations with a purpose’, which is the approach I took to both staff
and student interviews.

In order to seek depth and ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973), I used questions that were
raised in observations and in Community Inquiry sessions to guide the interviews. Like many
ethnographers, I decided to use loose semi-structured interviews as this allowed me to retain
some control over interview content, enabling me to pursue answers to my research
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questions, but also to allow flexibility for both researcher and participant to explore other
experiences or views which teachers felt were relevant. Teachers were sent an interview
schedule beforehand with pre-arranged questions, but this was accompanied by a
qualification that it was not exhaustive: I explained that some questions may not be
discussed, depending on the direction the interview took, and that some questions that were
not on the schedule may arise from discussions. For this reason, no two interviews were
identical but followed the same broad themes of inquiry. An interview schedule for teachers
can be found in Appendix Two.

Discussions flowed in a way that felt like a more natural conversation, which were recorded
on a digital recorder with the exception of two staff members who did not wish to be
recorded. Of the 27 staff members who consented to observation, 20 teachers took part in a
total of 18 interviews (two interviews took place in pairs) between May and June 2018. Each
interview lasted approximately 45 minutes which equated to one period of the school day; a
small number of interviews were longer or shorter, based on what time teachers had
available.

4.3.8 Semi-structured interviews: young people
Community Inquiry does not seek a conclusion or consensus; to do so may lead participants
to consider the question dealt with and completed and suggest that there is no space for
disagreement (Cassidy, 2017), which would directly contradict the study’s constructivist
approach to ‘knowledge’ production as active, dynamic and evolutionary. It was important
for deliberative participation, and for participants to exercise their right to impart ideas and
express views, that young people were encouraged to think about the questions and
accompanying debates. James (1993: 85) suggests that ‘semi-structured interviews offer
people time to have second thoughts’. Therefore, interviewing young people offered a forum
in which to continue conversations that occurred in the Community Inquiry sessions where,
perhaps, they might have had further thoughts or dissenting opinions; it also offered an
opportunity to speak where young people may have exercised their right to silence in the
group sessions. An interview schedule for young people can be found in Appendix Five.

The semi-structured style of interviews created an increased possibility for the young people,
rather than the researcher, to take some control and direct the ebb and flow of the
conversation (James, 2001); indeed, young people sometimes used the interview as a vehicle
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to talk through problems and issues which were of concern to them and the semi-structured
approach allowed space for this. Silences were often for reflection and thought on the
question whereby the use of silence was a ‘space to ponder their views’ (Lewis, 2010: 19).
There were also ‘I don’t know’ silences which were recognised and acknowledged as
permissible and legitimate, emphasising the approach to silence as a positive choice and not
merely a ‘non-reply’ (Lewis, 2010: 19). This provided something of a ballast for young people
against adult driven demands which allowed them to engage more freely, to actively give
their consent, and to choose to withdraw participation at any time (Alderson, 1995).

Group interviewing was chosen with young people because it encourages interaction
between the group rather than simple response to adult questions, and also because they
are less intimidating for young people (Cohen et al, 2011). Group interviewing was also
chosen to temper what might be construed as an oppositional ‘adult interviewer’ versus
‘child interviewee’ model of dialogue by trying to help young people feel at ease. For this
reason, young people’s interviews were accompanied by drinking tea or coffee, and eating
biscuits. Young people were interviewed in small friendship groups of no more than three
young people; two young people were interviewed on their own. The gender make-up of
these groups ranged from mixed, to single sex owing to the fact that young people selfselected with whom they would like to be interviewed. Consequently, an analysis of gender
differences regarding experiences and uses of silence was difficult. Group interviews took
place in a small classroom normally used for one-to-one sessions, around four square desks
pushed together. This way, the site of interview was not oppositional and it began with
informal conversation. Often, young people used the advantage of having peers present to
interact with, and sometimes with whom to consult on their ideas and views. In total, 35
young people were interviewed across 15 interviews which were all recorded, with the
exception of one interview where one young person did not consent to this.

4.4 Data Analysis and Interpretation
Lewis (2010), in her consideration of child silence with respect to children’s right to be heard,
urges openness in how silences are reported, and attendance to how silences are coded with
explicit explanation of how silence is positioned in interpreting talk. The goal of the analysis
of silence is to illustrate a dynamic interplay between the spoken and the unspoken (Rogers,
2005) and it is therefore crucial to the integrity of the study to point out that the data being
coded and analysed were not merely silences. This data analysis and interpretation section
is applied to what young people voiced about silence, but simultaneously attends to the
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constructivist approach which views silence – and its social meaning – as co-constructed in
context. Therefore, it is crucial to stipulate which of the research procedures are considered
to be data in this study, and which form a contextual basis upon which to understand the
social meaning of silence. This is summarised in Figure 4 below:
Figure 4: Use and role of data in the study
Role of procedure in study
Research Procedure
Young People’s

Advisory

Context

Data



Advisory Group
Policy Documents



Semi-structured



classroom based
observations
Field notes



(unstructured, nonclassroom based
observations)
Community Inquiry



Semi-structured



Interviews: teachers
Semi-structured



interviews: young
people

The coding of data, therefore, attended to what young people voiced about silence. The
following section considers the data analysis and reporting aspects of the study on silence.

4.4.1 Coding for Silence: What was there?
As Figure 4 above indicates, data collected from the study consisted of Community Inquiry
transcripts and interview transcripts. Group sessions and interviews were audio recorded and
then transcribed orthographically as a verbatim record of what took place, including all
spoken words, cut-offs in speech, hesitations, false starts, laughter, silences, and pauses –
although these were all recorded as different manifestations of silence. Therefore, the gaps
and pauses in this study were not considered as boundaries of ‘voice’, but instrumental to a
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more complete understanding of young people’s voices and lived experiences. Commas
signal intonation that suggests the speaker is going to continue, and square brackets include
reference to tone including, for example, if a participant made specific gestures. Ellipses were
used to demonstrate when speakers tailed off in their speech, or paused momentarily
without this being long enough to constitute a silence, which was noted at 3 seconds. In
quotations, ellipses in square brackets were used to signal editing of the transcript, for
purposes of brevity. Sample transcripts are available in Appendices three, four, and six.

The data was analysed using Thematic Analysis (TA) propounded by Braun and Clarke (2006;
2012) as a systematic and sophisticated way of approaching qualitative data as a whole. This
was chosen because it suited the research questions and data collection methods which were
experiential and exploratory (Braun and Clark, 2012). Braun and Clark (2006; 2012) define it
as a method for ‘systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of
meaning (themes) across a data set’ (p57). This is important because the method enables
researchers to see and deduce meaning from collective, shared experiences and meanings;
typically, individual and idiosyncratic meanings and experiences are not the focus.
Additionally, however, Mazzei (2007) argues for the coding of ‘silent data’ because in most
cases, coding of transcripts undergoes a ‘disciplining’ which leaves out data that cannot be
‘readily heard, understood, and named’ (Spyrou, 2016a: 9). This data analysis therefore also
included coding for silence which is explained below.

This data analysis stage followed the six stage process advocated by Braun and Clark (2012),
beginning with data familiarisation, followed by generating initial codes. These codes took
the form of both semantic codes (content) and latent codes (interpretive and implicit
meaning), with the latter being more conceptual interpretations of the semantic meanings.
As stipulated at the beginning of this section, however, the data that was coded, analysed
and reported was voiced and the coding of the latent and implicit meaning was
supplementary to this voiced data. The above forms of silence noted in transcription were
thereby interpreted for their content (for example, veiled silence where spoken content was
coded), and also for their silence (for example, ‘I don’t know’, laughter, prolonged silences
or no vocal response). Some codes, therefore, reflected participants’ use of language, others
invoked the theoretical framework used to inform the study as a whole from the research
questions and it is here that silence was analysed and interpreted as meaningful. This stage
ended when the data set was fully coded, including any recoding or modification to codes
that was necessary. These codes were then collapsed or clustered into categories in
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accordance with shared unifying features in order to capture coherent and meaningful
patterns and insights in the data – what Braun and Clark (2012) call the searching for themes
stage, or stage 3.

In order to code the data and to subsequently select themes, NVivo software was employed
to methodically organise codes, and from these codes to identify categories. This process,
however, was far from streamlined and was found instead to be messy and complex. Braun
and Clark (2012) are careful to point out that what is common in data is not always
meaningful or useful in answering the research questions and thus I took care over what
themes I chose from the data. However, this turned out to be challenging. Initially, I had
planned to code the data set deductively, using the theoretical framework of epistemic
injustice as a lens, coding data only in its relevance or relation to theory. This approach was
quickly abandoned, however, because I found that responses were being ignored, and some
depth and complexity was lost, because they had been in some ways ‘delegitimised’ by the
restriction of the theoretical lens. Somewhat ironically, given what epistemic injustice is
about, what may not on the surface appear to be directly relevant initially, but which may
later transpire to be significant, would have been omitted entirely under this approach.

This deductive approach was deemed to rest on assumptions which may not be explicit or
visible at this stage of coding and analysis. Therefore, coding was carried out inductively in
order that data was not prioritised or ranked over other data and so that categories were
derived from the content rather than from concepts and ideas that may not be closely linked
to the data66; raising these codes and categories to the themes and theoretical framework
would take place at a later stage. One of the challenges with this approach, however, was
that I could not reverse bringing the theoretical lens to the data, and this can be seen in
naming one of the codes ‘hermeneutical injustice’ (See Appendices Eight and Nine). There is
something of a contradiction in terms here, however, and one which revealed analytical
tension during the coding stage because, despite my choice to code inductively, the
theoretical lens was still plainly present. Indeed, Braun and Clark (2012) acknowledge that in
reality, coding often uses a combination of both inductive and deductive coding; it is
impossible to exclude either because researchers always bring something to the data when
analysing it, and one approach tends to dominate. In this study, it is important to

66

Although, in this study, the questions asked during data collection were influenced and shaped by the
theoretical framework.
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acknowledge that coding was predominantly inductive as it prioritised data-based meaning
(Braun and Clark, 2012).

Braun and Clark (2012) also laud TA for its flexibility in being able to focus on analysis of
meaning either across the data set, or to examine one particular aspect of a phenomenon in
depth. As my data collection methods compiled data in a ‘mosaic’ approach, I decided that a
large volume of rich data would be lost if the analytical focus was solely across the data set.
Consequently, as well as reporting the semantic and spoken meanings, with a focus on the
concept of silence, it was important to also interrogate latent meanings, and the assumptions
and ideologies that may reside behind what is explicitly spoken (Braun and Clark, 2006; 2012).
Once data had been coded using NVivo, hard copies of the data were re-coded manually. This
served two purposes: on asking myself whether or not it was possible to code forms of
silence, I concluded that this was not appropriate using NVivo, but could be attended to when
coding by hand. Secondly, this also served the purpose of analytical integrity; what data is
analysed and given meaning and focus using software may differ from the focus and meaning
attributed to the data by manual coding. I considered this to be a more effective method of
interrogating the latent content and individual testimonies across the data set, or perhaps
more specifically, what was absent or omitted, or reduced to silence, as opposed to solely
coding the visible, spoken, and obvious, in an effort to compose a nuanced representation of
the data. A visual representation of how I analysed data can be found in Figure 5, and a list
of codes and their respective categories and themes can be found, together with an example
of a coded transcript, in Appendices 9 and 10.

Notably, at a later stage, I returned to the data to recode for gender differences because it
became clear that the absence of gender analysis was a limitation to the study. It is of course
acknowledged that the concept of gender is fluid and complex rather than ‘sex-group
differences’; it is a contested term which can be understood in terms of sex, or social
construction (Elwood, 2016: 247). Understandings of gender require nuanced
understandings of the notion as a cultural artefact which ‘affects young people’s identities
as learners, as consumers of knowledge and skills, as well as differentially mediating their
learning’ (Elwood, 2016: 247). In this study, gender as an analytical concept is viewed as a
social and cultural artefact which interacts with other factors such as ability to influence how
young people construct their identities; there are multiple ‘masculinities’ and ‘femininities’
(Elwood, 2016). A visual representation of how this was coded can also be found in Appendix
Eight.
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The coding stage generated a large volume of codes, not all of which were relevant to the
research questions; as a consequence of this, I found it easier to use the categories into which
these codes were clustered in order to identify themes. I found this stage challenging because
of the necessity to answer the research questions, but also to interpret these findings
through my chosen theoretical framework which presented a complicated and challenging
task. To address this challenge, I used a separate organisational frame for reporting the
findings to the theoretical frame I used to theme the findings for the discussion chapter. The
themes taken from the coding analysis were therefore constructed from their relevance to
the research questions, but primarily from the theoretical framework and it is therefore
important to acknowledge that the themes that I chose from the data were the ones I went
looking for – the features of epistemic injustice as they pertain to children’s participation
rights. This took place at stage four of Braun and Clark’s (2012) of ‘reviewing themes’,
followed by stage five ‘naming’ of these themes. In defining and naming the organisational
frame for reporting findings, it became clear that, whilst being distinct, all components were
interrelated. For example, a teacher’s definition and understandings of the concept of silence
will underpin both the practices of silence, and motivations for such practices which
culminate in very specific consequences67. Braun and Clark (2012) suggest that ‘good’ themes
are distinctive and to some extent individual, but also need to work together with other
themes in order to provide a meaningful and clear representation of the data. These
interrelated components of the findings were subsequently raised to the conceptual framing
to identify themes which rose above the organisational frame. These are discussed in Chapter
Six. These themes were then reviewed or audited in relation to the coded data and the entire
data set, establishing that findings were clearly derived from the data. That is, themes were
firstly checked against extracts of data to ensure it captured the data appropriately and in
the way suggested by the theme. Secondly, these themes were checked against the entire
data set, through the lens of the theoretical framework to ensure they were both relevant,
and answered the research question. This led to the sixth and final stage of TA: reporting the
findings.

67

See Chapter Four for how the data was presented.

93

Figure 5: Data Analysis Strategy
Stage 1: Data
Transcription
(familiarisation)

Stage 2: Generation
of initial codes
(deductive)

Deductive approach
abandoned

Stage 4 & 5:
Organisational frame
(findings) using
categories

Stage 3: Codes
clustered into
categories

Inductive coding
(NVivo)

Stage 4 & 5: Themes
for discussion

Stage 6: Reporting
Findings

4.4.2 Reporting silence: What is there?
The approach to coding silence was employed as an accessible and flexible method of data
analysis; a clear advantage of TA is that it does not become limited and restrictive (Braun and
Clarke, 2006; 2012). However, this flexibility can also be disadvantageous, leading to lack of
coherence when developing themes, and to inconsistency. This disadvantage can be
tempered, however, by making explicit the epistemological position which underpins the
empirical claims of the study (Holloway and Todres, 2003; Nowell et al, 2017). When readers
are able to examine the research process, they are in a better position to evaluate the
dependability of the research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Therefore, clarity of process and
practice of method is crucial; what is vital is that the active role of the researcher in decision
making is acknowledged and made explicit: the selection and reporting of data as choices
rather than ‘emergence’ or ‘discovery’, and the choices of theoretical framework and
methods employed must match the research questions (Braun and Clark, 2006). As discussed
above, the reporting of findings in this study was crafted through a separate organisational
frame to the themes. This frame was chosen because it directly answered the research
questions: reporting the findings, therefore, began with the definitions by which research
participants understood silence, which in turn informed how they experienced and utilised
it. These forms and practice of silence were underpinned by the purposes for which actors
were using silence, which yielded a number of consequences and implications. The
consequences and implications section of the findings served to move reporting towards the
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themes found in Chapter Six: themes chosen using the features of epistemic injustice. In
identifying these features from the large volume of data, interrelated themes of knowledge,
respect and control were identified as rising above – and joining together – the features of
epistemic injustice with young people’s experiences of silence, and their participation rights.
It must, therefore, be acknowledged – as per Lewis’s (2010) direction – that silence is
reported here not only in a revisioning of ‘voice’ and participation rights, but also as an
epistemological concept, owing to the conceptual framework applied to its interpretation.
Alternative themes could have included surveillance and panauralism (as opposed to
panopticism), with a Foucauldian lens; social class, with a Bourdieusian lens; or emotions,
with a liberal philosophical lens; conceptual frameworks considered for the study as stated
in Chapter Three.

Braun and Clark (2006) explicitly recognise the importance of clarifying the theoretical
position of TA because it can be both realist and constructionist, reporting experiences of
participants, or examining ways in which events and experiences are the effects of more
structural discourses. TA can thus be used as a method for reflecting reality, or unpicking it
and revealing what lies beneath the surface of reality; this study sought to do a combination
of both: by reflecting reality with a separate organisational (and more functional) frame for
the findings in Chapter Five, and unpicking this reality in Chapter Six. Similarly, in choosing
themes, because the study sought to illuminate what was not said as well as what was voiced,
the significance of themes was not decided on prevalence alone (although this was an
important aspect of it), but rather on what captured an important element of the research
questions through the lens of epistemic injustice. This approach addressed what Lewis
articulates at the conclusion of her call for a silent methodology – listening in interpretation:
…the rush to hear such voices masks the danger of being insufficiently careful about how we go about
hearing those voices and scrutinizing not just methods but also methodologies. Listening better
includes hearing silence and that silence is not neutral or empty. So listening better requires the
researcher or evaluator to be reflexive and reflective in decoding the encounter. Through this, the
interpretation of silence becomes an integral part of the analysis and, over time, could contribute to
the development of methodologies of silence alongside methodologies of voice (Lewis, 2010: 20;
emphasis added).

This naming stage underpinned what was distinct about each theme, as well as how each
theme fitted in relation to others, ensuring that each theme followed logically from the
previous one. This stage involved the deep analytical work required for TA, and the shaping
of analysis for writing. Thus, these two final stages of Braun and Clark’s model in reality took
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place together. This involved choosing extracts to present in the findings, and constructing
the narrative that brought each extract into the broader picture of significance in relation to
the research questions. Thus, this analysis began with general summary of the theme and its
scope, and worked towards extracts of specific examples of aspects of the theme which
offered opulent and evocative detail of meaning for individual participants.

4.5 Ethical Considerations
Before embarking on data collection, I submitted an application to the Ethical Approval
Committee at QUB which was approved68. A copy of this approval can be found in Appendix
Seven. This application detailed the purpose of the research, the methodology, and details
of data collection methods. Information sheets and consent forms were distributed to the
school principal, teachers, young people, and young people’s parents69. The information
sheets contained information about myself, the researcher, and the title and purpose of the
study, detailing the right to withdraw participation at any point during the data collection
process, and stipulating that all data would be confidential and anonymised. This was also
explained verbally to the school principal, teachers and young people. The rights-based
methodological framework emphasises participants' entitlement to information under
Article 13 of the Convention about the study, and opportunity to form their own views before
giving consent (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). In recognition of this right, I gave an assembly
to Year 11 on 22nd February 2018 where I gave a short presentation about the study. All
participants in the study – teachers, young people, and YPAG – were assured that the name
of the school, the town in which it is located, and all names of teachers and students would
be anonymised in reporting in order to preserve the identity of both the school, and the
participants in the study. All names cited in Chapter Five, therefore, are pseudonyms.

It is necessary to acknowledge that the setting of the school as a site for research will have
influenced the findings of the study owing to the very structural conditions that are discussed
in this thesis. If I had carried out the study in a non-school setting, or a different structural
environment, the findings may have revealed different experiences, and different themes.

68

Although non-interventionist, observations as a form of data collection requires the informed consent of
participants and the right not to be observed (Cohen et al, 2011) and for this reason, observations were included
on original consent forms. However, owing to problems with gaining access, and to reservations about whether
or not consent was informed, I approached the ethics committee a second time to request permission to observe
without written consent of young people but with consent of teachers and this was granted.
69 Parental consent was opt-out, in recognition of young people’s age; at 15 years old, whilst parental consent
was necessary and ethical, the opt-out nature gave recognition to the young people’s evolving capacities in line
with Article 5 of the Convention. No opt-out consent forms were received.
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The setting notwithstanding, however, the acquisition of informed consent was fundamental
to recognising individual agency and preparing a space for young people to share their views
and opinions, and respecting where they did not wish to do so, but remain as participants in
the study. On consenting to participation in Community Inquiry and interview sessions, young
people were informed that they could withdraw their participation at any time, and this
‘ongoing’ process of consent worked well. When data collection moved to the group
interview phase, I would tell young people which of their classes I would be asking for young
people to interview during, and they actively consented to interview by volunteering
themselves for interview as and when I arrived (with prior notice to their teacher) at the start
of their lesson. In order to obtain informed consent from young people whose role in the
study was in the YPAG, I designed a self-selection toolkit which included a short A5 survey
that described different attributes of young people (e.g. those who considered themselves
quiet, and those who considered themselves disruptive) with information sheets regarding
the study. These were intended to be completed during form time, but owing to difficulties
with access, I verbally guided young people through this information and stipulated that
consent was active consent; they could withdraw participation at any time, and that all their
contributions and suggestions were confidential.

Whilst it is not possible to remove the asymmetries of power in research, it is essential to
promote interactions based on respect. Groundwater-Smith et al (2015) stress that ethics, at
their core, are about the relationship between researchers and collaborators. For reasons of
confidentiality and consent, I did not include some data gathered from young people and
teachers. This is because, on one occasion, a young person confided something that they
stipulated they did not want other people to know; following a further conversation with a
group of teachers I construed an implied withdrawal of consent where a teacher asked for
clarification of confidentiality on the subject of this conversation at a later time.

I further suggest, as do Carter and Little (2007), that the ethics of a study extend to the
knower positioning that underpins the research because how young people are
conceptualised is fundamental here. In research with young people, how researchers view
childhood and young people more generally has direct and extensive implications for how
they conduct research (Kellett et al, 2004); this study acknowledges that children and young
people can be, and are, ‘knowers’ or participants in knowledge practices. Epistemology
profoundly shapes the researcher’s conceptualisation of the participant in data collection
and analysis, and it has ethical weight when we consider the axiological aspects of the
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cultural context that informs the value judgements made about what constitutes
‘knowledge’ and who is considered a ‘knower’ (Carter and Little, 2007). One’s
epistemological position matters because it will not only influence the choice of
methodology, but will answer questions about who can be a ‘knower’ and what tests beliefs
must pass in order to be legitimated as ‘knowledge’ (Harding, 1987). Knowledge production
is integral to the exercise of power and can work either for or against the status quo.
Therefore, researchers must make their positioning explicit (Thomson and Gunter, 2007).

It is important to make clear, given Thomson and Gunter’s warning, that my positioning in
the school for data collection was not neutral and I was not an outsider. Firstly, I came to this
study following what were, at times, some difficult teaching experiences in England in which
I struggled with one particular school culture. Secondly, teaching practice in Northern Ireland
was contextually located in an extremely challenging educational policy environment, where
a longstanding dispute over teachers’ pay and workload appeared to be reaching agreement,
but which was yet to go out to consultation. Many members of teaching unions have refused
to cooperate with school inspections since 2017, and staff morale at the school was very low.
The school itself was located in a deprived ward and its students were often difficult,
especially when the relationships between the school and students took place in a strained
policy environment. Personally, as a substitute teacher, my experience of the school was one
which was difficult and challenging because I was often not taken seriously by students who
knew I was a ‘sub’, and was not taken seriously by many teachers either, because of the high
occurrence of young teachers on the substitute teacher register as a direct result of the oversupply of teachers in Northern Ireland. This context made for a frustrating experience as a
substitute teacher whilst completing my PhD, but which provided the basis of my access to
the school for the study. Often, my respective roles as substitute teacher and research
became blurred where the school needed cover for staff sick leave while I was completing
data collection, and I refused requests to cover sick leave in order to distinguish this dual role
for the purposes of the integrity of the study.

The privileging of ‘voice’ in established qualitative research assumes that voice brings to the
present the truth and reflects the meaning of experience that has taken place already
(Jackson and Mazzei, 2013). This reflects an epistemological assumption about the nature of
social reality and an understanding of truth as a puzzle that can be made sense of provided
the right way of accessing and capturing it is utilised in research (Mazzei and Jackon, 2012;
Spyrou, 2016b). Instead of ‘giving’ young people a voice, it is necessary to reflect on the
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processes through which these ‘voices’ are produced, and to move beyond claims of
authenticity, not to look harder or more closely at what is spoken, but to see (or hear) what
frames our vision. In this study, my vision was undoubtedly framed by my frustrating
experiences as a substitute teacher at the school in question, and by my observations of how,
I perceived, some young people were treated; namely as ‘lost causes’ which was instrumental
in shaping the children’s rights based framework I applied to the study. It is acknowledged,
therefore, that different theoretical perspectives result in different research questions and
different methods for answering them (Lundy and McEvoy, 2011; Fraser and Robinson,
2004), and that these have been influenced by my own positionality.

In this study, the conceptual framework of participation which draws on both epistemic
injustice and children’s rights was applied to the findings and, therefore, it is necessary to
acknowledge that this personal choice may have yielded different interpretations from
alternative frameworks of interpretation which may have been applied. Much of the
frustration – and one key challenge – encountered during the research process was when I
had great difficulty gaining access to the school following the principal’s consent and where,
as a consequence of the subsequent time restraints, teachers appeared to dismiss my
children’s rights based framework and impose their own ways of selecting young people for
participation. In many ways, I navigated this positionality by going out of my way to assure
young people that I was there to listen to their voices, perhaps at the expense of considering
teacher perspectives in the challenging context outlined above. It is also necessary to
stipulate that at times during the data collection process, I found myself alienated from the
teaching staff, some of whom I believe, over time, began to view me as a threat, and this
added to the already identified absence of neutrality. This may also have contributed to
finding what was, in many ways, what I went looking for, owing in particular to what I
observed during my substitute teacher experience.

One of the most difficult challenges of the study was, therefore, ensuring reflexivity around
my own voice, and reporting the data in an account that did not use language to obscure an
interpretation from a position that was not neutral or objective. This was even more
imperative to the integrity of the study considering that Fricker’s epistemic injustice
framework urges reflexivity on the part of those with more powerful identities when hearing
the testimony of those who are marginalised in order to create a more inclusive
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hermeneutical (environmental) micro-climate70. This became clear to me when at a later
stage, as stated in section 4.4.1, it became clear that the absence of a research question
which addressed gender was a clear limitation to the study. Returning to the data and
recoding for gender was a good exercise for my own reflexivity because it became more clear
to me at this stage that my own facilitation of groups of young people – particularly mixedgender groups – was itself gendered, and one of the challenges was my own positionality as
a teacher. I found that I would use terms like ‘boys, I can’t hear’ or ‘listen, boys’ to prompt
young men to regulate their behaviour when talking over others, and myself, and to maintain
control of the group71; control which was what I later chose as a theme from the data as being
carried out by teachers owing to their positions of power in the school structure.

4.6 Conclusion
Reynaert et al (2009) call for more theory driven research where research questions are
formulated in relation to theory rather than in relation to the Convention (Quennerstedt,
2013), and Quennerstedt (2011) contends that explicit use of theory to analyse empirical
data or pursue arguments is not evident in a review of children’s rights research journal
articles, suggesting theoretical disparity in the field of children’s rights, and specifically in the
analysis of empirical data. In this study, Fricker’s theoretical framework of epistemic injustice
has informed the research questions together with children’s participation rights, which has
in turn shaped research procedures, and influenced data analysis and interpretation. In
interpreting through such a lens, it is important to highlight that theory, like practice, is
enmeshed in beliefs and values and consequently, the themes that were chosen from the
data analysis and interpretation are inseparable from such conceptual framing. The findings
detailed in the following chapter are a direct result of such a filter, and it is to these findings
that I now turn.

70
71

See section 3.2.3 for a discussion.
See section 5.3.4
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS
Rien ne rehausse l’autorité mieux que le silence, splendeur des forts et refuge des faibles72 –
Charles de Gaulle, Le Fil de l’épée (1932)

5.0 Introduction
As discussed in Chapter Four, the findings of the study are organised into four segments,
which are interconnected in a cyclical format. Participants of the study explored definitions
and understandings of silence, which in turn informed both their experiences and uses of
different forms and practices of silence, and an exploration of the purposes and motivations
for these; these four segments will be presented in this chapter. As proposed in Chapter Two,
the definition of silence that this study proceeds with is one which centres around saving face
in encounters with authority, whether as a stronghold, or as a refuge, a definition suggested
by the above epigraph. The final segment examines the consequences and implications of
the other themes, sometimes from participants’ own experiences, and sometimes from more
latent and inferred, or implicit, content in the data. As indicated in Chapter Four, the findings
were interpreted through the theoretical lens of epistemic injustice and this is discussed
below.

5.1. Definitions and Understandings
Young people and teachers were challenged to define silence, often prompted by asking if
they were explaining the concept to an alien, how they would describe it73. Overwhelmingly,
silence was broadly understood, both by young people and teachers, as the opposite of
‘noise’ or ‘sound’. The most common responses ranged from nothingness74 or nothing75 to
no noise76, no sound77, and not speaking78, even extending to denial of veiled silences as
‘silence’: It’s not silent, I’m still telling you something79.

72

Translation: Nothing enhances authority better than silence, splendour of the strong and refuge of the weak
As indicated in Chapter Four, all names indicated in this chapter are anonymised. They are not the real names
of teachers and students who took part in the study.
74 Group 2 Community Inquiry: ‘What is silence?’
75 David, Jack, Group 2 Community Inquiry: ‘What is silence?’, Group 3 Community Inquiry: ‘What is silence?’
76 David, Jack, Kyle, Ben, Harry, Charlie, Rachel, Sarah, Group 2 Community Inquiry: ‘What is silence?’
77 Emily, Ben, Grace, Group 2 Community Inquiry: ‘What is silence?’
78 Anna, Greg
79 Group 2 Community Inquiry ‘What is silence?’
73
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Other young people ventured beyond this to explore more conceptual and abstract
understandings, describing silence in terms of action or movement: as just sitting there80;
another described this as [n]ot saying anything, not doing anything. Sometimes you’re not
acting on anything, like, something that’s happening. That’s silence81. Although silence was
still framed in deficit terms, this was also distinguished from ‘no movement’: I think it’s no
action. Like cause you’re always moving, even if you don’t think about it. But it’s kind of,
you’re not actively doing something. You’re not walking, you’re not running, you’re just
staying there82. Similarly, another young person suggested that deficit definitions of silence
were insufficient because not acting on something is silence83.

Other young people held more interpretive visions of silence and challenged whether there
was, in fact, any such thing as silence, or whether the widely accepted definition was
sufficient in their experience:

Lydia: I think it’s just an interpretation like some people see silence as something and some others are
like no that’s not silence because sure you can hear things. But at the same time, like say you’re in a
classroom and no one’s talking and you can’t hear anything. Someone might call that silence, but then
someone might not because like the likes of your pen and stuff would be moving. So, it’s just an
interpretation.
AB: Very good. Is there a definition of silence then in that case?
Lydia: I don’t think so to be honest.

This interpretive example was summed up as When you ignore all the sounds around you and
like you concentrate on one thing. So you see it as silence, but it’s not84, and as turning your
ears off85. Similarly, another young man was pragmatic in his definition, suggesting that it
depended on what ‘silence’ was under discussion: if it’s silence in a classroom it’s just no
talking, there’s no, like, verbal interactions […] but, you know, you can’t really keep anything
real- like silent, like with no noise86. This suggests that silence as a concept is not absolute,
and is irreducible, but underlying this recognition, is a simultaneous, and paradoxical,
acknowledgement that when it comes to a classroom environment, silence is understood in
its absolute form as no sound.

80

Harry, Lydia, Sarah, Luke
Group 1 Community Inquiry ‘What is silence?’
82 Group 1 Community Inquiry ‘What is silence?’
83 Sarah
84 Lydia
85 Melanie
86 Ben
81
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Out of fourteen interviews with young people, six were challenged to define silence in asset
terms87, by what is ‘is’ rather than ‘isn’t’, to which many simply responded I don’t know88.
This may account for prolonged pauses or silences where young people processed this
request, often resorting to humorous subversion of the request in order to reiterate the same
point: it is when everyone is quiet [laughter]89. Indeed, laughter was a common response
throughout the data, perhaps as an act of subversion, but also, perhaps, to mediate what
young people may have interpreted as feeling uncomfortable90. Others responded using
figurative language to describe the abstract aspect of how they understood silence and its
uses:

Sarah: …it’s just… like blank. Like a blank sheet. And you’re all just waiting to put like your stamp onto
the sheet. If you know what I mean.
Rachel: A cloud because they’re kind of like clear, like a plain sheet.

This depiction of silence as a ‘blank’ or as an open book91 suggests that the concept is not
reducible to a single notion, but is viewed as malleable, open to whatever purpose is desired.
Interestingly, these definitions took broadly visual forms such as silence can be colourful92, a
paradox perhaps considering the broadly aural nature of ‘silence’ in its more literal form.
These images of silence were often presented in figurative language:

Connie: Quiet as a forest in the midnight. Like in the midnight. […] It’s very peaceful isn’t it? And it’s
nice and quiet. Cause you’re trying to think. […] Blissful and all.

The image of movement or ‘flow’ was used to capture silence in allegorical terms, framed by
one young man as restricting expression of opinion:

Ben: Silence is like a river that’s stopped flowing. So nothing’s moving.
AB: I do like that. It’s like a river that’s stopped flowing. Now I’m going to ask you another question.
What is it in the river of silence that flows?
Ben: Em… maybe it’s just your- I’d say maybe it’s your opinion, like your… ability to share your opinion
that stops flowing when you’re silent. [Animated] And so when the fish come along and it’s flowing,
your opinion’s helping them.
AB: [laughs] Who are the fish?
Ben: People.
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This sensory allusion to movement was an abstract reference to the exchange of views and
opinions. When silent, young people’s ability to share these was restricted, suggesting that
the understanding of silence was implicitly linked to knowledge and sharing.

Teachers broadly understood and defined silence in much the same deficit form, at the
outset, as complete quietness93 – an absolute notion of no sound. Three teachers responded
that silence is golden94, perhaps a wry pointed reference to what teachers feel they do not
get enough of. Other teachers described silence in figurative terms of defence mechanism:
as a shield95 or as a brick wall96; as putting your guard up97 and this led into the practice of
using silence as a barrier to stop somebody probing you further98. A variation on this aspect
of silence as a defence was suggested however, in terms of concealment and illusion, with
silence construed as a mask99 behind which young people can very easily hide in the silence100
where it can look like101 they are being productive. This was framed in terms of work
productivity which suggested that the predominant understanding of silence was seen
through the lens of having or acquiring knowledge. Another teacher phrased this as a way of
limiting what they do in terms of anything positive towards the lesson or their learning. They
can use it almost to opt out102.

Some teachers responded with surprise or consternation when asked if they could define
silence, and answered with forms of silence103; one particular teacher did not define silence
but listed how he practiced it in his own classroom104. These responses suggested that
‘silence’ was taken for granted as not needing a definition to anchor its practices, and was
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understood largely as a practice. Underlying this understanding was the assumption that
silence was ‘no noise’:

Brian: I like silence in the classroom [laughs]. I like to really hear a pin drop, ok. I like to have classes
like that whenever you’re speaking to them, or talking to them, ok, that’s eh- I would like- […] Basically
it’s them before I start, I want, basically to be able to hear the clock behind me… ticking. You know?
And I’ve done that in previous schools as well where if you can hear the clock tick you’ve total silence,
no fidgeting or fistling, you know this moving about and opening books, just sitting dead quiet… and
then we’ll start.

Ironically, of course, the definition of silence here is iterated in relation to the binary
understanding of silence in relation to sound; ‘hearing’ a pin drop, or the clock tick. Indeed,
another teacher acknowledged that silence was probably the absence of noise105 in its
dictionary definition, but when asked to define silence in positive rather than deficit terms,
he framed this response in the common binary: in the same way as I can’t define darkness;
the absence of light. […] if you don’t have the light, you don’t know what darkness is106. Yet,
a music teacher gave the musical definition of music to be organised sound and silence107
where silence is an element of music108. Notably, however, of the seven elements of music,
silence is the only one that was not conceptualised by opposites: all the elements of music
have an opposite: so tempo, fast and slow; dynamics, loud and soft; silence there is not
opposite. You think it’s sound, but it’s just silence109.

5.2. Forms and Practices
5.2.1 Teaching and Learning
Overwhelmingly, observation data highlighted that young people were expected to listen
silently, often filling in booklets using board displays and sometimes textbooks. The Conduct
Code for the school indicated that young people were expected to [l]isten while the teacher
is speaking and follow instructions. Many teachers suggested that they would not tolerate
young people speaking over them both in observations and in interviews110; classes were
largely passively receptive of ‘information’, and interactions were often based around
questioning and knowledge transmission to fill gaps when young people did not return the
required answer. The board was thus used to transmit knowledge directly to students,
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sometimes using extended cloze exercises, or simply copying down board displays. When
asked what lessons involved, Adam simply responded write, write, write, and writing all the
time, a frustration that was widespread111 because I don’t remember anything that I write
down112. Lessons were largely dominated by teacher talk and students listened silently, which
was an apparent expectation: one frustrated teacher stipulated there’s one thing that I
expect when I’m speaking: that you don’t113. This imbued the practices around silence; one
senior teacher stated plainly that the term of delivery is me speaking to them114, perhaps a
matter that permeates the reason for being at school: that’s why we’re here; to listen, to
learn115. This was often framed in practices for establishing ‘order’:

Brian: Because you have to have that order. I think you have to have that order at the start of the… at
the start of the lesson, yeah. So I would be quiet and want them to be quiet, yeah, so I can start the
lesson, so I can explain to them what we’re going to do, what page in the workbook, you know and I
don’t like doing that if a lot of them are talking over me because if you- if you- As a teacher if you let
that develop then you’re going to lose control of your classes.

The immediate conflation of order and control may suggest that a key understanding of
silence on the part of teaching staff is an expectation of conformity, or ‘teachability’ because
it is required (or expected) to explain tasks, but also as part of the wider school structure.
Gillian observed that silence was a routine in one particular class with a different teacher and
described it as completely conforming. She framed this, however, in terms of having been
trained in that way… indoctrinated shall we say. Observations revealed a number of
occasions where teachers ‘released’ students from the classroom based on the quietest table
first116, suggesting the association between silence and conformity117. The consequences of
any failure to demonstrate this silence when explaining activities was not, it seemed, the
rejection or omission of knowledge, but the loss of control, suggesting an unspoken and
perhaps unidentified association between the role of knowledge in the classroom,
transmission of knowledge through silence, and control. This notion of ‘control’ was present
in other practices, and was also identified by teaching staff as a behavioural deterrent. One
described her use of silence as, and a question of can you follow instruction? and it sort of…
imposes a… ‘I am the teacher and you do have to respect what I say’118. This may suggest that
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the ‘transmission’ of knowledge in classroom forms and practices around silence double as
behavioural management techniques; teaching and learning techniques are simultaneously
behaviour management methods.

Of course, young people’s perspectives on these forms and practices of silence did recognise
teachers’ uses of silence as a working space, and for thinking or concentrating, but young
people also described ‘switching off’ to annoy the teacher119. One young person described
using silence in the classroom as don’t talk to anyone, not listen to them120, suggesting that
young people’s uses of silence extend to listening by obstruction and resistance. Two young
people at interview described their practice of silence as if you’re not engaged with the
teacher, you’re not going to talk, so therefore you’re going to be silent121. Another young
person described silence as not engaging in anything122. When probed further, this was
explained in terms of knowledge:

Hannah: Lack of… not motivation, what’s the word for it… lack of… interest? Lack of knowhow probably
as well. You don’t know, don’t care. Get away from me.

Of note here is that this knowledge deficit progresses into inertia which contributes to their
disengagement; as one young man above phrased it, they withdraw entirely from the
discourse and retreat into silence123.

5.2.2 Respect
Forms and practices of silence were often related to the concept of respect but teachers and
young people found it difficult to define. This was despite respect being a foundation of both
the Discipline Policy: The Discipline Policy is built upon respect, for one another and for
authority; and good teaching relationships, which the same policy, and the Antibullying
Policy, referred to as mutual respect. Young people were required by the Discipline Policy to
speak to their teachers, learning support assistants and other school staff and pupils with
respect. One wall display in Leah’s classroom, however, represented ‘respect’ in the form of
a mnemonic:

R: recognise that everyone is different;
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E: empathy is to listen and connect;
S: self-monitor: think first;
P: personal space: give a little space;
E: earn trust through your actions;
C: cheer on others and their success;
T: treat everyone as an equal.

This wall display suggests that respect is understood in terms of recognition, listening, selfcensorship, personal autonomy, trust and equality; all terms which recurred throughout the
study in reference to silence, and which have distinct connections with human rights pillars
of dignity, respect (recognition) and equality. There existed a tension between silence and
the practice of respect, and in being told to be quiet. ‘Listening’ thus featured extensively as
part of the respect discourse around silence:

YP: When you’re just told to be quiet.
AB: When you’re told to be quiet? [YP: Yeah] Is that silence asked for, or is it imposed by another
person?
YP: Both
AB: Both? [YP: Yeah] And how is that related to respect in that case?
YP: If you’ve been told to do it then you have to.124

In this excerpt, choice or agency was absent, and the practice was thus likened to instruction
and command, rather than participation. One young person who was disillusioned with his
role and position in school, and who had negative relationships with teachers125, framed this
practice in terms of learning respect:

AB: Em, that interests me that you would have said something but didn’t say it because part of the
thing I’m looking at is young people’s silence and what you don’t say to teachers.
Adam: No, I just learned respect in the past three years.
AB: What’s respect? What do you mean by respect?
Adam: Like, think before you speak, you know like, thinking like, what the consequences are going to
be if you say this.

It appears here that respectful silence is understood to be self-censorship in terms of
avoiding ‘consequences’. Not only this, but this young person’s suppression of a ‘curse word’
in this situation demonstrates the emotional silence or the use of silence to suppress
emotion, what another young person described as holding in how you feel126 because they
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would probably just get worse off for it, if you do tell them127. Silence is thus equated with
respect and with evading punishment which clearly demarcates the workings of power.
These power implications were clear when considering teacher respect towards students.
One student framed this in terms of earning respect:

Connie: Yeah but teachers ask for respect and they don’t respect you.
AB: Tell me about that.
Connie: They say like respect your elders and then like they’ll go and shout at you for no reason. Say
you go up and put a piece of paper in the bin, and they’ll shout at you.

Here, the young woman distinguished respect from position and power; she suggested that
teachers should not have to be respected by young people simply because they are their
teacher, but should, rather, have to earn young people’s respect by showing that they have
a desire to teach and get on128 with them. This nonreciprocal nature of respect in the studentteacher relationship was a sticking point for young people in terms of being silenced:

Ben: Because most of the time when I get told off, I’m not able to say anything back or share my
opinions so I just get told off with them not knowing what my side of the story is, so it doesn’t feel like
anything really moved on, or they like maybe know a bit better, or a bit more about me or anything
like that.
AB: Is that a choice you’ve made where you’ve decided I’m not going to speak, or do you feel like
silence is being imposed on you?
Ben: If it’s in the class and you’re getting told off, it’s imposed by the teacher. They set the silence so,
I mean, yeah, it would be their doing.

Notably, this practice was deemed to obstruct teachers’ knowledge of both young people’s
perspectives, but also of young people themselves. This particular young man, Ben, also
explained during a Community Inquiry session (see Chapter Four) that with one particular
teacher, if he wasn’t seen to be interested in a particular topic, he was ignored, as though his
expressions were inappropriate. When asked how he felt he was seen in this scenario, he
responded like I don’t have an opinion, and later explained his understanding of silence as
just taking something out of a certain thing, like, if you were silent in a conversation you’re
taking your opinion out of it. This suggests that one of the implications of the practices of
silence may be that, as passive receptors of information, and with ‘non-knower’ status, young
people remove their perspectives and opinions from the discourse entirely.
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Teachers’ responses also made significant reference to silence and respect, connecting these
together using ‘listening’. One particular teacher spoke at length about students showing
respect to teachers. When asked what he meant by ‘respect’, he responded not listening to
you129. Indeed, this was the case for other teachers: in my mind that is disrespectful if they
will not listen to me130 and if they don’t respect you, they won’t stay quiet131. A senior teacher,
who conjoined silence with respect, and who was asked what he meant by the term,
explained it as when I’m speaking I expect them to listen132. This teacher justified this by
referring to the knowledge economy in the classroom: 90% of the time, the majority of
knowledge is coming from me, so it’s sort of more important they listen to me than I listen to
them133. This task of listening on the part of young people was often associated with the
transmission of knowledge, with the assumption that teaching was transmitted by teacher
talk.

The discourse of respect pervaded much of the data, and its power implications were clear
in the context of student-teacher relationships. The Heads of Year 11, with whom the study
took place, clearly stated that if young people did not feel respected they would not ‘buy
into’ teacher authority, or power. This feeling of the absence of respect was explained as
being spoken down to, or treated like a child all of the time134, which, it is reasonable to
suggest, would be the case if students are viewed as ‘non-knowers’. These teachers
suggested that treating young people with respect was giving them a bit of responsibility135
and reciprocity: if you’re wanting them to show you that then you have to show that towards
them as well136. This was framed in terms of human dignity and equality: they see you as a
human being and equally you’re seeing them as a human being other than just a pupil137, and
it was necessary to build those relationships through conversations138. Interestingly, this was
reflected by two young people in particular139 who struggled to define what they understood
as being respected, but who discussed responsibility140 and being treated like an adult141.
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5.2.3 Emotion
One of the unexpected findings from the study was the association and practices of silence
regarding emotion. Silence was commonly referenced in terms of fear; this was, for the most
part, the fear of being judged by others, and embarrassment or shame. This embarrassment
extended to veiled silences in relation to knowledge when young people were asked
questions by teachers and returned an answer that did not answer the question: Cause you’re
scared that it’s maybe wrong or, you don’t want to feel embarrassed or, you don’t like
understand it if you know what I mean142. Young people often described silence in terms of
disappointment on the part of adults and explained that this can be worse sometimes143
because it makes you feel bad144. The emotion surrounding forms of silence, therefore,
extended to ‘not knowing’ and uncertainty as a feeling or emotional state. Indeed, one young
person described these silences as being inhabited by strong emotions such as hatred or fear,
using a popular song lyric sometimes the quiet is violent145 which aptly captured the
ambiguity and tension with which many young people viewed forms of silence throughout
the data.

Frank suggested that silence can make your emotions last longer, explaining how this might
exacerbate emotional states by retaining their ‘unspoken’ nature:
Frank: The fear that they don’t understand the emotions that you’re feeling.
AB: Who’s they?
Frank: People you speak to, so friends, family, people who you think would understand, but there’s
that fear that they don’t.
Grace: I think silence can bring out your emotions.
AB: How do you mean?
Grace: When you’re in a classroom full of people you’re not going to want to cry, if you want to cry,
but when you’re on your own and it’s silent, then that’s just when all your emotions come out.

This was due to the discomfort around considering that another person may not possess the
same emotional capital or ‘understanding’ as them, and also because it was a space where
‘all your emotions come out’ and could not be avoided any longer. Similarly, silence was
described as being used if you’re in pain146 to avoid imposing negative emotions on others as
opposed to fearing they would be misunderstood:
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Lydia: Like you don’t want to inflict that onto others and bring the mood down so you just stay there
in silence.
[…]
Lydia: You’d rather stay in pain than give someone else the discomfort of like, telling them.
Melanie: Like if you do, they’ve got that burden to carry. Almost like if you want to tell… like if you’re
absolutely dying to tell someone a secret that you’ve never told anybody and like, you’re debating it
cause like either they’ll stay silent about it or else they’ll go and blab to someone else.
Lydia: It’s like Benthamism. Like you don’t want to come across as weak.
[…]
AB: What’s that?
Lydia: The strong survive and the weak deserve to die.
AB: Like survival of the fittest?
Lydia: Yeah I think so. It’s in Of Mice and Men so…
AB: Wow! So if you stay silent, you won’t be seen as what?
Lydia: Weak. Like you don’t want to tell everybody your problems.
AB: And what are you using silence for there? That’s not to protect other people from your pain, what
are you using silence for there?
Lydia: To strengthen yourself almost.
Melanie: To create a fake image of yourself.

As this excerpt demonstrates, however, the silences around and within emotional capital are
more complex than might first appear: silence is seen as a position of strength, or as a
protective barrier, in the face of emotional pain or perplexity, and this served to present a
‘strong’ or ‘fake’ front to others. This was explored by Chris – a teacher – who made
connections between emotional pain and ‘knowledge’, or not expressing ‘knowledge’ in the
way it is expected:

Chris: …they’re just rejecting to do it because they are hurting inside, over something, some particular
thing that has happened and they’re taking it out on the lesson and on that particular task. And I think
that that is perhaps within them a coping mechanism because they don’t necessarily want to deal with
the thing that they are upset about; it’s too painful, or too hurtful.

Here, emotional capital is brought together with the positioning of students with regard to
knowledge in the classroom; the student and emotion cannot be separated from the school
space for knowledge. Alternatively, the defence mechanism used by young people could be
read as the fake image, as one teacher suggested in respect of one particular young man who
had infamously negative relationships and reputation at the school: It’s his own psychology,
it’s his mind. It’s his defence mechanism147. This defence against emotional pain may be
concealed using veiled silences on the part of the young person as a cue to probe no
further148.

147
148

Chris
Joanne

112

5.2.4 Ignoring and Avoiding
There was a striking association between the practices of silence regarding emotion, and the
practices of silence used in processes of exclusion to make a person feel uncomfortable, like
a spare piece149, and to make them feel like they don’t want to… intrude150. This particular
aspect of silence was discussed repeatedly by participants in relation to the ‘silent treatment’
in ignoring their existence151:

Hannah: It just hurts me, I don’t know why like… you know like anything else you could say something
bad to me like, it wouldn’t hurt as much as my friends excluding me and ignoring me because I just
feel like I’m not wanted and that really hurts. Like that, of all.
AB: I was just going to ask you, what is it about someone who you have a relationship with not talking
to you and not… what is it about a silence from that person that is so difficult to deal with?
Hannah: Well everyone wants to be seen and heard. So not being seen and heard by someone that
you love or like care for; it’s awful.

Whilst stated in the context of personal relationships, this ignoring might suggest how tactical
ignoring might become severely harmful to young people in relation to the misrecognition or
disrespect of an individual within the school context. Another group of young people,
however, described the benefits of silence as a buffer by which to take time until we’re both
like ready and calm to like actually discuss it152. This was also described as taking a wee break
from each other153. This also included self-exclusion, when young people had reached their
limit, and students suggesting that if they were uncomfortable they would exclude
themselves using silence so that you don’t get talked to154. Young people spoke at length
about avoiding peers they didn’t like, avoiding teacher questioning which risked
embarrassment, and avoiding certain conversations with others because maybe they don’t
know what to say155.

Other forms that this particular aspect of silence took was avoiding ‘work’ and ignoring
instruction: basically just don’t do the work and if a teacher tells them to do it they just sit
there and… look away156. One teacher submitted that young people used ignoring as a means
of resistance: They ignore a lot of stuff, don’t they?157 This teacher suggested that young
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people particularly ignored whenever you confront them about what they haven’t done158.
However, there was recognition that teachers also ignore a lot:

Diane: Sometimes we ignore it because we don’t want to have to deal with it. Like language in the
corridors. I ignore a lot of that cause I don’t want to have the hassle of dealing with it.

This avoidance was a form of silence that was also recognised by young people because
sometime people stay silent like and don’t address things because they don’t want to deal
with it159. In this way, silence serves to avoid confrontation, and to maintain the status quo
and thus there are power repercussions to this form of silence. This avoidance extended to
one group’s feelings of imposter syndrome because of the sets they had been streamed into:

Sarah: No I’ve said to my Head of Year like I don’t think I’m meant to be in that class, like, are you
actually sure that I’m meant to be there, cause I don’t feel like I can do that work. And they like say
yeah you’re meant to be there and like, just try to get on with it.
Tara: Yeah, they don’t sort of address the actual problem that you’re like- they don’t think oh this
person is thinking that they shouldn’t be there because maybe they’re struggling with it. They sort of
just think… they just like making upSarah: They want out of it.
AB: Is there a silence around the underlying problem?
Sarah: Yeah cause they don’t want to deal with that…

Young people also discussed teachers ignoring students in their management of the
classroom. Adam described how he had been ‘swerved’ by a teacher: chosen to do a task,
and then after a change of mind on the part of the teacher, was ignored. One group of young
women in particular felt that their avoidance by the teacher in class centred around ability:

Jessica160: It’s like they’ll be going around the class answering questions or seeing if you’re alright in
class and if you understand anything and they’ll basically go to like one side of the room, or like always
go to the same people and then just kind of ignore all the other ones. But people who are like the top
achievers in the class, they’ll go towards them more, like not underachievers.

Alternatively, ignoring young people seemed to be understood as a classroom management
technique, described by a group of young women in interview in relation to their maths
lessons where the teacher’s strategy was to ignore them every day until they learn that if you
want my help you have to listen161. This was affirmed by a teacher in interview who referred
to ‘tactical ignoring’ of young people:
158
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Joanne: I’m sure there are because there are so many children that are ignored. You know. Now, it can
be tactical ignoring. I don’t agree with that, I don’t like that, but em, there are children who probably
have a lot of silence happens to them at school, or even at home. And there’s a message going to them
that actually what you’re saying actually isn’t worthwhile so I’m not going to listen to you. You know,
the teacher’s maybe always directed to somebody else, or something like that. […] I think when
children do that they’re crying for attention. They want attention.

This ignoring of young people was evident in observations. In one class which had at least
two ‘infamous’ young men in it (and several more by varying degrees of infamy), young
people were ignored on arrival as the teacher focused on the computer until the lesson
began. In the same lesson, boys’ making sexual innuendos to subvert the teacher’s
questioning was ignored, and when one of these young men asked a question about
fertilisation of twins he and his question were ignored by the teacher who talked over him,
implicitly suggesting this was ‘irrelevant’. One young man’s challenge to the teacher’s
comments about probability and cancer cells was dismissed as the young person162 suggested
that there was still the possibility that a person could die by being ‘hit by a bus’. The teacher
responded yes, well you have cancer nonetheless163. Even when these young people did
conform to classroom expectations by putting their hands up, they were often told to ‘hold
on’ despite waiting for several minutes.

It is interesting to note, however, that ignoring and avoiding as a form of silence was not
solely towards young people on the part of teachers, or between young people and their
peers. One of the silences which arose from interviews and conversations with teachers was
that issues that were important to them were ignored or avoided by their managers, and a
lack of ‘listening’, or what Diane phrased as ‘selective hearing’ between teachers:

Diane: I would have a group of people, you know, in there who we would all talk amongst each other,
we’re all very open, but then would our conversations, would we share them with somebody in
[another department]? No. Do you know what I mean? They would be having their own conversations
up there. You know, so… But in actual fact, but if you probably put us all together we’d all be saying
the same thing, do you know what I mean? But then, when you feed that information in our meetings,
I don’t know. When you feed it back, does it get fed back? It’s watered down. And then, I don’t think
it’s listened to necessarily. It’s not… It’s definitely- There’s selective… selective hearing. Very selective,
if you know what I mean. I’m just thinking about… I don’t know if you’ve picked up all this stuff about
discipline, have you heard people talking about it?

162 This young person is not named (anonymised)
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When probed about this, Diane responded …because our discipline is so [sigh]… there’s so
many grey areas, perhaps indicating that silence is used – in this case using a sigh – in
ambiguous communicative situations in which speakers perceive that they should conceal,
or partially conceal, their opinions, desires, or voices. This frustration with ‘listening’,
however, was also felt by teaching staff, as Diane went on to say: we talk about silence and
we talk about hearing things. The listening has to come from the top too. There’s no point in
having a consultation to then go off on… producing a document that is nowhere close to what
was consulted on. What’s the point in consulting them? Pointless. This might suggest that
policies are silent on the practicalities of teachers’ lived experiences. Diane identified that in
relation to the discipline policy, teachers did not feel that they were supported by school
management and as such had just given up. She phrased this as a silence in itself, that’s like
an unspoken rule that we’ve just given up. Another teacher in the same department – Leah –
indicated that this frustration with ‘listening’ was linked to veiled silence. When I suggested
that a veiled silence might be a form of ‘filibustering’, Leah recounted an experience in a
whole staff meeting where a member of staff had asked a question about the discipline policy
and referred to a young person as an example. The principal, however, had made the
question specifically about the young person, asking if any other staff had had this
experience, and almost making it about the teacher rather than the policy, thereby avoiding
the question on the discipline policy164.

5.3. Purposes and Motivations
5.3.1 Discipline, Control and Punishment
Students and teachers overwhelmingly explained silence as a form of control, using it to
engender silence of students and thus to control behaviour, and as not listening to or
permitting students to speak. Silence was often associated with wrongdoing, or punishment:
one young person described how they use it to show they’re in control like, it’s their
classroom, you’re there to do the work that they set, and if you don’t you get in trouble for
it165. However, contemplation of whether young people were made or forced to be silent was
one which seemed to differ amongst young people. One group of young people were
ambivalent as to whether this constituted force:

Olivia: When they shout it makes you feel annoyed and you want to talk even more. Like if they stand
at the front, it’s a nice way of telling us to be quiet so there’s more chance you’re going to do it faster.
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AB: That’s interesting what you said – it’s a nice way of telling you to be quiet, they’re not actually
saying it…
Olivia: Well a nice way of like…
Natalie: Forcing it on you [laugher]
AB: Do you think that is… is that forced?
Natalie: Well, sort of, but like at the same time it’s not because they’re not making you do it, but like,
if you don’t do it, you’re going to get punished.
Olivia: Because you do it that often, we know what that means.
Natalie: Yeah like, don’t do that.

This use of silence to propagate silence in order to control was often equated with strong
emotions such as anger: if they’re mad they’ll just stare at you and be silent166. Laughter in
this instance was used by one young person to subvert this form of silence, however, while
another young person suggested that young people should just stare right back at them
[laughs]167. Laugher was a common occurrence during the interviews and group sessions,
with young people often using it, as in the above example, to challenge unspoken power
differentials and authority figures such as teachers. There was also an unspoken
acknowledgement by individuals in this group of the emotional ramifications of silence: one
suggested punishment, which carries implicit connotations of wrongdoing and guilt, and
another suggested intimidation, which carries implicit connotations of fear. The emotional
aspects of silence were also applied to embarrassment, or shaming of young people in order
to control behaviour by drawing attention to them. Silence was thus used by teachers as a
demonstration of authority which young people explained as a feeling of intimidation, but
also of guilt and shame:

YP: If you disappoint someone, I think the way they act towards you afterward is worse than them
being mad at you.
AB: Why? I agree, but why do we feel that way?
YP: You just don’t want others to be like, in discomfort. Like, you don’t want them to feel bad… because
of your actions.
YP: It’s human nature. And like cause you, like done it, I think it’s that you feel bad because you done
it yourself, like you’ve done something wrong.

This use of silence in order to manipulate emotions of young people was also observed whilst
I was working at a desk in the conference room. In one incident, it seemed apparent that the
interaction was a power struggle, and when the adult in the interaction felt power slip away,
owing partially to the young person’s refusal to comply, and partially to the young person’s
silence, the teacher responded firstly with threats of punishment, and then his own
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silence168. During this observation, a young man169 who was withdrawn from classes, and was
in the conference room to work with a behaviour specialist from the Education Authority,
was refusing to work, despite the member of staff’s attempts at persuasion. The member of
staff adopted a different strategy when it was clear this wasn’t having the desired effect,
telling the young person I’m the adult and I am not accepting your rudeness170, suggesting
that when the young person did not comply, he was regarded as lacking manners. When the
member of staff went to a member of the senior management and shut the door171, the
young man waited in silence172, before being presented with two choices: do the work, or be
suspended173. This did not have the desired effect either, as the young man suggested that
he should be suspended, but the member of staff retorted: you would enjoy that wouldn’t
you?174 before changing stance: I am more than happy to work with you. That is your choice175
and again I’m also not going to do this with someone who is being so rude176. The situation
escalated, and eventually the member of staff met the attempts of the young person to speak
with silence, sitting down with another young person, and signalling the end of the
interaction by asking the other young person how he was getting on with his work. The young
man at the centre of these interactions sat in silence at the end of the exchange. At the end
of this interaction, both parties had adopted silent stances in what was, perhaps, a strategy
to avoid ‘losing face’, and this silence possibly represented a stalemate.

At one stage towards the end of the interaction described above, in response to the
suggestion that he was lacking in manners, the young man asserted I don’t even know what
you’re talking about. I’m not even listening, demonstrating his use of silence as not listening
as a means of resistance. The use of silence for control was often linked not only to shame
and intimidation, but also to the predominantly student task of ‘listening’ as another young
person suggested: Well, if you’re talking in class and they want everyone to listen, they sort
of stare at you like, and you know you’re doing something wrong when they do that177. This
underpins young people’s positioning as ‘being taught’ knowledge and this ‘listening’ for
control was associated with anger:
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AB: What is it about a teacher’s silence makes you think they’re getting mad or cross?
Greg: It’s just basically the fact they’re not talking. Cause normally teachers are supposed to talk in
order to teach.

Teachers were much more likely to describe listening silences in terms of expectation and
requirements, and often as part and parcel of students’ positioning in the classroom.
Teachers’ positioning in the classroom in this respect was often uncritical or ‘obvious’ and
implicitly authoritarian:

AB: Is that something you would ever ask your class for?
Caroline: To be quiet? Oh I don’t talk if anybody’s talking. I just don’t think, I mean if you teach the
class they listen. Right. Full stop.

This implies an assumption underlying the expectation of silence that the speaker is the
‘knower’ and the silent is the ‘taught’ receiver of ‘knowledge’, a key implication of which is
the silent, but obvious, message to students about their knower positioning. The
demarcation between ‘I’ and ‘they’ clearly lays out the different positions of teachers and
students in relation to ‘knowers’ and ‘non-knowers’; control through ‘listening’ may
therefore be engendered by an uncritical representation of young people’s positioning.
While this control through listening was not present with all teachers, however, it does
extend to control over the dialogue which is taking place. Another teacher described how he
made a conscious effort to engender discussion:

George: Because to listen all the time becomes quite… em, robotic, if you want to put it that way, you
know, that they come in, they know they’re going to have to listen. They can become quite numb to
that after a period of time so I think it’s important to change things a little bit to make it different at
times.

These lessons were described as discussion based as opposed to question and answer
sessions178. This teacher, however, phrased this as being given the opportunity, rather than
for them to sit and listen to me, for me to listen to them and what they’ve learnt179. This
suggests that while this teacher viewed and practiced listening as reciprocal feedback
between students and teacher, this was an opportunity bestowed by the ‘knower’ teacher.
Another senior teacher acknowledged that young people could carry out research for
themselves, but returned to the traditional ‘knower’ position by stating that the control of
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the seeking of knowledge was still coming from me180. This has clear ramifications of power,
an insight that was not lost on the other teacher, who explained that this discussion based
style puts them in a position I suppose they feel a little bit more powerful181, in contrast to
what he described as the traditional method of I’m a pupil, you’re teacher, you tell me and I
learn182. This traditional approach to, and implicit understanding of, ‘knowledge’ was present
throughout the data in observations and in interviews with teachers. One teacher described
a silent ‘culture’ with discipline, illuminating tensions, and perhaps contradictions, between
the function of silence as productivity and as a culture of positioning young people as ‘nonknowers’, and as passive listeners to superior ‘knowers’:

Irene: …once they become used to ‘I sit and I listen […] so therefore I need to be listening actively’ […]
There’s also, you know, where you impose silence almost- well in a negative way, in that, you know.
‘Enough is enough. Sit there. Stop that. Do your work’.

There may be an assumption inherent in these excerpts that both views young people as
rightfully positioned as passive acceptors of knowledge, or of the gift of speech, but also that
‘knowledge’ inheres in these tightly controlled exchanges. I observed many instances of
students being told to stop talking over me183 vocally, or by looks such as a stare. On one
occasion students were reminded that we’re not here to have a discussion, we’re here to do
our work184. Young people largely sat silently and listened to teachers talking, a silence that
was marked in my observation notes as an exertion of teacher authority185.

When these assumptions were made explicit, the contradiction between recognition of
young people’s epistemic agency, and their position in the classroom was explored by asking
teachers about the ‘imposition’ of silence as control. Teachers tended to be uncomfortable
when I made this suggestion and justified the position, however, with one teacher, whilst
expressing discomfort with ‘imposing’ silence, reframing the concept using the idea of
‘expectation’ and, implicitly, ‘listening’:

George: …I do believe that it has its place. I don’t believe it’s imposed as such. Or is the correct word
imposed? Required. Yes. At times. And sometimes that may be simply for the teacher to show that
they are in control of the lesson or of the situation because sometimes students can push boundaries
and they can avoid the point that you’re trying to make or they can avoid your instruction because
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you simply just said can we all be quiet please and two or three of them might decide no, we can’t be
quiet. And again in that scenario, that’s where again the teacher may need to… as you say, impose
silence a little bit more there.
This analysis does not appear to recognise or consider students’ boundary pushing as a form

of silence or control itself. A possible consequence of this ‘listening’ is that students are
accustomed to having lessons ‘delivered’ to them in spoken form. I suggest that this may
serve to underline the position of teachers as ‘knowers’ and young people as ‘listeners’ or
‘non-knowers’. In this structural arrangement, a teacher’s silence is cause for concern and
equated with pending emotional outbursts of anger or subtler intimidation, rather than the
opening up of a space for discussion or coproduction of knowledge.

One group of young people discussed in a group session how they were not able to respond
to teachers in disciplinary scenarios because this was seen as being smart186. Not being
allowed to justify yourself187 was something the young people suggested that made them less
comfortable in the class, with one young person saying if they were able to speak they would
feel more comfortable188. The silencing, then, has specific repercussions for the ‘feeling’ of
the classroom and the ‘knowledge’ space:

Ben: Being able to have a conversation or like a sort of argument; the teacher is able to respond and
you’re able to respond to that. I think that’s just, like… communication. That’s sort of knowledge. You
are able to respond.

This was echoed in an interview with other young people who stated that teachers expect
you not to say anything back to them cause like they’re teachers but like it’s not really that
fair…189 This control through silence yielded some paradoxical experiences for young people.
One student described how he did not typically speak to his peers in class because you just
get yapped at190. Another group of young women responded unanimously that teachers’ uses
of silence was for discipline, but one amended her response to I wouldn’t say discipline but
they pure gurn at you191. This extended to
responses to what teachers used silence for; one young man responded they don’t… they’re
always shouting192. This was unless we’ve been bad and then they make you write and do
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work or something193. Again, silence (not to mention ‘work’) was associated with punishment
and wrongdoing, for the class as a whole, even if only one person does something194, with
silence again constructed as ‘productivity’, although here productivity seems to have become
conflated with behavioural control. These young people’s regular interactions with teachers
seemed to be based around teachers shouting most of the time195. Mark described the
punitive silence that followed one teacher’s shouting:

Mark: In [Science teacher’s] class if we’re talking away and he starts shouting, then the next period
that we have him, he just gives us textbooks and gives us pages to write, just because of something
that one person done. If one person’s- we were talking, then he said to keep quiet and somebody told
him to shut up or something, they get extra work home with them and then the next couple or three
periods until he thinks we’ve progressed with silence, he makes us write pages.
AB: How is he using silence in that scenario?
Mark: I don’t know.
AB: What is he using it to do?
Mark: Punishment.

Interestingly, one young person’s ‘I don’t know’ highlights what is, perhaps, the clandestine
nature of silence in terms of the purposes and motivations for its use: these are difficult to
identify due to their implicit and unspoken nature and thus creates an ambivalent space of
inertia, or what young people identified as tension or as awkward196. Again, ‘work’ or learning
is associated in this scenario with wrongdoing. Whilst simultaneously reducing young people
to silent ‘work’, this reinforces their positions as ‘non-knowers’ and as in need of retribution;
knowledge becomes silently conflated with punishment. Perhaps one striking implication of
this control is the wider allusions to how young people are represented not only as ‘nonknowers’, but as ‘in need’ of control. One young person suggested that teachers were trying
to own us197. Another summed this up aptly when agreeing that relationships with teachers
were based on control:

Tara: Yeah. If a teacher feels like they’re on the same sort of level as us and we’re all treated equally
then they’ll be nice to you and like they won’t shout at you for like doing something like, not big […]
But then like, if it’s a teacher that feels like they’re the top of the world, they’ll make such a big deal
out of it, put it on SIMS, everything.198
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Equality was reiterated in other sessions, notably by group 3 who pointed out that everyone’s
human at the end of the day199 and should, therefore, be treated the same, although this was
troubled by another student who pointed out that teachers had more power and so were
not equal.

Other teachers troubled the equation of silence with control. Whilst immediately identifying
control as the use to which teachers put silence, in all its forms, tensions between silence
and control emerged when the question was turned around: for control does there have to
be silence? One teacher explicitly dismissed the suggestion that a non-silent classroom was
one which lacked control, yet he illuminated something of a conflict in the relationship
between control and silence in classrooms:

Dean: I think the use of silence is to allow… communication. Em… and the communication at that point
is one way. […] The idea of control doesn’t have to imply silence, you don’t need one to have the other.

There is an implicit allusion here to ‘listening’ where silence is used for nonreciprocal
communication; perhaps the ‘transmission’ of knowledge. Implied in this reference is the
positioning of the speaker and the listener; the control between the ‘knower’ and the ‘nonknower’, even though this teacher explicitly challenges the notion that ‘silence’ and ‘control’
are mutually inclusive.

Another teacher explained silence in terms of ‘keeping focus’, but this ‘focus’ was
underpinned by loss of control with implicit reference to young people’s ‘knowing’ status:

Brian: If there’s silence in the room I think those that want to listen then can listen and they’re not
being distracted then by the noise that’s going on around them. […] It’s for everyone’s good at the end
of the day, you know, otherwise no one’s going to achieve nothing cause they’re all going to, just, play
along that game and even the very best in the class you’ll have absolutely no control over because
they just talk over the top of you and show you no respect or, or whatever and just talk over you, you
know.

What is also of interest here is how young people are depicted not only as in need of control,
but are represented explicitly as showing no respect and ‘playing a game’ which extends even
to the ‘very best in the class’. Silence here is understood as a way of controlling young people
who are seen to lack self-control. When probed with a question asking if students used

199

Group 3 Community Inquiry ‘What is power?’

123

silence in their own way or if it was a teacher’s tool, the teacher responded by reversing the
question and continuing with the ‘listening’ thread; a veiled silence:

Brian: It’s a teacher’s tool because you need silence to be able to… like how could I possibly effectively
deliver a lesson if I had a class doing an experiment and they just wanted to talk and chat and noise
was going through the roof and I’m trying to tell them right this is the next stage and there’s not one
person listening to you… how could that possibly be an effective lesson? If there was an inspector in
watching that they would tear you to shreds. Ok, that’s not very effective teaching. There’s no control
there… of the class, they’re just, they’re just, taking the hand out of you so there has to be that, there
has to be that order, you know, in it all.

In directing his response away from addressing the question about how young people might
use silence, Brian’s veiled silence on young people’s uses of silence may be illuminating in its
representation of young people as ‘taking the hand out of you’, or having a problem with
authority. Similarly, the use of questioning suggests that lesson ‘delivery’ is transmissive, and
dependent on teacher talk. This control centres around the conceptual underpinnings of the
transmission of knowledge – to produce ‘order’ and reinforce the status quo of teacher
authority and ‘knower’ status. The underlying presumption is that the control mechanism for
‘delivery’ of knowledge is to be found in the silence of young people, who are deemed to be
‘non-knowers’ in this understanding.

There was something of a contradictory thread in teachers’ discussions of ability and control
of young people, with one teacher denying (on the record) that behaviour was linked to
ability200. Discussion around the ‘lower classes’ pertained to behavioural problems which
were implicitly associated with ability however; indeed one teacher explicitly stated: I know
there’s students in like certain classes are only in there for behaviour201. Of course, underlying
this conceptualisation of silence and control was young people’s academic ability, which was
at times seemingly indistinguishable from their behaviour. When asked if there was a
difference in streams with regard to students’ responses to expectations of silence, one
teacher responded in the affirmative:

Brian: It’s just in the mindset. The higher stream ones just have a different mindset to education and
school […] that middle year 11 class that I have – eh, 19 in the class, I asked them just out of curiosity
in September time: had you had the chance to drop this GCSE, this subject, at the end of Year 10, how
many here would have dropped it? And probably about 16 or 17 of them put their hands up. […] You
know, so, so those pupils are never really going to fully engage. They obviously haven’t enjoyed it
through junior school, they don’t get it, they’re not interested in it, you know, […] So you’re battling
with that at the start and sometimes for some of them, talking and being disruptive and- you know
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and, carrying on with their friends is just their way of getting through the lessons and getting through
it, you know, whereas for others who do enjoy Science or have chosen it as a subject, double award
Science and so on, obviously their attitude is much much different to it, you know, and they will listen
to you and buy into it and you ask them to be quiet to explain something… because they’ve chosen
the subject. They want to do this. […] So yeah, in different streams there’s certainly a difference in
that, you know, and the lower down you get in the streaming, em, the lower ability then they, they
tend to not listen and chat and talking is more of an issue and it’s harder to control.

For this teacher, ability is viewed as an ‘intrinsic’ quality which young people either possess
or do not; where they do not, they are deemed ‘harder to control’ because their ‘lower
ability’ is equated with ‘chat and talking’. In a reverse representation, another teacher
conflated ability with listening and regurgitating the knowledge they had been taught: there
are a couple of excellent girls who… you just know that they have been listening to absolutely
everything you have said. You know you can just really hear yourself speak again… but not
everybody obviously has the same ability202. This representation of young people as ‘nonknowers’ underpins their depiction as something of a lost cause because they are ‘never
really going to fully engage’ since they ‘don’t get it’ and ‘aren’t interested in it’. This ‘attitude’
is implicitly suggested to be a personal failing on the part of these students because for those
who have chosen it, ‘their attitude is much different’ and ‘they will listen to you’. As allusions
to listening punctuate the permeations of control described above, here silence equates with
higher ability with ability to ‘listen’, and thus ability to be controlled. The more implicit
undertones regarding lower streamed students may be understood to culminate in their
depiction as being more difficult to control. Here, behaviour is inseparable from young
people’s ability, most notably when young people are in lower sets which are,
overwhelmingly, dominated by young men.

5.3.2 Focus and Productivity
Young people recognised that one of the most prevalent purposes of silence on the part of
teachers was as a means of propagating a concentration or ‘thinking’ space, evading
distraction, and productivity or ‘work’. Indeed, ‘productivity’ permeates the data. One young
man, however, described silence in a learning environment as unnatural and lacking
stimulation: doesn’t feel right203 because I know you’re meant to learn but, you want a bit of
craic as well so you do204. This young man compared classroom productivity to his part time
job: See when it’s pure silence. It’s so boring and you need a bit of fun so you do205. This
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resonates with what young people earlier described in terms of emotion: the feeling of the
classroom.

Teachers described silence as ‘stimulating thought’ and avoiding distraction. This was
developed in terms of concentration and distraction, but when probed as to whether this
was the only use of silence, another teacher was emphatic that it was not:

Dean: No. No. I mean- No. […] …if people are quiet then other people can hear what is being said. So
that’s the simple form. Quite often it’s the teacher speaking, obviously, but not always so you need to
have that. Periods of silence with regard to study and trying to get things into your head and trying to
think without being distracted […] when I was at school for example we all would have studied with
earphones, very old Walkmans, or some form of radio device, but eh… […] It wasn’t silence but you
were blocking out other noise so therefore that aided-

In its prototypical form, for this teacher, silence is ‘hearing’ or listening, while the teacher is
speaking. Silence as a thinking space, and as a means of avoiding distraction by ‘blocking out
other noise’, was also framed in terms of productivity. This traditional understanding of the
purpose or role of silence was clear in the responses from teachers broadly. When asked
what role silence played in the classroom, a Science teacher replied: I think it allows you to
focus. Simple as. Just allows you to focus206. When this teacher embellished upon his original
response, however, this ‘focus’ was gradually equated with ‘listening’ and then with a desire
to learn:

Brian: I like, you know- but if they don’t want to listen that’s fine, close your ears and don’t listen at
the end of the day, but don’t talk over me, allow the other 15 in the class who do want to listen and
who do want to learn; let them be able to hear what I’m saying […]

This may reflect another hidden assumption about the desire to learn; another teacher made
reference to pupils who are interested want to do well207, the latent content of which
suggests an unspoken assumption that those who are not interested do not want to do well.
One senior teacher suggested that one student he taught deliberately avoided any
opportunity to learn208, and a Head of Year teacher suggested that where they’re not
interested, they don’t want to … make an effort to listen, to learn209.
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Young people suggested that some young people are hesitant to ask for help. One young
woman described how sometimes her class would be told off for talking about the task, and
another spoke about how she thought teachers don’t really understand that we actually do
talk about what we’re doing210, and that because sometimes young people don’t understand
what they’re supposed to be doing so they’re asking what is it I actually have to do211. This
response suggests that these ‘productive’ silences are not all the same, and must be observed
and interpreted by each teacher for each child, yet other teachers tended to depict the
purposes of silence between two aspects of productivity: ‘expected’ silences for listening and
receiving instruction as discussed above, and ‘imposed’ silences when they’re fully engaged
in a task if they’re fully concentrating212. This imposed silence simultaneously prohibited
dialogue with one another: …there shouldn’t be the chatting to the person next door, or
asking irrelevant questions213.

This representation of silence presupposes that young people do not have knowledge to
exchange, but are ‘busy’ in the business of receiving it from the teacher. Despite this, when
asked if learning always took place in silence, teachers responded in the negative, suggesting
that it depends on the task that has been given214. One teacher described moments of
silence215, suggesting that other forms of silence within productivity, which were less easily
identified, were in need of observation:

Chris: …you can judge silence by the work that is being done, obviously, avoiding distractions and not
talking, that’s the obvious one but then there are other moments of silence that a teacher needs to
observe. And that, again, could be through vacant expressions, puzzled struggling, I need help but I
can’t put my hand up and speak to you because I don’t want to say to you in front of my other peers
in the classroom.

Notably, in his response, this teacher adopted the position and perspective of a young person
in his class, recognising the less visible forms of silence on the part of young people. This may
account for the more nuanced response which more closely resembled the experience of
young people themselves. As part of the productivity thread, silence was viewed as a space
for thinking and processing, particularly when time was required for thought: silence is
almost like a break to give you a time to think216. Young people’s responses challenged
210

Tara
Sarah
212 Amanda
213 Amanda
214 Amanda
215 Chris
216 Lydia
211

127

traditional understandings of knowledge and understanding, however, particularly where
understanding is assessed by verbal response as in a classroom scenario. Through such a lens,
a student’s silence may be construed as ‘unknowing’ rather than ‘unknowable’, or ‘not yet
known’, where ‘known’ is the capacity to verbalise or explain:

Emily: Them thinking.
[…]
Deborah: Or they didn’t know what to say.
Emily: Yeah
AB: Didn’t know what to say as in they didn’t understand?
Deborah: They didn’t know how to explain it.
AB: How do you mean?
Deborah: […] you don’t know how to explain it, you just know that’s what it is, you know what I mean?
Emily: Like easier done than said.
Connie: Easier said than done!
AB: Well that is the saying, but you’re saying that it’s easier to have those silences and know what they
are than it is to explain what they are.
Deborah: Yeah because you can get confused and muddled and then you can make other people
confused and then you have to try to explain it to them but you don’t know how to and then the whole
thing just gets annoying!

Another young person suggested that silence may have little to do with ‘knowledge’ and that
young people may be self-conscious or lack confidence to contribute their ideas if seen as
not ‘good enough’. This was reiterated by another two students who recognised their own
silences during the group sessions as keeping my thoughts to myself217 and observing
everybody else and what they have to say218. These ‘thinking’ silences are perhaps partially
unintelligible due to the possibility that young people themselves were perhaps unsure of
the purposes of their silence or had not previously considered this. Furthermore, they may
be because young people simply had nothing to say, a possibility which was borne out by the
interviews in which young people simply did not respond for extended periods of time.

5.3.3 Concealment and Protection
Young people discussed using silence as concealment in order to protect either themselves
and others, and in terms of not being a ‘tout’219. One of the forms reflected young people’s
use of silence as a means of avoiding negative emotions such as embarrassment. This was
largely explained for the purposes of being scared you’re gonna get it wrong220. One young
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person attributed these epistemic silences to the fact that he ‘struggled’ and cause I don’t
know the answer, I know I’ll get it wrong221. This resulted in his hiding and not bringing
attention to yourself222. This primarily related to being seen as ‘wrong’ or as an ‘non-knower’,
and the embarrassment that was associated with being in such a position amongst young
people.
Similarly, young people identified this protection in terms of censorship223 or controversy
amongst their peer group to avoid offending or hurting others.

YP224: […] You kind of don’t want your opinion turned against you. You know. Like if you say like, em,
you’re in favour of like the death penalty or something. You know, people could use that there against
you, you know and like bully you for it you know.
YP: You also don’t want to offend someone that you’re close to.

Notably, divulgence of opinion on controversial topics here was viewed as something that
might be used ‘against you’ at a later stage, rather than being nurtured as part of a collective
dialogue. This seemed to centre around ‘unknowability’ or unintelligibility of what young
people were thinking:
YP225: Cause like if someone doesn’t understand what you’re thinking, you wouldn’t want to say it to
them in case it came out of context. Cause you could be thinking something and just not say it. Like in
class, younger people will talk about things that older people just won’t understand or know what
they’re talking about.

A key consequence of this of course is that young people’s views and opinions remain silent
and unknown, and are not considered or given due weight due to the fear that they will not
be understood in their own terms. Discussion of sensitive topics, however, was not absolute
in terms of remaining silent towards teachers as a whole; one young person suggested that
it depended on the teacher. When probed for what it depended on, the young people in the
group interview suggested that these personal silences were relational ones:

AB: What does it depend on?
Edward: How respectful they are to you. [laughs]
Grace: How much of like a person that they are, if you know what I mean. So like not just them being
a figurehead, like you couldn’t just walk up to someone that you’re not really close to and like, say
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whatever, but like if you’ve built up a relationship with a teacher and they’re like, showing you that
they have like a personal side and like, you know, then you’re more inclined to open up to them.

The reference to ‘how much of a person’ a teacher was to a young person was striking here
as in reference to ‘respectful’ behaviour, it suggests that if young people do not ‘recognise’
a teacher as a person, they remain more of a symbolic ‘figurehead’. Young people often used
laughter to indicate satire and as a means to challenging the status quo. In this instance, the
concept of teacher respect towards students is subverted, not by explicitly identifying it, but
by what remained unspoken, or concealed.

Interestingly, in recounting experiences of silence for concealment, no young people
explicitly referred to ‘lying’ as a form of silence. This is, perhaps, surprising considering that
to build capacity and ensure informed consent, the pilot Community Inquiry session
addressed the question is it ever acceptable to lie? This form of silence, however, was
observed during the study. Whilst young people referred to not being a ‘tout’, this silence
was never equated with lying or telling deliberate untruths, perhaps because it was
understood as omission. Teachers, however, whilst not identifying this in interview, did
mention ‘lying’ in several observations. On one such occasion, a senior teacher told a young
person all I’m asking for is his honesty226, to which the young person responded [so] I have
to say what you say227, and tout on a mate228. The senior teacher immediately conjoined
honesty with ‘respect’, and notably, masculinity: [w]rite it down, like a man. It’s called
respect229. This was also observed on a separate occasion when walking up the stairs with
Amanda (teacher) who, when encountering a group of year 12 young men on the stairs,
returned their attempts at explaining why they were there with that’s a lie before you’ve
even started230.

Uses of silence to conceal and protect oneself were not exclusive to young people, however.
Teachers used forms of silence to veil or conceal during interviews. Chris suggested, when
asked how he thought young people were viewed, that he had to be very careful here
[laughs], indicating that some of his thoughts could not be spoken and used laughter to veil
his partial silence. In a journal entry, whilst spending break time in a particular department,
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I noted that these silences were used to avoid the possibility of being dropped from a great
height231. Teachers explained that during a school inspection, when asked by school
inspectors about their positions and school culture, everybody lied and said everything’s
great232 because staff were afraid to say what they thought. Indeed, in the school inspection
report from 2013, 34 questionnaires were issued to teachers, of which 18 were returned and
fewer than five included comments.

Silences on the part of teachers also included I don’t know233 and use of ‘sighs’ as responses
to questions, which indicated thought and reflection234, and perhaps that teachers were
weighing up what content to voice for the record235, and sometimes to indicate that teachers
perceived questions to be surprising236. Caroline was one such example:

Caroline: [Sigh] Well I do think the teacher has an awful lot, speaking as a parent as well, I mean I think
the teacher’s key. If they don’t gel with the teacher, unless they are very motivated to do that
particular subject, I think they just switch off.
AB: Do you think that’s something that all teachers appreciate?
Caroline: Oh I don’t know. I don’t really discuss those high powered things [laughs] Em… Well I… I just…
I can’t answer that really because I haven’t really talked to other staff about it.

As in dialogue with young people, laughter was used to accompany, or perhaps conceal,
veiled silences, and to aid the movement of the dialogue forwards in what might be
understood as a polite, more socially acceptable manner than simply not responding.

A further form of concealment and evasion took place in ‘truncated silences’ where teachers
did not specify responses, or finish them off. This was often done by making reference to
things like that237, or et cetera238, and in one case, referring to and bits and pieces239. These
were often accompanied by you know240 following the expression of a response by teachers,
or using the word just prior or following responses, which may mark uncertainty. Using such
terms was identified as a form of silence because they latently suggest that responses refer
to what is assumed to be known by the researcher, and draws on commonly held
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‘expectations’ or ‘understandings’ of the nature of the question. Alternatively, such
responses operated as a stalling device for respondents to think and process the question, or
they simply did not know how to respond, either because they did not know, or because they
were not able to articulate their thoughts.

5.3.4 Gender-based Silences
The conjunction of honesty, respect and masculinity presented above reflects, perhaps, a
gender-based aspect to silences which was more latent in the data, and which was often
more visible when young women and young men were interviewed together, as opposed to
only females, or only males. In mixed-gender groups, young men were more likely to silence
young women by interrupting them, or by speaking over them. On two occasions, this was
acknowledged by young men, one of whom, on interrupting, stopped speaking: Oh, wait. I…
oh. Right, you go241. Another young man interrupted a young woman, apologised, but
proceeded to continue: Aye cause like when- sorry for interrupting. Cause like whenever…242

In group sessions, young men often needed prompted for their contributions and whilst, on
occasion, this was owing to the fact that some young men who participated were more
reserved, in other instances, this took the form of a more latent indication on the part of the
researcher that the young men were speaking over, and therefore silencing, someone,
including, at times, the researcher herself. This was clear in prompts such as Boys what- what
about you?243, or …boys what do you think?244 On occasion, these prompts were preceded by
young men having their own conversations separately to the group dialogue, which might be
viewed as a form of silence in itself:

AB: Ok but do you think maybe that there’s like a… [Boys talking over] [Whistling] [YP trying to speak
but drowned out]
[2 second silence – boys continuing their conversation]
That you’ll need to know… [YP: Yeah] for life? [Boys laughter]
Boys, what do you think? [2 second silence] [YP refers to ‘stop laughing’] [YP: and you learn about
sicknesses as well]
You do, you learn about infections [Boys whispering and laughing amongst themselves]245
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Prompts for contributions from young women differed from those with regard to young men
because they were often used to address different behaviour: a tendency of some young
women to remain largely silent when young men carried the conversation:

AB: What about you girls? How do you think teachers use silence? [5 second silence] How do you think
teachers use silence? [3 second silence]
ADAM: To get us to shut up [girls remain silent]

Often, young women’s silences were accompanied by low giggles or laughter246, perhaps
suggesting that young women were more uncomfortable with, or embarrassed by, the
silences. However, this was mostly observed in mixed-gender sessions. Using gender-specific
address to young people was intended to regulate their behaviour and their conversation
and this was also clear in observations of lessons during the study, particularly so in relation
to young men. These addresses took the form of euphemisms used by one particular teacher,
which centred around telling young men in particular to be quiet, for example, Alright lads247,
and Lads if you want to have a period of writing, keep talking248, or drawing attention to the
fact that the teacher was speaking: Boys, I’m speaking249, and Boys please250. Comments
about young men’s behaviour intended to regulate this behaviour centred around their
maturity: Boys wise up251, and Primary school boys would be more mature252. One particularly
difficult young man was told to stop being immature253, and to stop being a pain254. A
separate teacher described his class as having a few tricky ones like those guys at the back of
the classroom255 who were all male, and this was explained with reference to their maturity:

Brian: …different levels of maturity. Some are much more mature than others and they come in you
know and they get their books out and they settle down and then there’s some guys in the class in
particular are a bit more immature and a bit silly so their interactions are a bit childish and immature
and things like that.
AB: What sort of interactions would they have that would betray that immaturity?
Brian: Just the way they get on even coming into the class you know jumping on each other and on
each other’s back and swinging school bags around and just things like that that you’d expect you
know… from someone about eight or ten year old.
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There was a prevailing sense, in the same vein as this quotation implicitly suggests, that
young men were perceived as being louder and more disruptive than girls. In one Community
Inquiry session I asked this question specifically to Group 2:

AB: […] do you think there’s a difference between, em, preferences for silence with boys and girls?
[4 second silence]
YP – MALE: Boys are normally probably seen as louder. 256

This sentiment was echoed by a young woman who explained the difference in the treatment
of boys and girls by one female teacher as boys would have a wee bit more of an attitude257.
This may account for what emerged in two separate, mixed-gender interviews with young
people with regard to what they viewed as gender favouritism towards young women:

AB: When I was in the back? And how were you not showing her respect?
DAVID: Talking, but… I don’t know. I find our [female teacher] quite sexist so I do cause… I was talking
to a boy beside me, but the girls in front of me, they’re talking the whole period, but any time we
decided to talk, she started shouting at us, so she did.

The young women in this interview agreed that the female students get away with more258,
a sentiment also used in relation to a separate female teacher. In a separate mixed-gender
interview with young people, and in reference to a different female teacher, one young
woman agreed, observing that:

POPPY: Yeah like she wouldn’t shout at us as much. Then like say us girls were standing at like the end
of the lesson, she would come over and say how like stupid the boys get on. Like the boys would be
more… messing about. But say the girls are, we would get off with it a wee bit easier.
AB: By messing about do you mean like jumping around and…
POPPY: Like if they’re up out of their seat they’re getting shouted at if we’re not meant to be. But say
like a girl walked over across the room, she wouldn’t really say anything.
KYLE: She would maybe just say sit down. Whereas the boys she would shout at them.

This echoed observations by the young man in this interview that the girls are allowed to sit
beside their friends and all, the boys always has to be like- the boys always have to be sort of
split up and that259, as well as a perception that sometimes she lets the girls away with
homework260. Interestingly, the young man indicated that he did not voice his observations,
saying that he wouldn’t like say much back to her, but like, it does get annoying. And then
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sometimes you just want to say something back261. This echoed similar comments which
suggested that young men did not voice their grievances because we’ll probably just get
worse off for it, if you do tell them262, in a manner described by his female companion as
holding in how you feel263. Jack indicated that he felt he was just the fall back. Oh [Jack] did
it, and his response to being shouted at, was I just, I don’t know. This may suggest that young
men do not have the affective linguistic capital in order to make sense of their experiences,
and may therefore partially explain their silences in such instances. Furthermore, Jack
described how most of the time I’m asking her what we’re doing. She never tells us what
we’re doing! This may suggest a relationship between uses and experiences of silence, and
uses and experiences of discipline in school, which may differ along the intersections of
gender and ability, where perhaps the behaviour exhibited by young men is perceived to be
more disruptive where they are unsure of what to do in lessons, or are unsure of how, or
perhaps unwilling, to ask for help.

One mixed-gender interview264 indicated that what young people viewed as favouritism in
the excerpt above was also related to GCSE subject choices, and these students doing her
subject265; perhaps an implicit allusion to favouritism based not only on gender, but on ability:
two intersections that appeared to be implicitly linked together in the data. Notably, in
classes that were low sets, girls were in a minority. This may be tempered by subject choices
which attracted young men such as engineering, where girls were also a significant minority,
but there appeared to be an implicit relationship between behaviour of young men and
ability. In one Science lesson with a low set, the teacher frequently addressed his instructions
such as copy this down then lads266, to the class in which the minority young women appeared
to be invisible, and who in fact were seated together with a young man who was openly gay.
In lessons where girls were in a minority, they most often sat together, clearly demarcated
from the young men and were largely quiet, if not silent267. Helen’s comments on silence
were illuminating along gender lines, considering that her class was predominantly young
men:
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Helen: Yeah, I think in some of the more challenging classes, it’s a fight for dominance. So silence isn’t
really perceived as being a dominant character. So it’s all, who can be heard the loudest, or seen, or
who can be noticed, which one is the teacher going to be speaking to the most, they’re nearly trying
to be the Kingpin of the classroom whereas the more silent ones, you’re maybe not finding out until
you see a dip in performance.

This teacher was Assistant Head of Year and was interviewed with the Head of Year, who, in
a comment preceding the one above, indicated that:

Eric: In my experience, the lower classes tend to be more openly defiant. And it’s more- well, not
necessarily more openly defiant. Their defiance would maybe be the… the more noticeable ones a.k.a.
outspoken, maybe not doing their homework, arriving late, speaking back.

Of course, these ‘lower classes’ were those which were predominantly boys. Where low sets
were more likely to have a majority of boys in them, the implicit link between behaviour and
ability, and gender, became clear. One teacher, in reference to a low ability class, indicated
that: I mean there’s students in that class like, that’s where they should be. But I know there’s
students in like certain classes are only in there for behaviour. Do you know? And it is, some
students just can’t behave and I do get why they’re not in certain sets because they’re going
to disrupt other learning. But at the same time, I don’t know…268 When asked about her
relationship with one particular group who were a low set, one teacher described her
relationships in terms of gender and behaviour:

Irene: I think there is a difficult relationship there with that particular group because of the way, that
the mix of abilities in the class so there are several boys in particular who are quite able but are quite
disengaged and initially they were quite disruptive, but that now has stopped as a result of the
classroom management strategies that have been used and on the other side then there are a number
of particularly girls who are actually quite weak and who are really struggling with basic concepts,
including basic comprehension and they lack a lot of confidence and they’re the ones that are trying
really hard so…

Irene’s comments about the boys in her class framed her responses throughout her
interview, with a clear demarcation between the ‘disruptive’ young men, and the minority
‘quiet’ girls in this class. Irene was frank about the challenges she faced with this particular
class, however, this opening comment may suggest an implicit relationship between ability
and streaming, and the gender of young people who find themselves in low sets. This
connection was one of the more latent subjects present in the data, and was easily
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overlooked269, perhaps owing to the broad silence along gender lines. Gender-based
implications of streaming on academic ability will be considered in Chapter Six.

5.4. Consequences and Implications
It is, of course, important to reiterate that the consequences of silence are often difficult to
distinguish on account of silence being inaudible and, more abstractly, more difficult to
identify and detect than speech acts. This section draws together some of the consequences
of the findings thus far in preparation for a more in depth consideration in the discussion
chapter.

5.4.1 Hermeneutical Silences
These silences transpire when there are gaps in communication between teachers and
students; buffer zones of silence where ambiguity results in assumption, misrecognition or
non-recognition. Hermeneutical silences also arise as a consequence of epistemic injustice
where young people’s epistemic agency has not been recognised (or misrecognised) or
nurtured, with the subsequent ignorance when consulted on matters which affect them. This
might be said to arise where young people have been resigned to listening and passively
receptive silences in their positioning in the larger structural organisation of the school as
‘non-knowers’.

One example is when asked a question, or discussing hypothetically how young people would
prefer something to happen, they often responded with I don’t know270, it’s hard to
explain271, or I’m not sure272. This often succeeded a prolonged pause or silence as young
people considered the hypothetical alternative. Sometimes, this was used as a disclaimer
following questions, almost as a buffer to absolve young people in case their answer was
‘wrong’, and to prevent further probing. This was often preceded or followed by brief
laughter, as if to soften what might be perceived to be a rude response, or to veil the fear of
not giving the ‘right answer’. This may be a direct consequence of students’ positioning in
the knowledge ‘economy’ in the school; one teacher told a student in one observation don’t
write anything down just in case you get it wrong273. Alternatively, this ‘I don’t know’
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sometimes followed a prolonged silence of up to 10 seconds while the theoretical alternative
was considered, but was found to be unintelligible or unknowable, perhaps because young
people were unsure and unpractised with regard to how to say it, like to get their point across
how they want to get it across274.

These difficulties of explanation were also framed in terms of emotional awareness and
knowledge, and ‘not knowing’ how something felt, particularly if they’ve gone through
something and you mention that, but you’re not familiar with it, then they could take it to
heart because they know how it feels and you don’t275. In contrast, young people also
expressed some frustration that they could have knowledge about stuff and they just want
you to do what they have. So they want you to be on a straight line and if you go off it then
you know… you’re gonna get your head chopped off ye276. This supported others’ expressions
of how they felt that knowledge was limited277 and suppressed278 when they asked questions
not directly related to the topic in some lessons, with these requests apparently dismissed
because they’ll say it’s not the topic and just- don’t even give an answer279.

As well as the omission of other forms of knowledge, the consequences of silence can be
understood as nonresolution of issues which appeared to exist below the radar. Interestingly,
one of the silences identified by a teacher was the silence around sectarianism. This teacher
went on to describe this as ‘ignorance’ rather than bigotry: it’s just misunderstanding280. It
may be asserted that the silence around this issue engenders and reproduces further
attitudes and beliefs – hermeneutical silences – that are not only uninformed and wrong, but
harmful to society as a whole. As this teacher observed: they’re very ignorant about their
beliefs281, giving the example of a young person who thought that Northern Ireland was
where the Protestants live282, and the South where the Catholics live283, or another student
who asked her is that when King Billy invented Protestants?284 These epistemic blindnesses,
or ignorances, and the ensuing silences around these blindnesses reinforce division and,
unaddressed, reproduce divisive attitudes which take the form of hermeneutical silences.
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Only two teachers were able to identify the hermeneutical silences that teachers may have
themselves. One gave the example of a teacher going into a classroom with preconceived
ideas about young people, and how this would look in practice: …if you go into a classroom
and have in your head right I know what the behaviour’s going to be like, I know what I’m
going to expect, you will miss all of that, you have to pick up those signals…285 This
demonstrates the consequences and implications of ‘expectations’ which were both implicit
and explicit in the data, for example, expectations of silence, of different classes (streams),
and individual young people: teachers can become insensitive to signals and silences which
may suggest a different story to the expectation. Another teacher framed misunderstanding
and its consequences in terms of teachers’ relationships with students and their uses of
silence. This hermeneutical injustice took the form of not understanding young people’s
silences, and not being able to see themselves in their position286. This was directly attributed
to the (mis)representation of young people:

Chris: You know, they may have their difficulties and they may have those silences, but when they’re
in the classroom, it’s almost statistics in front of them than people.

In contrast to this, there were staff who can really see when someone is struggling287, and
when to raise alarm bells maybe with Heads of Year288, but also when to not be too forceful
with your teaching and too forceful with your expectations because it may be more harmful
in the long run289. Here, the ‘expectations’ typically associated with classroom management
and discipline are troubled in a cognition that these can be harmful and can be instrumental
in omission of other perspectives.

5.4.2 Resistance
Several young people identified that silence could be used as resistance. In observations,
students often refused work in silent defiance at what they perceived to be unfairness. On
one occasion, one young person sat with his feet up and refused to work when he was not
permitted to go to the toilet, even though he protested that his lunch had been two periods
earlier. Another young person responded I don’t know to questions when she felt she was
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being picked on, using her ‘non-knower’ status to subvert authority. Eventually the teacher
in this instance clarified that she was making sure the student was listening. Sometimes,
young people would not respond when they were expected to: …basically just don’t do the
work and if a teacher tells them to do it they just sit there and… look away290. Lydia suggested
that this was a bit like rebellion291, which could break through another’s power292 by refusing
to give them an answer293 and, therefore, defying them294.

Here a paradox was made apparent which may suggest broader consequences of the wider
control of young people regarding silence, silences and silencing:

Hannah: Yeah, cause like, if you’re sitting like- like see in most other, like, teachers like if you’re sitting
in a group, you’d like- like- it’s like debate or something, right what’s your answer on this, what’s your
opinion on this? And like, if you don’t want to talk, they expect you to anyway, like they make you.

This suggests that one key consequence of school practices of expecting silence and imposing
it on young people at the teachers’ discretion may be that young people use it to resist
teachers who expect young people to contribute to discussions. Not only is silence used to
control and sometimes to punish, but dialogue is also controlled. This is problematic when
the ‘expectation’ is to speak, even if young people do not wish to do so; their silence is a
matter of personal agency.

Teachers also identified this use of silence as resistance. One described it as selective
hearing295 or tactical ignoring, and as pretence that they have not heard instructions. Others
referred to silent defiance296. Irene described this in terms of failure to engage with reference
to her class. This framing suggests strongly that this is viewed as a personal and individual
shortcoming on the part of young people, and not a wider structural consequence of how
silence is used and imposed throughout the institution to undermine young people’s
epistemic agency:

Irene: I suppose there is a failure to engage which is a form of resistance. Em… I expect you to come
in and sit down and get out your work and to be quiet and to listen whenever I’m speaking and to be
quiet when you’re doing your work. Em, there is plenty of time for discussion for asking questions.
But, em… just because I suppose the theme is silence, there would be times when I know that they are
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silent because there is something else going on in their head entirely. You know, they’re not listening
to me, they’re not actively engaged, they’re not actively reading the passage, you know, it’s sort of in
one ear out the other, skim past the eyes. And that’s a form of resistance. Em, occasionally I would
encounter I don’t understand, you haven’t explained it very well. But that type of resistance generally
wouldn’t last beyond September because we would soon get that ironed out.

Notably, this ‘failure’ to ‘actively engage’ is deemed to be resistance, rather than as a
consequence of a sedentary and controlled teaching and learning style which is strikingly
framed as ‘expectation’. In one observation, another teacher became frustrated whilst asking
the class questions, stating to the class that they clearly weren’t getting this297, and how this
was perhaps because we’re not listening298. Again, this is underpinned by an assumption that
listening equals learning.

What two teachers termed silent defiance299 may be interpreted as an imposition of young
people’s own agency in terms of a buffer between teacher speaking authority and student
silent conformity. The Assistant Head of Year suggested this silence on the part of young
people was very hard because if you’re not getting any interaction at all it’s very hard then to
move onto the next stage because you need that interaction, you need the conversation…300.
One teacher explained that this silence was harder to deal with, perhaps because control
over the dialogue had moved to the young person:

Kate: At least you’ve got interaction to try- I feel like I can persuade or there’s some sort of movement
that you can go with that person because you can try and explain to that pupil your problem and they’ll
be able to verbally tell you what their problem is with you or if there’s a breakdown in the relationship,
and you can try and then move from that point to repair it. But if you’ve got someone who is silently
defiant and they don’t give you anything back, how can you build that relationship with that pupil if
they just don’t want to have a relationship with you? I feel like you’re hitting a brick wall on some
occasions.

Perhaps the most striking silence here is the omission of recognition that this practice of
repairing breakdown in relationship was rarely observed and seemed to be based on two
unspoken and implicit assumptions: a) that the young person at the centre of the relationship
was a ‘respectful’ and conforming young person who met teachers’ expectations and; b) that
the erection of a ‘brick wall’ was a direct consequence of some shortcoming or ‘problem’ on
the part of the young person in question. For disillusioned young people in low sets, there
was no relationship to be repaired; their ‘brick wall’ was the view and experience of teachers
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as strangers301. Interestingly, when probed about this view of teachers this young person was
himself perplexed about the feeling, saying I know I’ve known them for four years but, I still
like- don’t really like- I don’t even know302. Another young man who did not wish to be
recorded indicated that looking at a picture of the pastoral team made him think of a dark
hole303. This, of course, may suggest that this resistance and the roots of this resistance are
silence at the structural level whereby young people whom it affects cannot make this silence
intelligible, or do not have the requisite resources to interpret the silence: what I term
‘hermeneutical silences’304. For example, young people may feel the need to resist, described
by one young person as switching off to annoy the teacher305, but are not always aware of
why they have this feeling. Such is the power of the silence that young people may not be
aware that they are struggling to make sense of their experiences, even though, on probing,
they did suggest that they were engaging in forms of resistance. Hermeneutical silence, and
its incontrovertible relationship with resistance, may, therefore, demonstrate structural
inequality, and it may also be the case that teachers are not aware of the disadvantages and
challenges that such inequality confers on young people, or that this inequality may be
gendered.

5.4.3 Implicit or ‘silent’ messages
As discussed, silence was used overwhelmingly for control of others, namely young people.
Young people regularly recognised this as a practice and purpose of silence. However, one
key consequence of this silence, in all its forms and practices, is the implicit messages and
signals that young people read and conclude about their position in school. These take the
form of ‘silent messages’ which are akin to the hidden curriculum and may be understood as
what young people ‘know’ but are not explicitly told or taught:

Tara: Well they wouldn’t say to anyone directly that they have more control, maybe they’re more
important. They wouldn’t say that to anyone because they wouldn’t be able to, like you wouldn’t be
allowed to say that. But everyone sort of like just knows like because- we can’t act the same as teachers
act because it’s just not like- everyone knows you can’t do that because if we let on like we had the
same sort of power as they did like we would get in trouble with them.
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This silent message inferred as a consequence of seeing teachers’ interactions with others as
well as themselves, from seeing others getting into trouble and then like sitting watching
what’s going on306. Another young person stated I feel like some teachers make an example
of one person, knowing that no one else is going to do it307.

Notably, silent messages can also arise from omission or inaction. One such example arose
following a violent incident at a bus stop involving students from the school. These students
were subsequently suspended and letters sent home to parents, but young people were
never directly addressed:

Frank: They just gave reassurance that it was safe to go to the bus station but they never really talked
to the pupils about what really happened.
Grace: Bringing the people back into school but not talking to us about it.
AB: What do you think the effect of that was?
Grace: Made pupils more scared.
AB: What is it about the situation that made you more scared?
Grace: It could happen to anyone.
Frank: Also that the school’s- you don’t really feel that like reassurance any more, that if anything
happened to you, like, the schools would just kind of brush it under the carpet, just to kind of…
Grace: Just to like… make their reputation look ok.

The consequences of this were fear, but there were other emotions that were direct
consequences of the school’s decision not to speak openly to students about the incident. Of
course, it is acknowledged that this may be for reasons of confidentiality – a further form of
silence – and which was acknowledged by teachers308; yet there is still an omission in not
relaying the need for confidentiality to young people. One young person explained that this
made them feel that they were not important309, and another suggested that one of the
consequences was that they were not given respect in a way of knowing like what happened
and how, like to prevent it happening again310. The silence around the messages young
people drew from silences also applied to events which were designed to recognise young
people positively such as honour badges for representation of the school or other
achievements:

Frank: It’s made out just to be a badge. They just give you it, no one talks to you about it. You just
come to school one day and then you’re told in form class oh you’re getting an honours badge today,
go to assembly. But no-one actually sits down and addresses it.
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It is clear here that the intended recognition of achievement on the part of young people is
undermined as a consequence of the silence that surrounds such a practice. The feeling of
‘unimportance’ also lingered here implicitly because it’s just, they give you a badge and that’s
really it311. Young people were not engaged in civic dialogue which rendered these rituals
meaningless for them: If like they sat down and talked about it, it would be… more
important312.

Teachers’ identification of silent messages was strikingly associated with streaming and
summative assessment and the negative consequences that this carried: probably for those
that that environment does not suit, it’s very demoralising, very off-putting. Creates a sense
of failure, reinforces underachievement313. Similarly, other teachers referred to this as system
failure314 and structure of the school315, and suggested that streaming created confidence
crises in young people using one example whereby one young man responded we can’t do
that, we’re in L5316, and another young man who was moved down a set: are you only saying
that to me because I’m in the stupid class now?317 This teacher referred to this as thinking
within a certain boundary of ability318, as a consequence of streaming policies.

Another teacher referred to this as the concept of being seen as not doing well319 or being
seen as a failure320 in sets because they are under the illusion that they’re not as good as the
others in their year321 and they don’t think they’re good enough322. Thus, one key silent
message in schools relates to the epistemic agency and value of young people according to
the stream into which they are placed, and the teaching approach which corresponds to
these streams. As Leah succinctly put it, they’ll fulfil what you tell them they are. This,
crucially, includes what young people are told implicitly, but which remains unspoken.
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One group of young women identified this implicit message with regard to their own
streaming experiences. This was couched in terms of expectations and the expectations of
higher sets to be better than everybody else but in reality like there’s people in our class that
would probably be worse behaved than somebody in L6 but smarter323. One young person
specified that if they say they’re in L6 you know they’re badly behaved324, but that sometimes
this was not the case. They gave the example of their friend who was initially streamed into
L6 but was now in L1, because he worked hard325. However, this understanding was also
troubled by another who pointed out that sometimes personality is associated with
knowledge326. This was quickly equated with social class:

Hannah: The lower classes, a lot of them are badly behaved but I think, they’re from different places,
they don’t…
Izzie: They have different backgrounds.
Hannah: They have different backgrounds… but I don’t want to sound like it’s being cheeky. That’s not
being cheeky sure it’s not?
Izzie: No, you’re just telling the truth.
Hannah: But then like, people from our class the ‘smarter’ class.
Izzie: Are from wealthy backgrounds.
Hannah: But then other ones don’t. It’s strange.
AB: So are we skirting around the concept of class?
Izzie: Yep
Hannah: Uh huh
[…]
Hannah: I don’t know anybody in like the lower classes who are higher social class. Like there is nobody
in those…
AB: Is that something that is not spoken about?
Hannah: Not really, no.

Indeed, in a group session, this young man spoke about his experiences directly, saying that
he felt knowledge wasn’t one of the big roles in the classroom327, and instead it was more like
trying to control you328. When comparing his experiences of the higher tier, he explained the
difference as more focused on learning329; a distinction another student held to have the
ability to burden you and divide you up330. Another young person in a later interview
additionally suggested this was ‘bigotry’ in terms of social class and division, perhaps a veiled
allusion to this practice as socially unjust and unfair. This is a good example of identity
prejudice and the effects of the social imagination which will be discussed in Chapter Six.
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Implicit messages also lingered in teaching and learning styles. One teacher maintained that
a new class will know you inside out within the first two minutes331, based on appearance,
positioning and the way things are in the room332. This was notable because one of the most
common threads in observation notes was that classrooms were laid out in the same way:
the ‘knower’s’ desk positioned at the front of the classroom and the ‘non-knowers’ desks
facing this. The only classrooms that were laid out in groups or ‘collective knowledge’ spaces
were practical subjects such as Art and Technology where, indeed, the content is focused on
individual creativity, and emphasis is on the distinctiveness of the individual’s ideas. Another
teacher referred to the traditional format as slightly regimented in the approach333 which
might reflect, and reinforce, the control and hierarchy around knowledge production, but
more around knowledge transmission. This teacher aptly surmised is there an implicit
message, I think there probably is, but I’m not sure that it’s right334.

When asked whether there was a different way of operating a classroom where it was not
about ‘authority’ with the teacher being seen as a ‘knower’ and the young person as the ‘nonknower’, one teacher laughed in response, thereby subverting the suggestion: Well it would
be nice if you could in the… ideal world [laughs]. I don’t know how effective it would be in the
real world335. This teacher said that it would be nice if you could be there to facilitate them
rather than to be authoritative figure over them, you know, making them do it336. This seems
to convey a representation of some young people as lacking capacity to participate in their
learning, rather than an understanding of teaching and learning as building capacity for doing
so. These implicit messages also extended to behaviour management where one teacher
suggested that young people would make up their mind about the way that they will conduct
themselves, the way they will behave, because of the way things are dealt with337. This
teacher suggested a silence around this, whereby there’s an elephant in the room but it will
never be spoken about and that will inform on the behaviour of students338.
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This also suggests that the practice of listening and obeying instructions in silence, including
copying information in silence, uses preconceived representations of young people as lacking
capacity in order to engender and reproduce conditions in which they are shown to lack
capacity; young people appear to be trapped in a cycle of self-fulfilling prophecy where, as
‘non-knowers’, they are consequently not permitted positions as ‘knowers’. One teacher
surmised that young people don’t see their own positioning either …they’re very one side, one
track thinkers… Because they’re young they can’t see that…339 This representation of young
people as ‘blind’ consigns them to silence, perhaps resonating with one young person’s
explanation of remaining silent on things teachers or adults wouldn’t understand. Here there
may be a key implication regarding the hermeneutical silences on the part of teachers;
blindnesses to young people’s capacity.

If young people are viewed as ‘non-knowers’, a key consequence that arises from this is the
silencing of knowledge in the classroom that does not come from the teacher knower. In a
group session on power, young people described how they did not hold any power in school
because teachers take it upon themselves like to try to… they think that they’re there to like
teach children, so they won’t let them teach themselves… learn for themselves so they
constantly, sort of, treat them as children… They give less power to them, they’re not allowed
to speak340. This was repeated in other sessions where young people described how teachers
thought they knew more because they were adult, and about teachers thinking we’re stupid
and simultaneously thinking they knew ‘everything’: they always think they’re right all the
time. That’s why they don’t believe us341. Young people in this case seemed to have
internalised implicit messages about their ‘bad’ character and this was directly linked to their
‘knowing’ status:

Anna: Like, people that are bad, teachers don’t think they want to learn, but like, they do want to
learn.
Bronagh: I think they should let us pick like, how we want to learn it, instead of like them just like
shoving and like forcing us to do it.
AB: So how would you pick? What would you pick?
Anna: I’d say like, it would be better if like they explained it out properly for us, like instead of just
writing all this stuff down, cause you don’t actually remember it; I don’t remember anything that I
write down. But if they speak to us about it, I think you can remember it better.
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This ‘non-knower’ status, or representation of certain young people in the streaming system
as not wanting to learn underpins what appears to be the conceptual bedrocks of teaching
and learning methods. This may be what another student meant when she suggested that
knowledge is meant to be understood, not just taught342. These young people emphasised
that what their teachers did not know, in their status as ‘knower’, was the young people
themselves. This was also clear in how young people in this group described teachers
speaking to them as if they hate us or something343. Most strikingly was their status, as well
as being ‘non-knowers’, of being unknown:

Anna: I don’t know, it’s like, they don’t actually like know us. Like, they don’t actually properly know
us to like…
Bronagh: They only know our names.
Anna: Yeah. And like what we’ve done. Or whatever.

This misrecognition was also present in other sets; young people did not think they were seen
as knowledgeable, and identified being seen as immature344 or as children345. This was seen
to be most of the time and most teachers346. One young person in fact subverted this
discourse entirely, suggesting that I don’t think they see us as people347, which prompted
laughter on the part of the group. Whilst humorous, this, unfortunately, resonates with
students in group 3 who referred to their treatment by some teachers as though they were
animals348. This was explained as though they always have to control you and all349.

5.5. Conclusion
The findings suggest that the uses of silence centred largely around teaching and learning –
the use of silence for productivity – and around practices of respect. These two practices
were conjoined with ‘listening’ which was considered necessary for the transmission of
knowledge, and also as a marker of respect. These practices were motivated by what was,
perhaps, the purpose of controlling and regulating behaviour in the classroom, and of
stimulating productivity on the part of young people. Silence was also used to navigate
emotions in the classroom, to conceal, and to avoid confrontation, or the inconvenience that
accompanied confronting certain situations. These served the purpose of self-protection,
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both by teachers and young people, and sometimes evasion of the subject, of individuals, or
of sensitive issues, in order to avoid ‘losing face’.

The implications of such silences centred around what I termed ‘hermeneutical silences’;
some uses and practices of silence served to further silence young people and this inhibited
them from making sense of their experiences. The findings suggest that many pupils are
stereotyped according to their class, and that this may also be tempered by gender. There is
no recognition, however, that these structural features alienate or silence some pupils, and
confine others to boredom and compliance; this may be what will be explored in Chapter Six
as a hermeneutical blindspot. In this way, young people experienced silence at a structural
level which served to disadvantage them; their responses to this silence in terms of
resistance, and the interpretations of implicit or silent messages from the institutional
structure of the school might be considered as further forms of silence. Ultimately, the
positioning of teachers and students in knowing and unknowing positions in the school
structure, and the resistance to these positions, have compelling power implications. This is
particularly so given the overwhelming identification of silence as a form of control but also
misrecognition. One teacher who drew extensively on the ‘listening’ obligation of young
people suggested that I want you to be quiet, that’s the way it is, that’s the way we do it.
That’s the way it’s always been350, which denotes the underpinnings of power and control
inherent in young people’s obligation to ‘listen’. The implications for this are perhaps less to
do with the transmission of knowledge, and more to do with maintaining the status quo
which has distinct consequences for young people’s epistemic agency, and rather negative
implications for their ‘knowing’ status.

As suggested by young people, teachers who treat young people ‘equally’ and not in a way
that uses their power against you351, were more likely to have students who do what they
say352. This use of power was developed in conditional terms of respect: if they don’t use it
against you and treat you fairly353. Another group framed this in terms of teaching and
learning, being ‘given’ less power and treated as children in not being allowed to speak: a
suggestion that the knowledge and power positioning in the classroom lacked compromise.
In two teacher interviews, the absence of compromise was framed as a control thing354, yet
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by giving students control, it was suggested that this may be like you’re lowering your
standards355 which implies that the ‘expectation’ discourse can also be brought back to
power. In this way, silences through knowledge and learning, respect and control are drawn
together in significant implications of power.

These findings support Fricker’s assertion that hermeneutical injustice is not perpetrated by
an agent, but is a structural notion, and helps to explain why hermeneutical inequality is very
difficult to detect: because the unequal participation is disguised by the existing meaning
attributed to interactions. In this case, these existing meanings take the form of two
paradigmatic constructions of meaning which are present throughout the taxonomy:
listening, whereby young people’s role was solely to ‘listen’ to teachers transmitting content;
and productivity, whereby young people’s positioning and role was seen as being there to
‘work’, and which was frequently conflated with behaviour management. The arrangement
of the findings on silence in terms of the individual’s uses of silence, the individual’s silences
in participation with others, and the structural positioning of the individual and their silences
indicates how the findings will be discussed through the lens of the conceptual framework in
Chapter Six, whilst attending to both of these paradigms identified from the findings. It also
demonstrates how the call for empirical research, presented in Chapter Two, which attends
to how uses and experiences of silence affect knowledge practices broadly (teaching and
learning specifically), how this relates to power and participation, and how this relates to the
broader themes of knowledge (equality), control, respect and voice (dignity) which will be
now be discussed in depth.
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION
I think the vast majority of the children that I teach are silent on the issues that do genuinely
concern them – Gillian, teacher356

6.0 Introduction
As discussed in Chapter Two, Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) highlight that understandings of
silence vary depending on the theoretical frameworks adopted for its examination; both
Mazzei and Jackson (2003), and Lewis (2010) caution that the examination of voice must
account for the framework of interpretation applied to any expression of silence in order to
attend to the structural conditions of ‘voice’ production. This chapter raises the findings on
‘silence’ to the conceptual framework, detailed in Chapter Three, which looks at silence as a
feature of young people’s participation rights in school through the lens of epistemic injustice
and the role of knowledge in such silences. This chapter also examines, with reference to
Fricker’s (2007) conceptual framework of epistemic injustice, whether the findings suggest
that young people are the subjects of epistemic harm which indicates epistemic injustices
and whether young people’s participation rights under the Convention are being infringed.

This discussion focuses on four interconnected themes organised into two sections following
Fricker’s framework: hermeneutical and testimonial considerations. As detailed in Chapter
Three, Fricker’s (2007) conceptual framework is not easily applied to a classroom
environment because the speaker/hearer positioning is more complex. With Fricker’s
exclusive focus on the speaker357, the implications of her framework for the hearer is omitted
in circumstances where the hearer holds less identity power than the speaker. Fricker
presents her account of epistemic injustice deductively: beginning with testimonial injustice
and working outwards to the structural considerations of hermeneutical injustice. In the
school environment, however, the positioning of ‘knower’ roles are a consequence, I argue,
of structural conditions beyond the control of both teachers and students. The structural
positioning of students and teachers as hearers and speakers respectively, suggest that it
may be more fruitful to begin the discussion of experiences and perspectives of silence at
school with hermeneutical injustice. In this regard, it is necessary to position practices of
silence within the structural organisation of the school and to consider whether these
practices are systemic or incidental in nature. The discussion of the implications of silence
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will then be continued from the examination of structural features of hermeneutical silence
to explore how these features manifest in testimonial exchanges of silence, and to consider
how these may present injustices for young people.

This discussion will consider four themes from the data as they pertain to the study of silence:
silence and knowledge; silence and control; silence and respect; and silence and voice. These
themes will firstly be considered through the application of Fricker’s account of
hermeneutical injustice, and once these structural conditions of silence have been discussed,
the testimonial implications of these themes will be presented. This chapter will attend to
the paradigms of listening and productivity detailed in the conclusion to Chapter Five, and
apply the theory-informed model of participation proposed in Chapter Three to consider the
pertinence of dignity, respect and equality which transcend the themes mentioned above.

6.1 Silence and Knowledge
6.1.1 Hermeneutical Silence and Knowledge
The findings strongly suggest that young people were systematically excluded from
hermeneutical participation owing to their marginalisation as ‘knowers’. As hermeneutical
injustice operates on identity power, part of the explanation for why young people were
excluded from hermeneutical participation is due to the prejudicial stereotypes of young
people within the social atmosphere that represent them as lacking the capacity to
participate in knowledge practices, and which negatively influences the judgements of
teachers.

These prejudicial stereotypes created not only gaps, but lacunae in communication in the
form of structural silence between students and teachers whereby there was no space in the
pedagogic structure for young people to participate equally. In doing so, this engendered
ambiguity by such hermeneutical silence which both reflected and transformed into
assumption and misrecognition of young people’s capacities. A manifest consequence of this
misrecognition was the systemic resignation of young people to silent listening and to ‘nonknowers’ over a prolonged period of time, and the hermeneutical marginalisation of young
people in school. Such practices demonstrate the danger of the expectations that underpin
the listening and productivity paradigms, and which are part of the structural organisation of
the school. These practices represent social norms and assumptions about young people’s
lacking in capacity as a social identity and demonstrate how power is deployed in classroom
exchanges in which knowledge is transmitted. These lacunae were created by the listening
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paradigm which was based on preconceived notions of young people as lacking in capacity in
order to engender and reproduce structural conditions which represented them as lacking
capacity. This included classroom layout and pedagogical methods which were visual and
kinaesthetic reflections of such structures; young people sat facing the teacher knower in
static positions, and pedagogical methods were often one-way communications.

Teachers’ positioning in the school meant that they held the right to control the discourse,
and grant or demand speaking rights to students, while simultaneously expecting silence
from them. This positioning was, however, inextricably linked to how ‘knowledge’ was
viewed in the classroom. Whilst Medina (2013) draws on Dewey’s conceptualisation of
knowledge as ‘action’, the understanding of knowledge in this study reflected absolutist
notions underpinned by the assumptions of truth and being ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, and in which
silence was used as a means to create a space for students to ‘transmit’ knowledge back to
the teacher; knowledge was therefore presented within certainty structures. This served to
deepen a fundamental division not only between ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ for teachers and
students respectively (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998), but also between knower positions, and
how these were related to the ways in which knowledge was deemed to be transmitted. Yet,
this broad brush conceptualisation of young people’s participation fails to recognise the
different ways, and extent to which, young people as individuals experienced epistemic
participation and potential injustice. Epistemic exclusion accords with Medina’s argument
that within particular contexts, whole groups may not be excluded from participation, but
members of different subgroups within this may enjoy very different voices and be heard
differently, for example, students who are in bottom sets, and those who are male. Even
when these subjects are not entirely excluded from participation, participation may be
compromised or marginalised when their contributions are not on a par with others.

Fricker makes reference to three ways in which hermeneutical participation is rendered
unjust: hermeneutical exclusion; hermeneutical marginalisation; and hermeneutical
inequality. Whilst these manifestations are by no means mutually exclusive, it is argued here
that they can in fact conceptualise how different students, according to their own positioning
within the school, participated hermeneutically to varying degrees. Students who were
viewed as more ‘able’, that is, group 1 students in the top set, might be seen to be
hermeneutically unequal whereby their participation was based on structural expectations
of returning accurate responses. Fricker’s socially produced silence may be better
understood here in the form of transmission: rather than ‘information to be gleaned’, young
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people were objectified in their epistemic agency whereby they were expected to reiterate
the correct information or answer to teacher questions, but not to probe, interrogate or
examine the substantive content as inquirers. The only apparent resistance to such structural
expectations, in this study, was in young people’s reticence, particularly in the top set,
towards returning the desired answers, whether this was because they did not know, or were
scared to get it wrong. In this way, young people were undermined in their capacity as
producers of knowledge, not simply givers of knowledge (Medina, 2013). That is, young
people were reporting to an inquirer, but were not inquirers in their own rights who ask
questions, and issue interpretations and evaluations. From Hookway’s ‘participant
perspective’, young people’s voices were hereby constrained and their capacities
undermined because their contributions were at the service of, or subordinate to, the
inquirer’s (teacher’s); hermeneutical participation was not present and in these exchanges, I
suggest, there was widespread hermeneutical inequality.

Yet, hermeneutical inequality was not part of most students’ analysis; they seemed to lack
the interpretive resources and awareness to articulate concerns about knowledge
production and hermeneutical participation which may itself be a hermeneutical injustice.
There was a sense pervading the data in which the accepted form of transmission of
knowledge was considered ‘normal’, with the few exceptions to this acceptance primarily
amongst groups 2 and 3: middle to bottom streamed classes who simply understood learning
as boring or unengaging. I argue that group 2, who were the middle set, were caught between
the complete hermeneutical exclusion that characterised group 3, and unequal participation
of group 1 and were, therefore, hermeneutically marginalised; that is, on the periphery of
knowing: not ‘non-knowers’, but not participants in the, albeit unequal, hermeneutical
participation of group 1. Whilst the listening paradigm characterised all classes, it was most
pronounced in the bottom set – group 3 – which consisted predominantly of young men. The
productivity paradigm which accompanied group 3 was, perhaps, an aural acknowledgement
of the conflation between ‘learning’ and ‘behaviour’; knowledge transmission to bottom sets
often had a punitive aspect, for not ‘listening’. The hermeneutical implication of this was the
immobilisation of young people’s capacity to know and learn from one another so that
hermeneutical exclusion confounded the exchange of knowledge (Medina, 2013). This
inequality became more apparent in moving down the streams from group 1 to group 3.
There are fundamental implications for these hermeneutical silences and the ‘capacity’ that
pertains to young people’s participation rights under articles 12 and 13 of the Convention;
young people’s capacity was not being developed and nurtured through implementing their
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right to freedom of expression, not simply because they were not recognised as knowers, but
also because they were not recognised as being able to participate in activities with
intrinsically epistemic content (Hookway, 2010). This resigned many young people to nonparticipation which they were unable to identify as a consequence of hermeneutical
inequality, marginalisation and exclusion, and which eroded their equality, or exacerbated
the inherent inequality which is represented in Figure 2 in Chapter Three.

6.1.2 Testimonial Silence and Knowledge
The findings of the study indicated that young people had no choice but to listen to teacher
speakers, and thus the attribution of credibility becomes more complex. Using Fricker’s
framework, credibility is attributed by the hearers, but the identity power in the classroom
context – owing to the structural organisation of the classroom around knower roles – was
such that the knower power inhered in the speaker. In the classroom, therefore, the speaker
attributes credibility to respondents which has profound implications for who speaks
(responds), whose response is requested, and whose response is attributed as being credible.
Therefore, credibility attribution was suspended on the part of the hearer student because
the social identity of the teacher is held in the social imagination to be ‘credible’
automatically as a ‘knower’. Whilst this is, perhaps, a hermeneutical or structural feature,
the implications of this become visible in testimonial exchanges. The findings showed that
typically, the hearer students did not deliberate about how far to trust the speaker because
they perceived the teacher speaker through a set of assumptions about how far teachers are
trustworthy about the subject under discussion in relation to students358.

Fricker’s testimonial injustice centres around credibility deficits resulting from negative
prejudicial stereotypes and not credibility excesses resulting from positive prejudices. Yet
with the reversal of the ‘listener’ and ‘speaker’ positions as a result of ‘knower’ positions, I
argue that credibility excesses granted to teacher positionality as ‘knowers’ also play a
fundamental role in the comparative and contrastive judgements of, or assumption against,
young people as ‘knowers’ in the school institution. Credibility judgements must therefore
be located within a broader social context in order to examine normative issues of justice
and its association with epistemic participation. Fricker suggests that reliable, and thereby
non-prejudicial, stereotypes have an essential role here, and there is little dispute in
acknowledging that teachers’ roles are to bring young people to improved knower positions.
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There was only one exception to this finding, which was a young man in group 3 who referred to the distrust
he had for the taught content transmitted by his teachers. This will be discussed below.
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Yet, the mechanism whereby identity prejudice distorts the hearer’s credibility assessment
can be seen here where young people rarely perceive teachers as anything but knowing and
credible speakers, thereby precluding the possibility of, or necessity for, their epistemic
participation.

These perceptions, I argue, are shaped by prejudiced beliefs in the collective social
imagination on the part of teacher knowers, which are internalised by young people so that
students become ‘non-knowers’, lacking in capacity. As I discussed in Chapter Three, Kant
identifies a prejudice of authority, ‘when one places all too blind trust in someone’s reason,
and regards what this or that famous man asserts is infallible; then from this derives the
authority prejudice’ (cited in Gelfert, 2006: 641); a prejudice which may further develop
Fricker’s credibility excess, but which she denies the mark of ‘testimonial injustice’ because
of its cumulative effect359. The danger here, then, is of adopting prejudice when we accept
knowledge from figures of authority, without exercising our own rational capacities (Gelfert,
2006) in contexts wherein the harm would be not to the speaker knower, in this case, but to
the hearer. Gelfert (2006) argues that Kant’s concern is not only with the right to freedom of
expression – one aspect of young people’s participation rights under article 13 of the
Convention – but also with the threat that any limitations to such expression pose to our
ability to test our judgement against those of others and to be taken seriously. This speaks
directly to the employment of ‘capacity’ to organise pedagogical methods which comes at
the cost of participation on the part of young people in epistemic practices as inquirers and
reflects Federle’s (1994a) suggestion that the structural principle of ‘capacity’ serves to
restrict young people’s rights; in this case, participation rights. I argue that these prejudicial
stereotypes and the consequent denial, or silencing, of expression, erodes young people’s
dignity – given that dignity is concerned with the inherent value attributed to an individual360
– because their testimony, in not being sought, is not taken seriously.

These perceptions take place against background assumptions about how particular social
identities (teachers) are credible on certain subjects, and the accompanying assumption that
hearers (students) have nothing to contribute. Fricker (2007) suggests that this pattern of
interaction helps illuminate the mechanism whereby identity prejudice might distort a
hearer’s credibility judgement because it distorts the hearer’s perception of the speaker.
However, this must be reconsidered in light of the reversal of power roles in this study where
359
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See Chapter Three for a discussion of why Fricker denies this is a ‘testimonial injustice’
See section 3.2.1 of Chapter Three.
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the listener student is the non-knower and the speaker teacher is the knower. This demands
consideration of the possibility of exchanges which remain silent because of the implicit and
silent messages structured into the institutional fabric which render young people as lacking
capacity, or partial knowledge exchanges whereby young people are permitted to respond
with a prescribed answer, but not to question, probe or examine either ‘knowledge’, or
knower positions within the school (Medina, 2013). These might be considered to be
‘testimonial silences’ where young people are permitted to offer a prescribed ‘answer’,
regurgitate transmitted information, but are to remain silent in terms of substantive – and
equal – epistemic participation. This erodes both equality and the dignity of young people
who are denied positions as inquirers (see Figure 2).

Whilst young people responded that they often remained silent because they were scared of
getting the answer wrong, the findings also suggested that there is knowledge in silence, and
not always because young people were silenced. In their description of the challenge to
explain or articulate their knowledge, young people challenged traditional understandings of
how knowledge is assessed, which is primarily by verbal response in classroom scenarios.
Writing, however, is also a medium for giving testimony and when young people who are
normally hearers become speakers, they are reciting or returning teacher testimony to the
teacher; as such it is not theirs and it is not an authentic exchange of knowledge. Through
this lens, silence may be construed as ‘not yet known’ rather than ‘not knowing’; it might be
viewed as an ambiguous epistemological space through which young people traverse
between states of knowing and not-knowing. Fricker, of course, considers that the capacity
to convey knowledge is essential to its possession and thus from between these two states
of knowing emerge testimonial silences.

This understanding of silence corresponds with Bruneau’s (1973) interactive silence. The
study demonstrated that interactions were largely based around knowledge transmission in
the classroom, and functioned to identify gaps in young people’s knowledge, identified when
they could not return the prescribed answer. This echoes Bruneau’s account of interactive
silence as related to the exchange, or transmission, of information and knowledge, and
centres around the manner in which participants in such exchanges are expected to
participate in dialogue. Use of the board to transmit knowledge to students mirrored an
expectation of silence which corresponds with Philips’ (1985) ‘interaction structured through
silence’, and strongly suggests that silence was implicitly understood as a state or activity
(Jaworski, 1993) of ‘not knowing’ or in the process of ‘getting to know’. The listening
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paradigm imbued such expectations that students listened silently when the terms of
delivery of the lesson were teacher speaker and student listener, suggesting that the widely
held understanding of students’ position in school was silent acquiescence of ‘knowledge’
which was implicitly understood as a scientific phenomenon of facts and figures.

In the context of this study, the testimonial injustice of being reduced to informant was not
an incidental testimonial injustice, but was connected through a common prejudice with
other types of injustice; it was systematic in that it tracked subjects through school activities
and classes in what might be considered a denial of credibility, and therefore the devaluing
of testimony that erodes dignity (See Figure 2). However, because the research took place in
a micro-environment, injustices such as economic and political dimensions owing to identity
prejudice could not realistically be explored. Nevertheless, as discussed in Chapter Five, one
young man, who belonged to group 3, gave testimony of being stopped and searched by
police, demonstrating how his being reduced to a target of adult power and agency extended
to contact with state actors outside of the classroom. Applying the conceptual framework,
young people were prevented from conveying knowledge in a format other than that
specified by the teacher speaker, and from engaging in knowledge practices of producing
knowledge as epistemic participants, and as such were attributed deflated credibility owing
to their social identity as young people. This culminated in testimonial silence.

Young people acknowledged the use of silence as a ‘thinking space’ and as a productive
enabler, which would suggest a speaking silence in which the silence enabled processing and
reflection. Yet, on other occasions, they described ‘switching off’ to subvert the teacher’s
expectations, and this included not listening: a silent resistance to the listening paradigm
became apparent. This is strongly suggestive of ‘silent silences’ which masked the use of force
in the form of apathy or resignation. In such a situation, young people’s knowledge deficit
progressed to inertia which contributed to their disengagement whereby they removed –
that is, silenced – their opinions and views from the classroom milieu. The perception of
silence in terms of expectation is illuminating here because whether speech is expected, and
what and how it is spoken holds significance where speech is expected by a hearer, but
intentionally withheld by the speaker. In this study, young people’s resistance resided in
withholding speech when disengaged, extending their uses of silence to the listening
paradigm for the purposes of obstruction and resistance. This resistance may be understood
as an informed silence, as suggested by Cook-Sather (2006): a consequence of previous
attempts to speak and not being heard; or a futile silence because speaking is not worthwhile.
158

I further argue that this resistance reclaims some agency on the part of young people, which,
perhaps, serves to save face in response to authority, and preserve their dignity for
themselves and in front of their peers. This is particularly the case, I assert, where the
interplay of testimonial injustice with hermeneutical injustice erodes the dignity (in the
ability to make claims) of young people (see Figure 2).

With the reversal of speaker and hearer roles in this study, it is necessary to re-examine
Fricker’s apparent dismissal of any injustice (on grounds that it inappropriately suggests a
distributive aspect to credibility attribution) where there is a credibility excess granted to the
speaker, given that the attribution of credibility in the context of knower positions in this
study may be directly connected with the epistemic harm to the listener students361. When
Fricker claims that credibility excess does no immediate harm, she means, according to
Medina (2013), that no harm is done to the recipient of the excess credibility judgement (the
person speaking). Medina (2013) suggests that epistemic harms can go well beyond the
speaker being epistemically appraised in a wrongful way. This harm captures Darwall’s (2006)
second-person perspective, in which the dignity of a person, that is, their claims to be heard,
owing to their authority as human beings, is eroded. I argue here that when the speaker is in
a position of epistemic power, such as a teacher, then the harms can be longstanding and
contribute substantially to widespread epistemic injustice, but also immediate, particularly
when this is considered through Hookway’s (2010) ‘participant perspective’. Fricker’s analysis
might benefit from greater emphasis upon the fact that speakers who are in a superior
‘knower’ position can also contribute to, sustain, and reproduce the perpetuation of patterns
of inferiority of the hearer, the effect of which is to inhibit young people’s epistemic
participation, and development of their talent and skills362.

This partially captures the second silence, outlined by Fricker as epistemic objectification,
where participation is used for knowledge transmission but individuals are not viewed or
treated as subjects of knowledge or epistemic agents – only as sources from whom
information is to be gleaned. Such responses or ‘testimony’ are, I argue, actually testimonial
silences in that they are not authentic young person testimony – they are repeated testimony
of teacher speakers. This took the form of ‘rehearsed testimony’ and was not, therefore, an
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Harm will be discussed later in this chapter.
Fricker’s framework does account, using the example of Herbert Greenleaf in The Talented Mr Ripley
screenplay, for a hearer perpetuating patterns of inferiority on the speaker. The structure of the classroom
requires a second-personal consideration of the harm.
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authentic exchange of knowledge. Jaworski’s (1993) identification of ambiguity in silences
between knowing and unknowing was, therefore, absent because the focus on the teacher
knower (speaker) and knowledge transmission prevented slow-time silence by listeners who
did not need (or did not have time) to think in response to knowledge presented in certainty
structures (Bruneau, 1973). I suggest that in the immediate task of gauging how likely a
speaker is to be ‘credible’, Fricker’s analysis of silence within epistemic injustice may,
therefore, benefit from the consideration of the ‘withholding’ of testimony on account of the
reversal of speaker/hearer knower roles and their concomitant credibility and capacity
attributions. The injustice extends to the misrecognition of young people as being unable to
participate in knowledge practices or activities and this injustice precedes any testimony
which can be dismissed as a result of deflated credibility attribution – what can be considered
an erosion of their dignity. When considered from this perspective, credibility judgements
become more complex because they include ways in which our judgements of the intended
contributions and their relevance can be influenced by stereotypes and prejudices (Hookway,
2010), and this raises questions about dignity and respect towards young people as a
whole363. I argue that both the hermeneutical and testimonial silences with regard to
teaching and learning, and knowledge practices more generally, served to produce young
people as non-knowers, and this position was reinforced by both the listening and
productivity paradigms. Moreover, the nuances of silence which were located in the
structural positionality of young people and the intersection with knowledge were
underpinned by the implicit foundations of knowledge in (or conflation of knowledge with)
control.

6.2 Silence and Control
6.2.1 Hermeneutical Silence and Control
The listening paradigm rendered young people hermeneutically marginalised at the outset
because they were positioned as subordinates in the wider school environment. As discussed
above in relation to knowledge, any exclusion from hermeneutical participation is not
straightforward because of the complex social identities that inhere in each individual.
Therefore, an added level of scrutiny is necessary in considering that hermeneutical
marginalisation may afflict young people in differentiated ways: it may affect them in their
capacity as a member of a low streamed class, or as a young person entitled to free school
meals, but not as a male, or a female, for example. I argue here that in the context of the
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See section 6.3 Silence and Respect
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school institution, the hermeneutical marginalisation and exclusion that confronted young
people in low sets more profoundly, as explored above, was, perhaps, owing to the increased
prevalence of less socio-economically privileged young people in low sets. Notably, there was
a higher likelihood of young people in low sets being young men, perhaps a reflection of
representations of low sets as being badly behaved. The conflation of ‘behaviour’ with
‘knowledge’ in the findings may disguise socioeconomic discrimination stemming from
structural inequalities of power which adversely impacted on young men in particular.
Alternatively, this may also disguise unquestioned assumptions about gender, and class
prejudice; a hermeneutical lacuna as young men may not have the hermeneutical resources
to articulate this injustice. Whilst silence is widely viewed as an act that establishes a space
for teaching and learning (Li, 2002), this study further suggests that silence for control and
silence for knowledge production were conflated with and conjoined by the paradigms of
listening and productivity. This was most concentrated in the bottom set. In this way, the
identification of the need to attend to how different types of silence may disadvantage young
people (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998), and to how structural expectations of silence may veil
forms of dominance instilled in knowledge practices, are addressed here because the
conceptual framework propounded in Chapter Three conjoins the power of knowing with the
power relations in the classroom exercised through silence.

The data testified overwhelmingly that uses of silence by teachers in the classroom were
associated with punishment and control in two ways. Firstly, the imposition of silent ‘work’
as a punishment was discussed by group three who were the bottom set in their year group;
this formed part of the productivity paradigm. Secondly, discussions about not being
permitted to speak to justify or defend themselves in a scenario of ‘wrongdoing’ by group
two, who were the middle set in their year group, implicitly suggests the role of silence in
punishment in more ambiguous scenarios where wrongdoing was less evident. This is
consistent with Saville-Troike (1985) who suggests that silence is one of the strongest forms
of punishment in the wider structures of social control. For many students, classroom
management techniques were another means of silencing: employing silence to engender
order and discipline not as necessary features of a productive learning environment, but as
tools for rigid control not only of students’ actions and interactions, but also their testimony
and dialogue. The effect of this control was to make more disparate the hermeneutical
inequality between teachers and students, but also the comparative hermeneutical
marginalisation between students in high sets and those in low sets. The productivity
paradigm in this regard was more pronounced in its equation with behavioural management,
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with efforts at ‘making’ young people ‘work’ being framed in punitive terms, particularly in
the lower sets.

Conceptions of authority are often conceptions of what can or cannot be said; when one
should appropriately maintain silent restraint, or the manner in which an utterance
appropriately breaks silence (Bruneau, 1973), but these silences were inextricably linked to
the hermeneutical silences which resided in the social structure around identity, and the
power attributed to different identities within the school. Bruneau (1973) indicates that
silence functions in hierarchical orders of status attribution; this study suggests that this
status may centre around ‘knowledge’ and agents’ epistemic recognition and participation.
Where young people in low sets did not participate in knowledge practices, they internalised
this regulative norm as a dichotomous privilege of ‘talk’, such that silence became a
disciplinary mechanism that confined them to either silence or speech (Zembylas and
Michaelides, 2004). As such, they either made irrelevant sounds in a deliberate attempt to
disrupt the lessons, or they remained silent when required to return an answer. Both cases
can, however, be interpreted as different types of silence, with their use of sound to claim
control of the learning space, creating dissonance with the teacher’s expectations, a silence
on the issue of learning content, and their literal silence when expected to return a
prescribed answer – an exercise of non-participation in contravention of the listening
paradigm. This may also represent attempts to ‘save face’, or to gain status by alternative
means to academic performance which may, simultaneously, be a manifestation of
Jaworski’s (1993) formulaic silence in order to claim back agency by resisting the structural
expectations which serve to marginalise and disadvantage them – particularly young men –
and in doing so, counteract the erosion of dignity and respect which is shown in Figure 2.
However, whether young people have the interpretive resources to be aware of this is, I
suggest, unlikely.

In this study, student failure to conform to expectations of the listening paradigm, and silent
acquiescence of knowledge was not deemed to be the rejection or omission of knowledge,
but the loss of control, such that silence as a form of controlling young people was
systematised into the very structure of the school. This strongly suggests that the
transmission of knowledge in classroom forms and practices of control were conflated and
implicitly connected through structural expectations of silence and the listening paradigm.
Teaching and learning methods became conflated with classroom management strategies
which highlighted the underpinnings of the interactive silences of teaching and learning as
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expectation. These expectations are the forms in which stereotypes about young people and
their capacity to participate reside and where Hookway’s (2010) ‘participant perspective’ of
epistemic injustice becomes more compelling because it includes stereotypes about young
people’s ability to participate in activities which have a distinctly, and intrinsically, epistemic
nature. Fricker explicitly states that these expectations have a powerful effect on individual
performance. In this case, it was young people’s silences that were performances;
performances of silence which both matched expectations of not being able to participate,
but paradoxically, also in contravention of these expectations, particularly for the lower sets.

Notably, in this study, young people’s exercise of power and performance of silence
described above was simultaneously attributed meanings by teachers which served to
conceal their exclusion or marginalisation from hermeneutical participation. For example,
some teachers described them as not wanting to learn, or as being incapable of learning;
meanings which can be brought back to prejudices about young people’s capacity and which
might be considered undignified for young people. It is, of course, easier to maintain this
power position when events in question are the fault or responsibility of devalued young
people whose status is ambiguous (or overtly inferior), rather than a clearly defined group
with accepted rights and status (Jaworski, 1993). Jaworski (1993) suggests that the
phenomenon of silencing is present almost universally where power struggle is involved and
this serves to erode dignity and respect (see Figure 2). Creating feelings of ambivalence
around a group that is positioned as either dominated or in opposition creates silence around
epistemic oppression – a consequence of Fricker’s hermeneutical injustice. Yet, Jaworski’s
argument seems to omit consideration of how, within a group, ambivalence and devaluation
of young people are not ascribed equally. The data was replete with repeated intimations
that young people at the bottom of the streaming hierarchy were subject to greater
ambivalence with regard to control and behaviour, and this can be seen at the testimonial
level which I will now discuss.

6.2.2 Testimonial Silence and Control
In individual, testimonial exchanges, those who infringed classroom norms and expectations
were often treated with interactive silence intended to reinforce the subordinate-authority
relationship. According to Bruneau’s taxonomy, this silence masks prejudice, which echoes
Fricker’s assertion that stereotypes become visible in expectations. Therefore, these
interactive silences, which serve to protect the norms of the power relationship, operated in
what can be termed testimonial silences which are the consequence of negative identity163

prejudicial stereotypes held against young people and which might be considered to be
undignified for young people. Silence is central to understanding the more elusive aspects of
power which inhere in its ambiguity. This ambiguity can be seen in the findings which indicate
uses of silence as withholding information – both absolutely, and by using veiled testimonial
silences. The findings in this study corroborated other ethnographic research indicating that
silence is often a mark of power imbalance or ambiguity of interpersonal relationships, and
an imbalance in the participation structures of interaction (Jaworski and Sachdev, 1998).

The data was replete with the one sided ‘listening’ paradigm whereby students were
expected to listen to teachers, but their testimonies (including their silences) were ignored
because they were not sought, or were not listened to. Uses of silence for control were
explicitly linked with the listening paradigm and framed in terms of expectations of silence –
the productivity paradigm – regarding ‘knowers’ and ‘non-knowers’. These expectations are
problematic, however, because they served to maintain the status quo whereby the speaker
was the knower, and the silent listener was the taught receiver of ‘knowledge’ with the key
implication being that students internalised silent messages about their knower positioning
which excluded their participation in knowledge practices as inquirers. The implicit
assumption underpinning these expectations that silence as control is used to deliver
knowledge to non-knowers was widely accepted, even by young people themselves, and this
need for control centred around underpinnings of knowledge transmission to produce order.
Thus, ‘expectation’ of silence which forms part of Jaworski’s (1993) silent state is
simultaneously brought together with Fricker’s social imagination where stereotypes and
prejudices are most harmful because they can operate independently of belief. That is, the
expectation to behave in a certain way for classroom control was not necessarily, or not
always, a reflection of teachers’ beliefs that young people lacked capacity (although
sometimes it was), or were incapable, but a collectively held understanding of young people’s
social identity in the social imagination as in need of discipline.

These expectations extended to teachers’ truncated silences, which were evident throughout
the study. Responses were often punctuated with silence on the specific issue under
discussion which were passed off with phrases that symbolised common understanding of
the issues, for example, ‘you know’ and ‘et cetera’. These truncated silences add to Bruneau’s
(1973) account of psycholinguistic silence which serves to impose discontinuity, to reduce
uncertainty, by symbolic hesitation. Bruneau (1973) suggests that this may be in response to
the perceived credibility of the speaker, and when they occur at points of uncertainty, allow
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the listener to catch up, and the speaker time to think and formulate. The use of such silences
might also be seen to be an aural manifestation of the workings of the social imagination
where verbalising content was deemed unnecessary because they were held collectively, or
assumed to be held collectively.

Of course, maintaining silence over certain issues is a major tool for imposing the status quo
and sustaining control (Jaworski, 1993). In this study, this control was, broadly speaking, over
young people. More specifically, however, the control implicit in the ‘listening’ paradigm
strongly suggested that part of the silent control exercised in classrooms was to control
knowledge and the positioning of ‘knowers’. Implicitly, the many ways in which prejudices
and biases operate in institutions and in social structures and practices involve an element
of resistance to ‘knowing’ certain things (Medina, 2013). Medina (2013) suggests that of the
different kinds of censorship, taboos are the most obvious forms of external resistances to
know and in this way, control of the social order of the school was bound together not only
by articulate statements of value, for example the conduct code, but shared zones of
testimonial silence which removed the urge to speak about certain subjects, such as how
certain young people perceived their relationships with their teachers.

This was summed up by a student who referred to his teachers as ‘strangers’, by another
young man who described his feeling when looking at pictures of senior staff in a classroom
as a ‘dark hole’, by another who stated he did not trust the content of what teachers taught
him on account of his distrust of teachers, and by others in the same class who explained
that ‘they don’t know us’. Interestingly, this suspicion of knower figures may represent a
central form of testimonial silence as a form of resistance and distrust. One particular young
man explained his distrust of the content of his teacher’s lessons on account of his experience
of their reporting to his parents on incidents he disputed. Thus, he judged his teachers’
credibility in the light of background assumptions about how far teachers in his experience
were trustworthy about things that are related to school, for students with similar
experiences of school. It might be said that these perceptions show how a hearer’s credibility
can become distorted and how this distortion in turn distorts the perception of the speaker.
The possibility exists, then, that students’ experiences of epistemic injustice can contribute
to the constructive nature of epistemic injustice whereby they can also make unjustified,
deflated credibility judgements of their teachers’ testimony based on previous school
experiences.
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In the analysis of silence in this study, multiple guises of power in empowerment, domination
and resistance emerged not only in explicit manifestations of silence, but also in the latent
content of what participants discussed, and what was observed around school. If considering
silence as a parallel component to voice as suggested above, it is also necessary to consider
the role of ‘noise’ in relation to silence for this study because it is a form of power. Attali
(2007: 7-8) claims that at its most basic, noise enacts power and that any theory of power
must include a theory of the localisation of power and its endowment with form, or sound.
Yet this study strongly suggests that power, on the part of students, manifests itself
surreptitiously in testimonial uses of silence. Whilst Attali explains that ‘noise’ indicates the
limits of territory and how individuals are heard within that space, I argue that silence can
serve to render such boundaries ambiguous. There is an inherent dualism here in that power
is exercised in the production of sound, but also in silent acts of listening and hearing;
subjects thus use sound and voice, or hearing and listening to produce spaces in which to lay
claims to territory, and to delineate spaces in which to exercise power (and resistance). This
interplay between sound and silence is, therefore, central to the exercise of power in school.
In observations, young men in particular demonstrated this insubordination by producing
testimonial sounds which were often untraceable to the individual, and which had the effect
of disrupting classroom activities that were commonly instructed to take place in silence; a
resistance strategy that was not lost on teaching staff. This, however, served to veil or mask
their testimonial silences on the expectations placed on them, and in which, following
Fricker’s framework, resided in stereotypes about young people and their positioning:
returning prescribed answers to the teacher, and conforming with the listening and
productivity paradigms which enabled their control.

Young people’s testimonial silences were often deployed to mask resistance. As Medina
(2013) argues, resistance is a complex and heterogeneous phenomenon and in order to
understand its diversity, it is vital to understand the positionality and relationality of social
agents in the network of power relations. In this case, young people used silence to resist
both the productivity paradigm, and the listening paradigm, and used the ambiguous nature
of silence to mask their dissidence, and perhaps to save face and to protect their dignity (see
Figure 2). Such silence was often a form of resistance which took the form of concealment,
evasion and ignoring, and what Gallagher (2011: 49) observed as more light-hearted
practices such as joking and ‘banter’, including ‘cajolement’, sarcasm, or mockery of
authority.
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Students’ resistance reflects Medina’s (2013) negative forms of resistance, a reluctance or
refusal to learn – the kind of resistance that impedes knowledge. This was typical of
observations carried out with lower sets in the school who were habitually, or tactically,
ignored when they demonstrated such resistance by, for example, having their own
conversations, or refusing to carry out instructions by the teacher. The expectations set on
young people by their social identities held in the social imagination, positioned them in roles
of subordination. When they did not conform to the norms of subordination, their failures
were deemed to fall outside the responsibility of teachers to teach them, which may have
served simultaneously to devalue young people. Medina (2013) argues that it is the
responsibility of teachers to acknowledge resistance because it recognises the epistemic
inequalities that silences towards young people sustain, and the participation in knowledge
practices it prevents. Notably, higher streams demonstrated negative resistance as an
external phenomenon, producing detrimental epistemic friction which served to censor,
silence or inhibit the formation of beliefs and formulation of questions and inquiries –
remaining silent because of the social pressure not to be wrong – which can be directly traced
to the structural formation of knower roles; young people were ‘informants’ rather than
‘inquirers’, and this is what they were expected to be.

The silent manifestations of such resistance further formulates the corresponding obligation
of a young person’s implicit right not to participate: the obligation to confront both internal
and external epistemic resistance as ‘knowers’, as well as the responsibility we have to give
adequate credibility to young speakers. Thus, the corresponding obligation on duty holders
to hear and give due weight to young people’s voices under article 12 must incorporate
silence and epistemic resistance as voice under not only article 12 of the Convention, but the
wider duties under article 13. Regardless of the duty to take views seriously under article 12,
silence is an expression, the right to which is protected under article 13. This is all the more
crucial when considering that the forms of epistemic resistance practiced in the classroom
may be the types that incorporate ignoring young people’s capacity to resist, or right to nonparticipation. This can be understood as a shortcoming on the part of young people rather
than an opportunity for learning, and illuminates how young people’s positionality as ‘nonknowers’ places them in the resisting seat, and thereby perpetuates their position by
reproducing beliefs that they lack capacity. This protects the status quo of knower positions,
and simultaneously renders young people unable to participate, or at a disadvantage for
participation.
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This marginalisation resonates with Bruneau’s (1973) suggestion that some silences may
protect power by placing subordinates in positions whereby they exhibit behaviours
detrimental to their own cause. Students’ frustration at those in positions of power are
aggravated by silent responses to (that is, ignoring) their efforts – the absence of a response
or a reaction. In this study this absence of response occasionally resulted in silent resistance
which was a powerful means of neutralising this power at certain moments of tension, of
saving face, and thereby preserving young people’s dignity. One example is of a young person
who refused to complete any work during an observation because his sense of unfairness
was dismissed by the teacher who would not permit him to go to the toilet. Yet, as will be
considered below in relation to harm, these silences may disenable young people by
reinforcing prejudicial stereotypes regarding their capacity.

The findings thus suggest that silence may be understood as a channel for power and control.
Whilst veiled silences may indicate an exercise of power to lead the hearer to an assumption
that what is not said does not exist, this study would suggest that it is withheld ‘voice’ or
deferred knowledge and opinion that illuminate how power in the classroom and the wider
school institution works inconspicuously. Teachers used silence to engender silence, and
young people often employed silence as a means of evasion and concealment. Teachers’
silence usually marked their dominant status over students, which is how they commanded
students’ attention, interrupting them or relieving moments of tension. Students’ silences,
in terms of control, were often used to resist structurally embedded positioning of young
people as subordinate. Despite the inequality in status between teachers and students, their
uses and meaning of silence in this regard were similar in that they were employed in
situations to both exert and negotiate power (Gilmore, 1985). On the part of teachers, this
was to exert, display, and ultimately reproduce it; teachers used silence to show disapproval
of their students, to reprimand them, and to restore order echoing Gilmore’s (1985) findings
that silent messages transmitted from teacher to students often meant ‘pay attention’, or
indicated that student behaviour was considered to be unacceptable. Teachers’ uses of
silence in relation to power were structural in that their silences were ‘marked’; they were
not a form of ‘voice’ or testimony because of teachers’ structurally reinforced role as
speakers. This also may explain why young people used silence as a form of resistance when
they were expected to speak, in which case, their silence was also marked. Broadly speaking,
however, young people’s silences were perhaps not listened to because they were
‘unmarked’: they were not out of the ordinary. Young people’s positioning as silent listeners
who are expected to conform to the listening paradigm, and by implication the productivity
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paradigm, is the norm. This is perhaps why young people utilised sound as a means of
dissidence as this form of response was ‘marked’, and explains why these uses of sound, in
accordance with silence, were often interpreted through an authoritative lens as lacking
‘respect’, to which I now turn.

6.3 Silence and Respect
6.3.1 Hermeneutical Silence and Respect
The findings indicated that silence was associated with respect, but that this concept was not
used consistently between teachers and students. Discussions often returned to respect, but
both teachers and students found this difficult to define, and a tension was apparent with
the association of ‘respect’ with the listening paradigm. Teachers in particular focused on
‘not listening’ as equating with disrespect, demonstrating the expectations – and, perhaps,
stereotypes of young people’s rightful roles – of passive knowledge transmission as ‘respect’.
The findings suggested that young people and teachers were often operating on different
conceptions of respect, with young people frequently rejecting the traditional and
paternalistic conception of respect as being owed to authority and status, and teachers
considering respect as ‘expectation’, conformity, and ‘listening’; a recurring paradigm. This
reconfirms the complex implications of knower positions not only for respect with regard to
teaching and learning, but for hermeneutical participation, which contributes to forms of
disrespect as shown in Figure 2.

Being ignored in the classroom, or ignoring others, was often discussed as a form of silence,
both by teachers and by students. Ignoring young people as a classroom and behaviour
management technique was associated with both ‘listening’ and conforming, and positioning
as a ‘non-knower’; once a student ‘listened’ they were liable to receive help which also
demonstrated the conflation of behaviour management with knower positioning. One
teacher termed this ‘tactical ignoring’ but also explained the hidden message within this
strategy as indicating to a young person that what they had to say was not worthwhile or
valued: what might be understood to be a practice that erodes respect for, and dignity of,
young people; this was also a strategy observed in lessons, but mostly with students in lower
streams. The silent and hidden pedagogy around ‘respect’ therefore, positioned young
people as inferior, thereby eroding respect, with both young people’s use of self-censorship
and teachers’ use of knowledge transmission operating simultaneously to conceal the
structural implications of a marked power differential.
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The multitude of equations of silence with respect raises questions about culture and cultural
understandings of silence. Bruneau (1973) attributes great power to sociocultural silence to
manipulate interactional and psycholinguistic silences. This may suggest, and indeed the
findings reflected, that the equation of silence with respect imbues the relationships
between teachers and young people in school. These cultural silences defined the
communication between teachers and young people in a more nuanced and insightful way
than traditional understandings of ‘student voice’ because silence is framed through the lens
of authority which renders visible cultural blindness (and thereby silence) inherent in social
privilege; in this case ‘knower status’. Silence used to respect figures of authority
demonstrated a recognition of authority which was ruled by institutional and structural
expectations aimed at maintaining ‘order’ of the knowledge economy. These positions were
often demonstrated in uses and experiences of silence throughout the school, echoing
Bruneau’s (1973) findings that silence is often used to show respect (or disrespect) for a
position or status of authority. For example, young people often referred to silences in
assembly when particular members of staff took the stage, and explained this on account of
their place in the school hierarchy, but in a passively observant manner; there lacked
resistance to this. The silence here spoke in recognition and acknowledgement of position
where certain roles were protected by norms imposed on persons to aid the established
order and status quo.

It is here that the theory-informed model of participation shown in Figure 2, with regard to
respect, is significant, because young people can be seen to be disrespected by being denied
status with ‘authority’ to make claims364, or taking Hookway’s terms, authority to participate
and contribute to discussions and inquiry, and who are not, therefore, in a position to
command and claim respect from adults. In this case, the hermeneutical advantage of
privileged ‘knowers’ (teacher speakers) served to give them an unfair advantage in
understanding how society makes meaning out of its experiences – adult understandings –
with the consequence that young people were unable to make sense of their frustration at
norms of ‘respect’ which required them to listen passively, but not to contribute to debate
or offer their own views and opinions.

The epistemic roles of informant and inquirer must be reciprocal in epistemic interactions
where, in this case, students and teachers see each other as equals and go beyond allowing
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Which is also a denial of their dignity.
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others to speak to the obligation of remaining open to the reversibility of roles in inquiry and
interpretation (Medina, 2013). The inequality in hermeneutical participation became clear
here, where there lacked mutual respect and recognition in terms of epistemic participation.
The unequal hermeneutical participation perpetuated in such practices of silence calls for the
transformation of normative structures which reflect hermeneutical lacunae, with regard to
respect, towards young people in the collective practices of ‘knowledge transmission’ in
school curriculum and pedagogy. These findings suggest that there is a fundamental need for
pedagogical approaches based in inherent respect for children and their capacity to
contribute to and participate in the creation of, and structures for, teaching and learning in
the classroom. Both the listening and productivity paradigms compound structural (that is,
hermeneutical) denial of respect towards young people where they are ousted (in Fricker’s
terms) from participation in the capacity for knowledge, and relegated to passive recipients,
or passive bystanders (Fricker, 2007). This directly undermines their right to be treated with
dignity and respect – lynchpins of human rights (Lundy and Cook-Sather, 2016) which are
represented in Figure 2.

The ‘due weight’ component of young people’s right to be heard, based on the capacities of
the young person, raises difficult questions about recognition broadly, and about epistemic
recognition specifically with respect to this study. The difficulties with which recognition of
young people’s capacity have been met may be accounted for by the hermeneutical
marginalisation and inequality they face owing to the collective social imagination which
holds that they lack the requisite capacity to be taken seriously. This marginalisation and
inequality is a direct consequence of the prejudice towards young people as lacking the
ability to participate, rather than the establishment of an environment for young people to
participate in testimony (in the broadest meaning of the term, to include participation and
inquiry) that contributes towards building their capacities for exercising their participation
rights. Yet, as will be discussed below in terms of testimonial injustice, this may in fact
represent a disrespect towards young people in their status as knowers, and particularly for
certain young people more than others. It is asserted here that a breach of respect with
regard to participation breaches rights, yet the collective interpretive resource systemically
disadvantages young people in its depiction of respect in terms of conformity, the listening
paradigm, and recognition of status and authority. This hermeneutical marginalisation of
young people, owing to prejudice, can prevent speakers from putting knowledge into the
public domain in a form of ‘unfreedom’ argued by Fricker: forms of testimonial silence that
directly result from hermeneutical disrespect, which I will now discuss.
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6.3.2 Testimonial Silence and Respect
Testimony regarding respect centred around the non-reciprocal nature of student
understandings of the concept. Self-censorship, or suppressing opinion in order to evade
punishment was one form of this, as was being put in the position where young people were
not able to share their points of view without being reprimanded, or feeling that there was a
possibility of being reprimanded. Respect, in this sense, is strongly suggestive of conformity
and passive acceptance of wrongdoing by young people, as opposed to a concept anchored
in practices of reciprocity (equality) and credibility (dignity). Young people’s frustration at
being spoken down to, ignored, or patronised, underpinned their conceptions of respect,
although most young people struggled to define respect in such terms; a testimonial silence
that follows a hermeneutical injustice. Often, respect was understood in terms of evading
punishment, but the latent content suggested that this was understood more in terms of
demonstrating conformity which clearly demonstrates the workings of power. Ignoring
young people on the part of teachers as a behavioural technique can also be understood
within this respect theme not only as a structural practice which is embedded in the
structural fabric of the institution, but also as a denial of recognition that occurs from
individual to individual, and thus has a testimonial nature also. Young people’s concerns
about how they were often not permitted to respond in disciplinary scenarios, owing to
teachers’ expectations that they remain silent as a mark of deference to authority, raises the
question of how ‘respect’ may be understood differently by young people and by teachers
respectively, drawing on the collective interpretive resource, and how this may manifest
itself in testimonial exchanges.

The listening paradigm, which was apparent in attempts to define respect, can be raised to
more conceptual uses of silence, to what Bruneau (1973) terms in his taxonomy as
sociocultural silence, and what Jaworski (1993) refers to as ‘formulaic’ silences. Silence was
often framed by references to respect but a tension emerged between listening out of
respect, and being ‘told’ to be quiet. Of course, there are testimonial implications that reside
in each hermeneutical silence regarding respect; with ‘non-knower’ status, young people
may remove their perspectives and opinions from the discourse entirely. In not having an
opinion or a voice, owing to the listening paradigm which imbues school understandings of
respect, respect for young people is eroded, and young people are disrespected.
Furthermore, in removing their perspectives and opinions from discursive spaces in school,
owing to this testimonial nature of ‘respect’ and the silence it engenders, young people’s
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right to freedom of expression, and to be consulted, is restrained and, in some cases,
removed. This demonstrates that whilst their right to be heard and to have their views
attributed ‘due weight’ under article 12 of the Convention are contravened by the
hermeneutical silences which encompass respect at a structural level, the testimonial – one
to one – silences produced by such expectations of respect serve to contravene freedom of
expression to such an extent that, I argue, young people may cease to have an opinion or to
express their views and experiences entirely. In this way, participation in ‘inquiry’, a
prerequisite of which is respect enshrined in relations of trust, was often absent and young
people’s testimonial silences, therefore, sometimes reflected a lack of trust in their own
testimony, and the structural disrespect for young people in the collective social imagination.

This serves to further disrespect young people because the listening paradigm, and the
association of such practices of silence with respect, removes the reciprocal and respectful
theorisation of participation in knowledge practices which allow for dissonance and
resistance, and young people’s identities as knowers are constructed in such a way that they
take on a constitutive nature: what their identities count as socially. In this case, their
identities are those which can be ignored or easily dismissed to such an extent that their
consequent sense of futility and resignation serve to reinforce testimonial silences around
respect in an effort to avoid punishment, or, in some cases, feelings of discomfort in front of
peers. Being able to participate in the spread of knowledge by testimony is denied to young
people because they are not attributed the respect necessary for epistemic relations of trust
which are, according to Fricker, a prerequisite for personhood.

6.4 Silence and Voice
6.4.1 Hermeneutical Silence and Voice
These hermeneutical silences and concomitant breaches of respect have profound
implications for young people’s voices because voices are reproduced and reinforced by the
hermeneutical structure in which they are spoken. Hermeneutical injustice is, perhaps, an
apt place to bring together consideration of voice in silent practices and experiences in school
because Fricker notes the epistemological nature of hermeneutical injustice: ultimately, the
powerful have an unfair advantage in structuring collective social understandings, and,
therefore, when young people are asked for their views on matters that affect them, the
collective social understanding which is largely adult-centric may not hold appropriate
interpretive resources for young people to make sense of and articulate their experiences.
Drawing on hermeneutical injustice to address the power implications of student voice thus
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moves the student voice discipline away from critiques of essentialism, and towards the
consideration that unequal power relations in school skew the shared hermeneutical
resources in such a way that teachers have readily available understandings of experiences
on which to draw, whereas less powerful young people find themselves with ill-fitting
meanings, or the resources by which to render their experiences, or their ‘coming to know’
position, intelligible.

Invariably, the unspoken underside of the concept of ‘student voice’ is that it beckons
‘listening to’ young people. Indeed, ‘listening’ to student voice is striking for this study, not
only because it is an entitlement on the part of young people, but also because it positions
them in a speaking position, in direct contrast with their ‘listening’ position under the
listening paradigm present in teaching and learning practices. The paradigmatic thread of
‘listening’ throughout the data serves to maintain the institutionalised power imbalance
between students and teachers outlined by Jaworski and Sachdev (1998) such that issues of
‘voice’, including silence, are embedded in structures and relations of power because the
identity of speaker and listener is just as much a part of ‘voice’, and just as important for
meaning as the content of what is said. Fricker’s social identity and ‘identity power’ have
profound implications for the consideration of ‘voice’ and silence, and so the listening
paradigm in this study demonstrates that what is not said, and thereby remains unspoken,
can be equally attributed to a speaker and a listener.

However, this study also demonstrates that these ‘voice’ identities are based on individuals’
wider positioning within the school institution, particularly with regard to ‘knowledge’ and
capacity. In this study, these power relations are apparent in that the ‘listening’ paradigm
extends only to young people’s role in the classroom, but there was absolute silence on
teachers’ duties to listen to young people – a key foundation of student voice that remained
largely unspoken throughout the study365. We are inclined to understand silence as an
absence of, or opposite to, sound, yet this study adds to existing literature that demands a
more nuanced and less polarised interpretation of how silence and language, or knowledge,
relate (Jaworski, 1997; Verstraete and Hoegaerts, 2017). When approached as meaningful in
itself, silence is repositioned as a reflection of the social construction of meaning or
knowledge in the same way as sound (Verstraete and Hoegaerts, 2017), and an ambiguous
space in which we navigate authority (knowers), and protect our dignity366.
365
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Perhaps because teachers did not have knowledge of this obligation under the Convention.
See the proposed definition of silence for this study in the conclusion to Chapter Two.
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Although some students were able to express their needs and desires, some teachers’ lack
of listening served to undermine not only young people’s voice – and silence – but also their
expression of opinions and views; the world, in a sense, remained silent to them as a
consequence and this could be seen in resignation, or disengagement. The expectation that
students were at school to ‘listen’ suggested that what they may have had to say was
collective, echoing Gilmore’s (1985) suggestion that a class of students are expected to
behave as one speaker and so much of the student silence is in the cooperative role of
listener. This listener silence is incorporated, according to Gilmore, to the participation
structure of the classroom where most students ‘hide’ during the school day. With the
exception of occasionally short ‘answer’ responses to the teacher, the primary role of many
students was to facilitate the teacher/knower discourse by remaining silent and as a
consequence, students remained invisible in some cases. As a consequence, hermeneutical
participation was unequal at best, and absent at worst; consequently, young people’s voices
on the matters that affected them, were not heard – or remained silent – because the
hermeneutical structure did not allow for their expression. Silence brings to the forefront
questions and meanings of knowledge production, asking what voices are heard over those
who remain silent, which voices are sought, and which voices are listened to, thereby
unravelling ways of knowing within silence which manifest themselves in testimonial
silences.

6.4.2 Testimonial Silence and Voice
The collective hermeneutical resource contains the prejudices and stereotypes associated
with social identity, and so understandings of young people’s capacity and competence may
be understood to be structurally prejudiced. This results in discrimination against their social
identity as young people, or children. This hermeneutical inequality is dormant (and
undetected) in the hermeneutical marginalisation of young people, the injustice of which
becomes explicit when young people are not able to render their experiences intelligible;
that is, attempts to make themselves intelligible in a testimonial exchange whereby the
hermeneutical injustice is reinforced367 in testimonial injustice. Attempts to make themselves
intelligible, however, suggest that it is not only the content of communication that is at issue
here, but also the form or expressive style in which it is spoken. Looking back to young
people’s rights to freedom of expression, this is crucial to participation rights because forms
367 Fricker uses the term ‘compounded’. However, this language better supports my argument that the testimonial

implications have consequences for culpability.

175

of expression can be in any media of a young person’s choice. There is therefore a strong
argument for attending to the expressive style in which young people manifest their views
and opinions, and this includes expressions that are not conformist, and which are, perhaps,
perfunctory, or discordant.

On the other hand, Jaworski’s (1993) ‘formulaic’ silences are pertinent to this discussion of
silence as voice at a testimonial level because, it is asserted, formulaic silences are utilised
when saying something would pose a greater threat to a person’s standing than remaining
silent and it is this form that was more common in discussion with young people, perhaps
owing to certain forms and expressive styles being ignored. In respectful silence detailed in
the findings, young people learned to withhold their voice because of the desire to avoid
punishment; there was silence about equal participation between teachers and students
here. On a more latent level, however, these formulaic silences also served to provide a space
for face-saving when the situation was deemed to be potentially embarrassing, or involved
unpredictability and ambiguity around the status of participants (Jaworski, 1993): silences
which served to preserve young people’s dignity. The unpredictability of teachers’ responses,
and the ambiguity of evolving capacities for knowledge may account for such formulaic
silences, particularly, for example, where teachers ask a question that was followed by saying
nothing in response. Formulaic silences, then, also marked the boundary between states of
knowing: between ‘knowing’ and ‘unknowing’.

Epistemic participation becomes unspoken, and uncultivated, where ‘credibility’ attributions
are based on perceived shortcomings in ‘capacity’ under article 12, or the assumption that
epistemic credibility is solely a teacher’s capacity. Medina (2013) goes as far as to suggest
that credibility has an interactive nature and its proper or improper attribution reflects its
interactive nature as comparative and contrastive. This indicates that the attribution of
credibility in the classroom goes, therefore, to the heart of the student-teacher relationship,
but exists in shades of contrast between students and their peers in the streaming system.
This explains the different forms of testimonial silences in the different streams, which was
on a spectrum of silence and participation, with young people in the bottom stream using
veiled silences – often in the form of noise – to mask their non-participation, and to challenge
the accompanying adjudication of ability, and young people in the top stream using literal
silence to mask their fear of being wrong. The impressions of such silence with regard to
behaviour and conformity demonstrates how both groups navigated the power differential
using silence, but that these negotiations between knowing and unknowing using silence had
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more or less harmful effects on young people owing to their positioning within the streaming
system.

Both the structural and testimonial silences detailed through this discussion of knowledge,
control, respect, and voice, demonstrate that silence pervades all aspects of daily
communications in school: what young people say, and what remains unspoken, and what is
said by remaining silent; those who are acknowledged or spoken to, and those who are
ignored, as well as social issues which are ignored and those which are confronted. As the
discussion demonstrates, silence in its various manifestations, particularly around
knowledge, often boils down to issues of dignity, equality and respect which have an
incontrovertible relationship with epistemic injustice. Yet, uses and experiences of silence
have also demonstrated that there are harms in some forms of silence in school, and these
impede the realisation of young people’s participation rights. I now turn to consider what
these harms may be, and whether there can be culpability for the implications of the
frustration of young people’s broader participation rights.

6.5 Harms and Culpability
The conception of young people’s social identity in the social imagination is not the same for
all young people, although there are stereotypes that may apply broadly to young people as
a class. Whilst young people may be understood in a generally homogenous manner in the
social imagination, this understanding is further individualised in the school context. Those
at the bottom of the streaming system, as discussed in the findings, are understood to lack
capacity to learn, more so than their peers in higher sets, and the harms that this identity
produces are more pronounced for young people in low sets. Furthermore, as previously
stated, the harms that occur on account of the streaming system may be disproportionately
harmful towards young men in low sets who display behaviour perceived to be challenging,
particularly with respect to the conflation of behaviour with ability discussed in this chapter.

Fricker’s assertion that hermeneutical injustice occurs when members of a disadvantaged
group are excluded from a practice that would have value for them is critical, not only to the
question of whether young people have suffered harm, but also to examining whether there
is culpability for such harm, and if so, who is culpable. An examination of silence through the
conceptual lens of epistemic injustice must turn to consider whether their subordinate
positioning as listeners within the school structure incidentally or systematically excludes
young people from hermeneutical participation and arises into injustice where attempts by
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young people to render intelligible their views are frustrated. Fricker points out that as this
functions on identity power, however, the operation of such stereotypes is structural such
that there may be no social agent, either individual or institutional, identifiable as responsible
for this marginalisation368, in which case there can be no culpability.

Fricker observes that testimonial injustice goes on much of the time, perhaps because it is
very hard to filter out prejudicial stereotypes that inform one’s social perceptions directly.
We may perpetrate testimonial injustice because of our beliefs, but the most significant
harms arise when we may frequently do it in spite of our beliefs. Therefore, it is here that I
must turn to the question of whether teachers can be considered as reproducing agents, on
a one-to-one level with culpability, or whether they lack the interpretive resources to identify
their role in such systemic practices, in which case, they too are hermeneutically
disadvantaged. Before considering these harms and their associated culpability, however, I
argue that ‘culpability’ may be an inappropriate word in the context of teaching-blaming
education policy and the pressure on teachers in a target driven culture. Accordingly, I will
employ the term ‘responsibility’. This is because it avoids the connotations of guilt and blame,
but simultaneously avoids the temptation to excuse behaviour of state actors who have legal
duties towards young people; in denying any responsibility of teachers for the epistemic
harms in school, then they also are denied agency and autonomy. This will be further
discussed at the end of this chapter.

6.5.1 Hermeneutical Harm
This brings us to the point where it is necessary to consider whether the experiences of young
people with silence around the four themes causes harm: the crucial prerequisite in order to
ascertain whether or not there is an injustice. It must be considered whether young people’s
treatment is such that they suffer situated hermeneutical inequality and are unable to make
intelligible something that it is in their interests to do so. For this marginalisation to be
systemic, according to Fricker, it must entail marginalisation of a socioeconomic kind, nonparticipation in professions that make for significant hermeneutical participation. Whilst the
discussion and findings show that young people did suffer hermeneutical marginalisation, it
is not possible to consider whether this takes a systemic form from the findings of the study
because of their confinement to the school context. Nevertheless, it can be shown that

368

Although she also acknowledges that it may make sense to hold some party responsible for irresponsibly
peddling stereotypes against a social type. The example she gives, interestingly, is ageist stereotypes of senior
workers.
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hermeneutical marginalisation takes on a persistent form, which is likely to engender
systemic hermeneutical injustice if left unaddressed. Young people’s persistent exclusion
from knowledge practices means that their hermeneutical participation leaves them unable
to express themselves owing to the structural nature of ‘respect’ and the listening paradigm
which permeate practices of silence through control and knowledge transmission.

The secondary harm of hermeneutical injustice suffered by young people takes an epistemic
form: the loss of epistemic confidence. This is compounded by the setting system in school
where some young people are placed at the bottom of the epistemic hierarchy. The harm
that streaming causes is that it may prevent young people, and in particular, bottom set
young men, from accessing and gaining new knowledge. The critical aspect of such harm is
that the construction of young people within this hermeneutical context means that they
might be caused to be how they are socially constituted, which is against their interests. This
is particularly the case for the bottom set who were constituted as lacking in both ‘ability’
and ‘respect’, made plain where behaviour and knowledge were conflated in both themes of
respect and control, and particularly so when considering the representation of young men
in bottom sets. As hermeneutical injustice is a structural form with no apparent culprit,
questions of culpability and epistemic responsibility do not arise in the same way as
testimonial injustice which is inflicted by individuals on individuals; nevertheless, it is through
the school’s policies and assumptions that are enacted by teachers. Hermeneutical injustice
does, however, demand a fresh consideration of what it means to listen, not to mention how
young people are represented in the institution as a whole.

6.5.2 Testimonial Harm
Fricker argues that the harm of testimonial injustice is not that which is incurred by the
hearer, but rather the immediate wrong that the hearer inflicts on the speaker. Yet, given
the role reversal in the classroom between teacher/speaker and student/hearer, it is exactly
this harm that is immediately of concern. The primary harm is the wrong done to a subject
in their capacity of a knower, which, in this case, is the listener who is undermined in their
capacity to ‘know’ and which devalues them as lacking in the capacity central to human value:
reason. Young people are undermined, even as hearers, in their capacity as givers of
knowledge, and this was most pronounced in the low sets. The harm, of course, of
testimonial injustice is that it excludes young people from trustful conversation and
marginalises young people’s participation based on prejudicial stereotypes held towards
them. Whether intentional or not, powerful knowers – teachers – undermine young people
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in low sets in this capacity and it is this treatment, based on prejudicial stereotypes of young
people, that undermines these students in their humanity because it disrespects them.

Prejudice causes hearers to miss out on knowledge, and indirectly presents obstacles to truth
by creating blockages in the circulation of critical ideas. These indirect blockages can be
understood in the classroom as silences. The prejudicial stereotypes held against young
people inhere in expectations, and it is in the expectations of young people that they make
themselves visible. These expectations of ‘listening’ and ‘respect’ consist in stereotypes of
young people as being out of control, as intellectually inferior to adults, and as ‘empty
vessels’. These expectations, as shown in the findings, have a powerful effect on young
people’s performance whereby those who comply with these stereotypes may be deemed
to be academically superior, and those who do not may be labelled as ‘low ability’. This is
most manifest in the streaming system which may serve to reinforce not only the prejudicial
stereotypes, but also to take on a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby young people are
constituted by their set; young people in bottom sets may be caused to resemble the
stereotype associated with such streams. As a consequence, young people’s intellectual
performance may be inhibited in the long term, and their epistemic confidence undermined.
Young people’s epistemic capacity may, therefore, be quashed, and their voices (in a broad
understanding of voice as coming under both Article 12 ‘participation’ and Article 13
‘expression’ and ‘information’) remain unheard. As such, the harm of the injustice is not only
in the infringement of rights, but in the productive power which limits what, or who, a young
person can be. They are, therefore, trapped in a self-fulfilling prophecy where, constructed
as ‘non-knowers’, they are consequently not permitted to occupy positions as ‘knowers’. This
demonstrates the power of epistemic injustice to distort the production of epistemic
subjects.

The secondary harm of testimonial injustice in this study is practical and epistemic in
dimension. Firstly, young people are seen as lacking judgement and authority necessary for
participation and as such are excluded. Young people in low sets, again, were particularly
prone to this type of harm where their lessons were based around teacher testimony in the
form of transmission. The second manifestation of the secondary harm of testimonial
injustice took the form of a loss of confidence where young people were undermined in their
intellectual abilities to the point that they ceased to satisfy the belief conditions for
knowledge. This form of harm, remarkably, was one identified explicitly by teacher-speakers
and by students who suggested that their classroom silences were often owing to a fear of
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getting answers wrong. Hypotheses or the sharing of beliefs and opinions – all of which
Fricker accounts for as ‘knowledge’ – were omitted and as such young people are deprived
of knowledge they may otherwise have gained. Young people manifested this secondary
epistemic harm in their explanations of not being sure what to think at all and this may also
be demonstrated in poor educational outcomes.

6.5.3 Culpability
Our everyday moral discourse does not include an understanding of the wrong done to
epistemic agents – young people in particular – who are treated this way, which,
consequently, contributes to a hermeneutical injustice that may account for their silence
when they try to articulate their feelings of injustice; there is a shortcoming in young people’s
collective interpretive resources to help them make sense of their educational experiences.
The idea that this wrong can be profoundly damaging and systematically connected with
other forms and manifestations of injustice in society as a whole is not appreciated (Fricker,
2007); this is particularly the case with education when considering the far-reaching
consequences of young people’s experiences at school. The hermeneutic injustice inherent
in the data may be attributed to the unequal power relations in collective forms of social
understanding. Whilst hermeneutical injustice is a structural phenomenon which involves no
perpetrating agent, and therefore sidesteps discussions of culpability, the moment of
injustice arises when a subject is unable to render an experience, or themselves, intelligible
or to an interlocutor. This injustice may, therefore, be compounded by testimonial injustice
which occurs from individual to individual, and for which matters of culpability do arise.

Fricker adapts Iris Marion Young’s (1992) conceptualisation of oppression, suggesting that
oppression can be a silent by-product of residual prejudice in a liberal, well-intentioned
society. Thus, testimonial injustice is perpetrated not by a tyrant or an intentional oppressor,
but by everyday practices of well-intentioned liberal society, by well-intentioned hearers (in
this study, knower speakers), or professionals who are operating in a context of prejudicial
stereotypes held in the social imagination. According to Fricker (2007) it is in this seemingly
harmless social context that the most surreptitious and silent forms of testimonial injustice
reside. I argue here that norms of silence characteristic in expectations of respect, control
and the listening paradigm act on teachers who become reproducing agents. The question
which must be considered, then, is whether teachers lack the interpretive resources to
identify their role in such systemic practices, and whether there can be culpability (or
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responsibility), in accordance with Fricker’s framework, for any breaches of young people’s
participation rights.

The findings suggest that the stereotyping and ensuing prejudice are more prominent in
lower streams and as such are significantly more harmful. To be wronged in a young person’s
capacity as a ‘knower’ is to be wronged in a capacity essential to human value – as an
individual with the capacity to be a giver of knowledge. To be discredited as a knower is to
be devalued as a human (Fricker, 2007) and as such, the harm suffered is not only epistemic,
but social. Being devalued, particularly before others, may make for profound humiliation,
and in the school setting, this emotive association between being a ‘non-knower’ and the
affective states can cause long term harm and damage to a young person’s epistemic agency,
and subsequently their ‘voice’ and dignity. This harm may take the form of refusal to learn,
and rejection of knowledge practices, in order to preserve dignity as a direct result of being
excluded from participating in their own education. This epistemic injustice may therefore
be a significant component in what it is to disrespect another; to underestimate and thereby
limit a young person’s capacity for reason. It is suggested that in this study, the paradigm of
student positioning as ‘listeners’ and the repeated ‘expectation’ of silence on the part of
teachers (and by implication, students) for the transmission of knowledge serves to create
epistemic silences that have more long term harms. To this extent, teachers are responsible
for such harms, but this responsibility is incontrovertibly imposed upon them by the structure
in which they practice.

In the lower stream in particular, students lacked confidence in their belief and justification
for this belief to such an extent that they cease to satisfy the ‘conditions’ for knowledge in a
context where knowledge is a fixed and absolute concept. This was masked or veiled both by
silences and by expressions which distracted from such loss of confidence, but which were
simultaneously woven into the constructive harm of epistemic injustice by portraying such
young people as non-knowers, and as disrespectful and lacking in desire to learn; a vicious
circle that repeated, and simultaneously reinforced such injustice. Those who persistently
suffered this injustice had not only lost confidence in their abilities, but their voices were also
hindered such that young speakers reverted to silence; knowledge was lost. This was clear in
the resistance young people in low sets mounted against teacher knowers; their negative
resistance in the form of a refusal to learn was both an exertion of power, but simultaneously
harmful because it was the kind of obstinacy that impedes knowledge and their success. This
impediment to knowledge (and therefore harm) was also present in the higher streams
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where a more external resistance served to censor, silence or inhibit the formation of beliefs
and formulation of questions and inquiries because in doing so, the possibility of being wrong
was avoided. Whilst on the surface, young people participated to a greater extent in their
education, their participation was not as inquirers, but as regurgitants of teacher testimony
(knowledge). Young people, whilst educated to become efficient at passing exams, also
experienced harm to their confidence. Young people were ‘informants’ rather than
‘inquirers’, and this is what they were expected to be. The ‘losers’ in the vicious circle where
therefore the young people themselves.

Ultimately, the harms experienced by young people on account of the epistemic injustices
they suffer can be brought down to denial of their dignity, disrespect, and inequality: harms
that operate at the individual, participatory, and structural levels of the school institution. In
asking the question whether teachers are responsible for these harms is not one that can be
answered in the absolute because, as this discussion has demonstrated, testimonial injustices
(and therefore harms), are mitigated and driven by hermeneutical injustices and harms.
Whilst teachers may be responsible for some aspects of epistemic injustice to young people,
this is mitigated by their own positioning and the structural silences that they also face.
Nevertheless, there are things we ought to know as professionals, and there are practices
that teachers can apply at the level of the classroom which preserve young people’s dignity,
respect their views, opinions and contributions, and provide an equal hermeneutical
environment in which they can participate. What is required to address the harms of young
people (and to some extent, teachers) is a whole system approach that attends to the
structural environment in which both teachers and young people participate. Teachers are, I
argue, uneducated about the significance of, and the duties inherent in, articles 12 and 13 of
the Convention in particular, and this lacuna in teacher practice and reflexivity is one for
which that are not entirely responsible. Perhaps, then, it is in the construction of a microhermeneutical climate of participation that teachers are responsible for such harms, but this
responsibility is mitigated and negotiated through the macro-hermeneutical climate which
does not enable them, but blames them. I argue that whilst teachers do not have the
interpretive resources, owing to representation of young people in the collective
imagination, with which to make sense of some of their experiences, this bears directly on
the practices at the testimonial level which occur in classrooms, about which teachers should
know better; this is a matter of dignity and respect.

183

6.7 Conclusion
This discussion has added to Fricker’s analysis of epistemic injustice by examining the harms
specific to the hearer in a classroom context specifically where the knower/non-knower, and
speaker/hearer, roles are reversed. This discussion began with the structural implications of
such role reversal, and explored the testimonial implications and harms associated with such
positioning in the classroom, showing that the harm that arises from such role reversal takes
the same form as Fricker’s account, but is largely ignored owing to the hermeneutical and
structural foundations of such expectations in school. I have argued in this discussion that
young people are only endowed with roles as speaker periodically, and this is controlled by
the powerful knower teacher. As such, young people are undermined in their capacities as
producers of knowledge; inquiring and investigative subjects who ask questions, evaluate
knowledge, issue interpretations, and probe knowledge and opinions. In the classroom
environment, it is the listeners who are undermined in this way when they are only viewed
as ‘informants’ from whom to glean information, or obtain prescribed answers such that
young people’s testimony and participation in knowledge practices which do not fit the
hermeneutical structure of the classroom based around listening, respect and control, are
not simply unheard or unrecognised; they are not received.

Considering that young people have a right to be heard, and a right to freedom of expression,
when examined through a rights lens, the responsibility of teachers is more clearly present
because they, as State actors, have a duty to listen and to give due weight to young people’s
participation rights under articles 12 and 13 of the Convention. Perhaps the most compelling
conclusion to draw from this chapter, in that case, is that the realisation of young people’s
participation rights is frustrated by (for the most part) well-intentioned teachers who are also
hermeneutically positioned by the organisational fabric of the school, and who are
simultaneously monitored and controlled by their powerful superiors. Some teachers were
critically aware of such positioning and I find that there must, therefore, be a reluctance to
find culpability on the part of teachers who do not have access to appropriate interpretive
resources to make sense of their own experiences, and are not educated about their duties
and young people’s rights under the Convention. These experiences are, therefore,
reproduced towards young people’s participation rights. This itself raises questions about the
realisation of young people’s rights if teachers are unaware of their existence, nature, and
future implications for classroom practice. These implications are considered in the following
chapter.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The rest is silence
William Shakespeare, Hamlet, V.ii.

7.0 Introduction
This aim of this study was to explore students’ and teachers’ uses and experiences of silence
as a feature of young people’s participation rights in school. Understanding silence depends
on the theoretical framework applied to its examination, and therefore this aim was
examined through two lenses: epistemic injustice and children’s rights; both of which are
detailed in Chapter Three where they are brought together in a conceptual model of
participation. This chapter will begin by summarising the research findings, returning first to
the research questions, then turning to a discussion of the main conclusions from the study.
The challenges and limitations of the study will be addressed before making
recommendations for both classroom practice, and for further research, which inform the
impact and contribution of this study.

7.1 Summary of Findings
The focus of this study was to examine how young people and teachers understand, use, and
experience silence in the classroom, in school as a whole, and in relationships with others.
This overarching research question sought to account for silence as a form of participation,
but also a form of non-participation and consequently, the study employed a conceptual
framework which theorised young people’s participation rights using epistemic injustice, as
detailed in Chapter Three. This model addressed the power implications of the literatures
presented in Chapter Two, by directing the conceptual model of participation rights to the
assumptions around participation rights as ‘student voice’ which have occluded realisation
of such rights owing to stereotypes and prejudices held against young people in the social
imagination. These stereotypes centre around young people’s credibility, and manifest
themselves in structural and testimonial expectations of young people’s identities in school.
This conceptual framing underpinned the sub-questions, investigating how silence as a
feature of young people’s participation rights may be characterised by epistemic injustice,
and seeking the perspectives of both teachers and young people on such practices and
experiences.
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The research questions and the conceptual framing demanded an interpretivist (and
constructivist) approach to investigating these questions. This took the form of an
ethnography-informed research design, carrying out 50 classroom observations as part of
wider observations of the school, nine Community Inquiry sessions with young people in Year
11, followed by interviews with 20 teachers and 35 young people respectively. Chapter Four
described how the conceptual framing of the study of silence would be applied in practice;
this included attending to the epistemological aspects of silence and the implications of
power in the research design. The methodology also stipulated how the findings of the study
would be interpreted through the lens of the conceptual framework laid out in Chapter
Three, clearly indicating that such a framework would influence the interpretation of the
findings. A detailed presentation of the findings was discussed in Chapter Five.

In Chapter Six, these findings were interpreted using the conceptual model of participation
laid out in Chapter Three in order to scrutinise the feature of silence in young people’s
participation in school, and to explain and understand both students’ and teachers’
experiences and perspectives on silence. There has been little research which examines
silence in school, and no research which does so by utilising the conceptual prism of
epistemic injustice to both theorise young people’s participation rights, and to understand
uses and experiences of silence at school. Predominantly, the findings show that young
people’s and teachers’ uses and experiences of silence depend on the purposes and
motivations for their use, and these in turn are contingent on broader themes of power,
control and respect. Whilst this study has presented a new way of theorising participation
rights using epistemic injustice, it is necessary to return to the main aim of the study to
consider and conclude what this tells us about silence: conclusions which will be presented
below.

7.2 Main conclusions
Returning to the research questions, the findings of this study demonstrate that silence is
experienced by both young people and teachers as an irreducible concept which is highly
context dependent. The findings demonstrated that while silence was understood broadly as
‘no noise’ and as ‘no action’, it was also largely understood as open to, and contingent upon,
whatever purpose underpinned its use. Young people’s understandings of silence highlighted
an interpretivist view of silence as a blank space which was open to a variety of motivations,
but there remained an implicit link between silence as a severance of sharing views and
opinions and the wider themes of knowledge and sharing ideas. Nevertheless, young people
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overwhelmingly experienced silence as a means of control which was inextricably linked with
respect; hermeneutical aspects of silence which are often omitted in considering knower
positioning and knowledge practices in school. Young people responded to this experience
by employing silence both as a defence mechanism and as a form of resistance; a means of
avoiding or concealing both information and behaviour. As such, young people’s experiences
of silence were both a contribution to and consequence of their experiences of epistemic
injustice in the school.

Teachers also experienced silence in school on a structural level, but this took the form of
avoiding their concerns and evading response to their feedback. Interestingly, this structural
manifestation of silence was shown to be passed down in the findings as teachers reproduced
their own experiences towards young people. It is reasonable to suggest that teachers lacked
the interpretive resources, in a highly pressurised and time limited environment, with which
to be aware of this. Teachers’ perceptions of how young people used and experienced silence
was largely limited to pedagogical implications, or to an impression of young people evading
responsibility for their choices which strongly reflected the social imagination with regard to
representation of young people. Teachers’ understandings showed an implicit view of silence
through the lens of having or acquiring knowledge. These perspectives may be understood
to form the foundational findings of the study, from which all other findings branched:
student silence reflected an environment in which they could not participate equally, and
teacher silence reflected their uses and beliefs about silence within the paradigmatic
representations of ‘listening’ and ‘productivity’. These perceptions, of course, broadly
omitted young people’s uses and experiences of silence for emotional purposes, for states of
uncertainty and for protection, both of themselves and others, but this was not the case for
all teachers.

These foundational findings both reflected and reproduced the practices assigned to such
understandings of silence and these in turn exposed the implicit expectations which Fricker
suggests are a visible manifestation of stereotypes held in the social imagination. Young
people, in light of the listening and productivity paradigms were expected to listen to, and
passively accept, knowledge silently which in turn masked the accompanying equation with
order and control; silence with conformity and respect. Such practices and motivations
revealed silence to be crucial in informing the environment of the classroom, with the
emotional implications that this held for young people and how their experiences of silence
were central to the feeling of the classroom. Hermeneutical marginalisation and inequality
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was a direct result of prejudice towards young people, however, as lacking the ability to
participate served to perpetuate the perceptions of shortcomings of ability which in turn was
used to disguise the hermeneutical lacuna around young people’s participation, rather than
justifying the establishment of an environment for young people to participate in testimonial
exchanges. Conversely, whilst young people acknowledged the uses of silence for reflecting
and for organisation, their uses of silence were often an exertion of agency intended to
frustrate these expectations with practices of not listening, and disengagement; this was
often termed ‘silent defiance’. Yet, these findings became more nuanced and complex as the
practices of silence were unravelled, with young people both being ignored, and using silence
to ignore and avoid for their own purposes. Silence was thus used and experienced by both
teachers and young people as a means of evasion, or a manifestation of extreme indirectness
for self-preservation and face-saving, in navigating the culture of the school. These
simultaneous uses and experiences, however, served to create hermeneutical lacunas, or
cultural paralysis, and it is here that epistemic injustice was most visible.

This culture, or structural organisation of the school where the culture inhered, was crucial
to the practices and motivations of silence and where the significance of the findings is
located because such practices obstructed young people’s rights to participation, and
rendered them incapacitated to either know that they have participation rights, to be able
to claim and demand them, or to exercise their right not to participate in their school
experiences. This is aptly captured in the discussion of young people’s participation rights
through the lens of their hermeneutical and testimonial silences, which demonstrate that
young people suffer systematic marginalisation, and for some young people, systematic
exclusion, from participatory practices, owing to their positioning as non-knowers and the
persistent silences which keep them in this place. Predominantly hermeneutical silences, and
the accompanying hermeneutical marginalisation and injustice, were disguised by both the
productivity and listening paradigms and this made these injustices more difficult to detect
and identify, both by young people themselves, and their teachers. Young people’s uses of
silence as resistance and defiance, whilst exertions of power and dissidence, also served to
reproduce and reinscribe some experiences of silence as epistemic injustice, reflecting the
constructive nature of epistemic injustice detailed by Fricker: these exertions of silence as
resistance were interpreted as, and understood to be, evidence of young people’s lack of
credibility. Silence as resistance took epistemic forms – as internal reluctance in top sets, or
in refusal to learn in bottom sets, but this resistance served to entrench manifestations of
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epistemic injustice which disadvantaged young people and further excluded them from
participation.

Young people were systematically excluded from participation owing to their social identities
in the social imagination as ‘non-knowers’, and there was consequently no space in the
pedagogical structure for young people to exercise their participation rights – what took the
form of a hermeneutical lacuna which was created and reproduced by the listening paradigm
which reflected young people’s ‘rightful place’ in the school structure. This hermeneutical
marginalisation and inequality further presented itself in structural disrespect which was
reproduced by teachers, but also by students, owing to the hermeneutical injustice which
followed students through their school careers. As such, young people were excluded from
knowledge practices in school, but the extent to which young people were excluded took
different shades according to young people’s positioning within the streaming system of the
school; exclusion for low sets, inequality for upper set and marginalisation for middle sets.
This also informed the types of silent resistance to such positioning: low sets, largely
consistent of young men, rejected knowledge using silence; top sets, which were more
gender balanced, remained silent for fear of being wrong; but both forms of resistance
obstructed the exchange of knowledge.

It is this structural organising tool of streaming which centres around what Federle (1994a)
suggests is the organising nature of capacity that permeated the institution of the school and
rendered young people marginalised and excluded from knowledge practices. When young
people took on the role of speaker in the classroom, it was teacher testimony that they
regurgitated and rehearsed back to the authentic speaker, or teacher, and thus this study
expounded upon the harm, omitted from Fricker’s framework, that is done to the hearer:
young people whose participation became not only infringed by the hermeneutical injustice
in school, but unnecessary owing to the presentation of knowledge as absolute and their
subject identities of non-knowers as non-negotiable.

The productivity paradigm which ran throughout the data also demonstrated a conflation of
‘behaviour’ with ‘knowledge’ and the effect of uses of silence as control. This made more
disparate the hermeneutical inequality between students and teachers, and between
students and their peers, and may disguise socioeconomic, and perhaps also gender,
discrimination as the disparity between students and their peers ran along broadly
socioeconomic lines. Failure of young people to conform to prejudicial expectations of
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listening paradigm was seen as a loss of control, not a rejection or omission of knowledge
showing the transmission of knowledge and practices of silence to be implicitly connected
through structural expectations of silence and the listening paradigm. Exercises of power by
young people in performances of silence were attributed meanings which served to conceal
their exclusion or marginalisation of hermeneutical participation as ‘not wanting to learn’, or
‘being incapable of learning’ – meanings which can be traced back to prejudices about both
young people’s capabilities and attitudes, particularly certain young people, such as bottom
set boys, who may be viewed as badly behaved or immature. Silence was therefore found to
be a channel for power and control, and this manifest itself in the theme of respect through,
again, the listening paradigm.

A further hermeneutical lacuna was revealed by this study with regard to respect towards
young people in collective practices of ‘knowledge transmission’. Both listening and
productivity paradigms indicated a structural denial of respect for young people by which
they were ousted from participation. In not having an opinion or a voice owing to the listening
paradigm which imbued school understandings of respect, young people’s participation was
devalued such that hermeneutical and testimonial silences around respect served to
contravene freedom of expression to such an extent that young people ceased to have an
opinion or to express their views and experiences entirely: participation in ‘inquiry’, a
prerequisite of which is respect enshrined in relations of trust, was absent and therefore
young people’s testimonial silences reflected both a lack of trust in their testimony, and
latent disrespect for young people in the collective social imagination.

7.3 Challenges and Limitations
A distinct challenge I encountered was my own position in the research process. While
ethnographic work with children permits adults to see the world through their eyes, this
vision carries a burden of responsibility (James, 2001). As the research relationship
developed, I occupied a position of ‘betweenness’ (Barker and Smith, 2001): somewhere
between teacher, confidante and researcher. This position posed challenges reflected in my
own position in group interviews of negotiating what was at times an ambiguous role: that
of researcher (the adult in the room asking questions and drawing out responses), an
individual who began sessions by offering to make (and usually making) tea for young people
and engaging in more informal conversation, and a substitute teacher who, whilst nobody
mentioned this role, was how most young people were familiar with me. This ambiguity was
most evident in interviews where I found it difficult to engage some young people who (at
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times by their own admittance369) may have been there because it meant they got out of
class. Many young people responded in short, closed sentences which meant I often had to
use probing techniques and it is here that I found the balance between probing and leading
more difficult, and, at times, hard to find.

On one occasion, this ambiguous positioning was highlighted when one young person, while
recounting the difficulties she and her peers had with teacher relationships and the
importance of having their parents defend them, asked if I would take this up370. The
substance of the question conveyed a perception that I was not a typical figure of authority
and was further reflected in a comment from another young person when describing drug
taking habits. Of course, part of this silence on the part of the researcher is confidentiality
and ethical practice, however, I found this a challenge which presented itself in the emotional
guilt I later felt when reflecting on the positioning of young people during the study: how we
had built a rapport and they had entrusted their experiences to me, only to culminate in
further silence on my part when I left school and did not return. This was, of course, a matter
of confidentiality and ethics, and was partially down to institutional silence which was a
considerable challenge during the study – several attempts to arrange returning to the school
to disseminate the results were met with silence. In addition to feelings of frustration
regarding extended delays to access, field note entries during data collection conveyed how
at times I felt uncomfortable in the school. Conversely, I also encountered a challenge when
writing the discussion as to whether teachers should be found culpable or responsible for
epistemic injustices in school. In the early stages of writing the discussion, I was keen to
attribute culpability to teachers, but as the discussion developed, alongside my own
reflexivity, this subsided as the structural conditions in which teachers practice, and the ways
in which they are constantly monitored but not listened to, became clear.

During data collection, there were occasions where the young people did not respond, or
there was a lingering silence which I did not anticipate that they were going to break and
where I felt that the negotiation between adult guidance and imposing my own agenda on
the group became unbalanced. This included asking supplementary questions which might
be seen as leading. I would often probe response using closed questions which may have led
to response bias where young people answered without thinking and an acquiescence or
‘yes’ bias (Wright and Powell, 2006; Breakwell et al, 2006); indeed, this agreement response
369
370

Such as Harry, Poppy and Luke
Ursula

192

might be construed as a silence in itself; a response that did not address in any substantive
manner the question posed. Such silences were what might be understood to be
‘unintelligible’, and whilst a part of the data collection process, were challenging to respond
to.

Young people are typically positioned ‘doing what adults tell them to do and absorbing what
adults have to offer’ (Cook-Sather, 2010: 555) of which the most pervasive instance is
education; this posed specific challenges during the study. Schooling is compulsory up to the
age of 16, and young people have little agency in what they do once they get there: the
majority are thoroughly socialised into submission, thus when offered a more active role in
taking a measure of responsibility, they can struggle when it comes to inquiring into their
conditions of learning. It became increasingly clear in light of these challenges that individual
acts of resistance in the research process were not straightforward resistance to authority,
but reflected intersecting lines of power associated with age, ability, gender, and young
people’s positioning in the wider school structure, not to mention other identities which may
have remained hidden. This positioning in the school structure included the intersection of
ability with gender, with boys being more likely to be in bottom sets, and therefore more
likely to be hermeneutically marginalised. The young people who frequently subverted the
process were those for whom ‘knower’ status was the most intangible – mostly young men
– and their resistance was by no means unique to the study. Davidson (2017) suggests that
whilst frustrating for the researcher, these expressions of power were in fact reflective of
powerlessness within the school structure, and provided unique insight into these young
people’s worlds and their self-identified lower status in the context of school.

As a limitation of the study, it is necessary to acknowledge that the predominant medium of
consultation was talk; whilst this was partially by design in order to explore the latent content
of voice in silence, and vice versa, students differ in articulateness and confidence with which
they can express ideas. In this sense, there is a certain irony in acknowledging the assumption
that young people have views and opinions that can be exchanged discursively, and then
using predominantly verbal data collection methods. We know that such differences often
reflect social class distinctions, and students from whom teachers most need to hear are
those whom it is difficult to consult (McIntyre et al, 2005). During data collection, I further
identified that a key limitation of the research design, was the absence of a research question
which attended to gender-based uses and experiences of silence. Whilst young people did
mention differences in teacher treatment of genders, no clear and unambiguous differences
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emerged in respect of young people’s uses and experience of silence from the data. This,
however, was not addressed in the methodology and therefore future research might attend
to this aspect of silence as a feature of young people’s participation.

7.4 Recommendations
The study on silence has been significant in illuminating how the structural positioning of
young people (and teachers) culminates in hermeneutical and testimonial injustice, a
consequence of which is the infringement of young people’s participation rights. There is a
need, therefore, for a critical transformation of knower positions within the classroom and
the school hierarchy which would challenge all participants – students, teachers, teaching
assistants and senior management – to see not only classrooms and teaching and learning
from another perspective, but to recognise the systemic inequities and injustices that they
may have been blind to before. In order to address such injustices, it is crucial that teachers
and education institutions in particular exercise their roles as virtuous hearers, and are
reflexively aware of how the relation between social identity and that of the speaker impacts
on the intelligibility of what the speaker is saying and how they are saying it. This involves a
more socially aware listening that is usually required in straightforward exchanges; it involves
listening to what is not said as much as what is said and may also demand reserving
judgement about credibility and keeping an open mind (Fricker, 2007). This demands
attending to the prejudices and stereotypes that exist in the social imagination, and being
aware of how such prejudices influence our credibility judgements of others, particularly
young people, in a way that also addresses the power implications of ‘knowing’. As such, the
presumptive principle should stand: that young people are deemed to be credible from the
outset, and that teaching and learning processes are part and parcel of developing their
credibility.

Education is not limited to curriculum content, and rights should be reinforced by values
imparted in the education process as a whole, including pedagogical methods, and how
children are treated in the classroom (Lundy and Tobin, 2019); a rights-respecting education
reflects the rights and inherent dignity of the child. In order to effectively integrate these
human rights values of respect, equality and dignity into the curriculum, however, it is
fundamental that those who teach and promote these values are themselves convinced of
their importance in the broader picture of relationships in education – not only in teaching
methods, but in policies such as bullying, discipline, pastoral care and child protection (Lundy
and Tobin, 2019). This makes a case for a somewhat radical rethink of the apparent
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pedagogy/voice dichotomy, a suggestion also made by Lundy and Cook-Sather (2016). This
study strongly suggests that there is a fundamental need for pedagogical approaches based
on dignity and respect for young people, and their participation in and creation of, equality
of learning in the classroom. For the effective integration of respect and equality which
imbue hermeneutical silences and injustice, it is crucial that those who teach and promote
these values are trained in children’s rights and participation. Thus, one key recommendation
is capacity building for teachers who may lack the interpretive resources to be critically
aware, and to be responsible hearers, in their knowing roles. Just like young people on
matters which affect them, we assume that teachers have critically aware opinions, and so it
is also necessary to address the structural injustices imposed upon teachers. If they
reproduce the injustices they suffer, then it will be necessary to make teachers feel valued
with training and critical engagement, necessary because the findings demonstrated a
demoralised staff team.

Ultimately, the research demonstrates that young people are often not respected in school
and this has profound implications for both their silences and their rights. Children’s rights
are not externally prescribed but are embedded in the structural fabric of the school
community and organisational culture and therefore children’s lived experiences of their
rights are much richer than a legal document which lays them out. If we were to have the
status of ‘person’ because we treated others as ‘persons’, then respect would be much more
common. Therefore, there is a need to attend to the realisation of children’s participation
rights in a horizontal orientation from duty bearer (teacher) to rights-holder (young person).
Rights are defined and implemented in ways that simultaneously decide the identity of rightsholder (Federle, 1994) as having or lacking capacity or power, but this study recommends a
model which implements and defines rights despite the identity of the rights holder. These
are rights which attribute the rights holder credibility, and therefore power: the power to
command respect (dignity), to challenge hierarchy, and to equalise relationships (Federle,
1994). There is a need for further research, therefore, around respect as a concept and how
young people both understand and experience it; in this study it is presented as ‘listening’
and ‘knowing your place’. The marginalisation and exclusion produced by such inequality and
disrespect is exacerbated by streaming and therefore a further key recommendation is that
to respect young people as equals, streaming should be removed from schools.

Traditional hierarchies and power disparities are structured into educational institutions and
it is owing to this hermeneutical aspect of the power relationship that adults have exclusive
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control over the space, young people’s voices, the audience who listens, and the influence
these voices have (see Lundy, 2007); that is, control of participation is conducted vertically
(and hermeneutically) using the power differential based on age and credibility. This is where
epistemic injustice is valuable in revisioning participation rights, and in addressing the
silences which are engendered by the institution on, and by, young people. This study
demonstrates that young people’s testimonial uses of silence are a direct consequence of
the hermeneutical (that is, structural, or vertical) organisation of sociocultural silences which
are imbued with these power disparities. Whilst young people have the implicit right to
silence, their uses and practices of silence often become self-destructive because the
hermeneutical culture of the school does not recognise their exertion of silence. As such, a
key recommendation arising out of this study is that ‘student voice’ as a concept, whilst it
has furthered young people’s rights, is redundant because it is too easily co-opted by
hermeneutical injustice. This study on silence demonstrates that young people’s voices are
partially produced by the hermeneutical silences of the organisation, and that these manifest
themselves in young people’s testimonial silences. Rather, the focus should be on creating
respectful structures which nurture young people’s rights to expression under article 13 in
order to build and develop their participation under article 12 of the Convention. This will
also require building teachers’ capacities for the realisation of such participation rights.

Ultimately, children’s participation rights need to be informed by discourses around
hermeneutical participation and the silences which direct this participation. The model
presented at Figure 2 in Chapter Three outlines the model of injustice because, as Shklar
(1990) highlights, we think falsely of justice as the norm, and a model of injustice was
required to attend to the structural nature of power disparities experienced by young people.
However, to challenge the injustices that occur in the classroom (and elsewhere) a reparative
model that incorporates reflective practice is necessary. I propose here a virtue model of
theory-informed participation which attends to the reflexivity required to address such
injustices, in order that rights are realised at the hermeneutical level, as well as the
testimonial level of ‘voice’.
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Figure 6: A Theory-informed Virtue Model of Participation

7.5 Conclusion
Interpreting the findings of this study through the lens of epistemic injustice serves to
emphasise that there is a need to shift from conceptualising young people as subjected to
adult knowledges, to representation as knowers in their own right, in their participation in
education. The findings of this study reflect what Cook-Sather (2010) considers a prevalent
assumption that young people do not possess the capacity, nor are interested in contributing
to insights about teaching and learning. I suggest that in order for young people to be
consulted in a meaningful way regarding teaching and learning, and knowledge, there is a
fundamental need for not only rethinking their knower positioning in the classroom, but
attending to their silences in school as an institution, and addressing the structural disrespect
towards young people which is justified in the social imagination. This demands revisioning
young people’s participation rights to attend to silence which is too often overlooked in both
children’s rights literature, and in student voice literature, and addresses the misrecognition
of young people as unable to participate, and concomitant production of young people as
unknowing subjects.
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APPENDICES
Appendix One: Interview Groupings with Anonymised Names

Student

Interview & date

number

Anonymous name Anonymous
FEMALE

name

MALE

1

Interview 1 – 04/06

Adam

2

Interview 1 – 04/06

Anna

3

Interview 1 – 04/06

Bronagh

4

Interview 2 – 05/06

Connie

5

Interview 2 – 05/06

Deborah

6

Interview 2 – 05/06

Emily

7

Interview 3 – 06/06

Ben

8

Interview 3 – 06/06

Charlie

9

Interview 4 – 06/06

David

10

Interview 4 – 06/06

1

Interview 5 – 08/06

Adam

11

Interview 5 – 08/06

Mark

12

Interview 6 – 12.06

13

Interview 6 – 12.06

Edward

14

Interview 6 – 12.06

Frank

15

Interview 7 – 13.06

Greg

16

Interview 7 – 13.06

Harry

17

Interview 8 – 13.06

Hannah

18

Interview 8 – 13.06

Izzie

19

Interview 8 – 13.06

Jessica

20

Interview 9 – 15.06

Karen

21

Interview 9 – 15.06

Lydia

22

Interview 9 – 15.06

Melanie

23

Interview 10 – 18.06

24

Interview 10 – 18.06

Natalie

25

Interview 10 – 18.06

Olivia

26

Interview 11 – 19.06

Jack

27

Interview 11 – 19.06

Kyle

Faye

Grace

Ian
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28

Interview 11 – 19.06

Poppy

29

Interview 12 – 19.06

Rachel

30

Interview 13 – 21.06

Sarah

31

Interview 13 – 21.06

Tara

32

Interview 14 – 21.06

33

Interview 15 - undated

34

Interview 15 - undated

Nathan

35

Interview 15 - undated

Oliver

Teacher

Interview & date

number

Luke
Ursula

Anonymous

Anonymous

name FEMALE

MALE

1

Interview 1 – 21.05

2

Interview 2 – 21.05

3

Interview 3 – 21.05

Barbara

4

Interview 4 – 21.05

Caroline

5

Interview 5 – 21.05

Brian

6

Interview 6 – 22.05

Chris

7

Interview 7 – 22.05

Diane

8

Interview 8 – 22.05

Evelyn

9

Interview 8 – 22.05

Fiona

10

Interview 9 – 22.05

Gillian

11

Interview 10 – 23.05

12

Interview 11 – 23.05

13

Interview 11 – 23.05

14

Interview 12 – 25.05

15

Interview 13 – 01.06

16

Interview 14 – 05.06

Joanne

17

Interview 15 – 07.06

Kate

18

Interview 16 – 08.06

Leah

19

Interview 17 – 13.06

20

Interview 18 – 23.05

name

Amanda
Aaron

Dean
Helen
Eric
Irene
Fred

George
Margaret
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Appendix Two: Guide interview schedule for teachers
1. How did you find being observed?

2. How would you describe lessons with Year 11?

3. How would you describe the interactions between young people and teachers,
broadly speaking?

4. How would you describe how Year 11 learn?

5. What do you consider to be the role of ‘knowledge’ in the classroom?

6. What forms would you consider ‘resistance’ of young people to take at school?
Why do you think this is?

7. What is silence?

8. Is silence something that is asked for or imposed?

9. What is the role of silence in the classroom? Why do teachers use silence?

10. What do you think students make of being silent?

11. How do teachers use silence? How do you specifically use it?

12. How do you think students use silence? Is there a difference between different uses
and different classes?

13. How do/should teachers handle situations where young people are not silent when
required?
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Appendix Three: Example teacher interview transcript
AB: How would you describe your relationship with Year 11? So I’ve seen you with L1 mostly,
and then once with L6.
Chris: Yeah, I think it was hard with L6 because they weren’t all there but generally I think
just all classes I have a good rapport with them, and I think it’s just that matter of, you need
to get the work out of them, they have to work hard, but it’s the respect. They appreciate
that it’s mutual. That if you show respect, you know, through your teaching and that you’ll
put the effort in and help them, they just- they tend to give you a lot more you know, they
tend to work harder and put themselves… they just engage more I think with the lesson.
AB: What do you mean or understand by the term respect?
Chris: I think respect is… in the classroom especially is… is the fact that they’re willing to… to
do the things that you exp- that they understand your expectation and that they will… they
will listen, they will, you know, they will… em… [sigh] it’s a hard thing to say isn’t it but… you
know what it is, but it’s hard to put into words. That they will put themselves through
whatever you require them to do in the lesson. So, I would always start with my objectives
and I would look at, and in particular with key stage 3, you know, we’ve looked at this this
and this, and I think it’s… it’s the fact that they’re aware of what they’re doing and they will
work harder at the different aspects of the lesson. So, I think that is respectful, it just is
finishing the things that you require them to do.
AB: You mentioned mutual respect at the beginning. So what would you say is respect from
teacher to student? How would you explain that?
Chris: I think it’s just an understanding of what goes on, em… not just in the classroom but
outside of the classroom. You know, I engage with students naturally just based on who they
are and what they’re doing; I know a lot about them and what they do outside of school, you
know, that doesn’t come into my lesson but it’s just the, it’s the simple thing of, you know,
how did you get on in the weekend in your football, how did you get on in this, and I think
because they hear those things, there’s a natural affinity with you and they move away from
oh I’m in a lesson. Then they’re in a learning environment rather than just coming to another
classroom. It just works more there, does that makes sense.
AB: Yeah, it creates a particular atmosphere doesn’t it.
Chris: Yeah, and that’s why I feel in the majority of my lessons I have that atmosphere, and I
can see that year by year that I’ve been teaching, it gets even more… it’s enhanced more, it
gets better, and I think that’s why, I think… you’re looking at silence; it’s good because those
moments of silence when you’ve got their attention, you’ve got them really focused and you
can see it in their eyes, you know that, you know, they’re all enthused and they want to do
well.
AB: How would you describe then your interactions in the classroom? How would you
describe how you and your class conduct yourselves in relation to each other?
Chris: I like to have a- you can’t help it sometimes, you do have some lessons where the
teacher will need to, not speak more, but they’ll need to… they’ll need to direct the students
a bit more if it’s particularly hard, or a new subject, but I like to have a balance of what I say
and how they respond to me, so that’s why I use a lot of questioning and I would try to just
get them involved more so em… you have to tell me what your original question again there!
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AB: [laughs] So how would you say your interactions are characterised, or what characterises
the interactions between your classes as individuals and you. You’re saying questioning
would be one.
Chris: Yeah, I think questioning would be… I would tend to me… I’m not going to use the word
informal because that’s not what it is, because informal then takes them out of that mind set
of I’m in a lesson and I need to work and it takes the seriousness out of the learning, but I
would say I use humour more, I use… just relevant examples more, just modern spin on
things, things that are relevant to them and they just engage more. There is humour in the
room, there is laughter, there is, but then… I find that there’s a fine line between using that
and then keeping it focused on the work because then when they laugh… it’s instantly [clicks
fingers]… bam, we’re straight back into the lesson.
AB: Do you think that humour and laughter can work as a form of silence? Can you use
humour to say but not say things?
Chris: Yes! Particularly sarcasm. Which, you know, you can inadvertently suggest things or
say things through using humour and I think a lot of students respond to that more. Rather
than you saying, and you can hear it in other schools, other classrooms, you should have done
this, I am disappointed, it could come across as… you know in a more humorous way. I can’t
think of the actual example, but a bit of sarcasm, and I think as long as they know that you
are disappointed that they haven’t done it, but they are required to do it again, or change
what they’ve done then it- it’s more positive, it’s not negative, I think that’s the problem. It’s
too much negative diction in the lesson and when they hear that, they just won’t respond.
AB: Thinking in terms of silence not perhaps completely literally, do you think there are subtexts that children and young people read that take place in silence in school?
Chris: You mean like body language, facial expressions, gestures…
AB: Sarcasm, even the way, even the structure and way things are laid out, positioning of
teachers and objects…
Chris: Yeah, I think so. I think… well I’m a very firm believer in if a class don’t know you, or
they’ve never met you, so you get a new Year 8 cohort coming in, or, you know, I go into a
new school, or someone is in front of a class, they will know you inside out within the first 2
minutes that you’ve been in the classroom, based on the way you appear, even probably
positionally, the way things are in the room, I believe that. Em... the way you hold yourself, I
mean I hate sitting down in a lesson. My steps are well over 10,000 when I have my fitbit on,
and that’s partly because I’m just restless and I’m around the room, but it’s that energy, and
I think when they see that energy and me walking around, I feel that in them, they can sense
that I enjoy what I’m doing.
AB: Do you think that’s one of the things they pick up in the first two minutes? A teacher who
enjoys the job and a teacher who doesn’t want to be there.
Chris: Yeah, definitely.
AB: What about young people’s uses of silence and their experience of silence. How do you
think they experience silence, broadly speaking, in the classroom?
Chris: I think there are moments of silence. I think the first one… you can judge silence by the
work that is being done, obviously, avoiding distractions and not talking, that’s the obvious
one but then there are other moments of silence that a teacher needs to observe. And that,
again, could be through vacant expressions, puzzled struggling, I need help but I can’t put my
hand up and speak to you because I don’t want to say to you in front of my other peers in
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the classroom. And I think a good teacher can notice those things, because they know the
studetns inside out, the same way that they’ll know you insie out within those two minutes.
AB: Do you think, for example the young person who is struggling, do you think they use
silence as a plce to hide?
Chris: Yeah.
AB: Who from?
[5 second silence]
Chris: I think, to a certain degree, from reality, from themselves because they see it as an
eventuality, they see it as… this is where it’s going to end, so, not what’s the point, but I mean
I can think of- I’m not going to name any names but… [mouths name of student off the
record] One particular student would be very very silent and withdrawn, his body language
is very closed, and it’s only through that, watching how he responds in tasks that I sense that
he lacked confidence, and he doubted himself. And it’s amazing through a couple of
conversations reinforcing… the success he’s had and being more positive has had such an
impact on him to the point where in a recent exam he responded about how many pages he
had written and the fact that he understood the tasks, he had a go at them, and he felt quite...
positive. And the frowns, the… lack of expression, I’ve never seen that person smile as much
in my life!
AB: Is that form of silence resistance or is it made to look like resistance, but it takes a
different form?
Chris: Well it depends who the student is, I think, it… depends who they are. I think some
students… a very hard one. We’re very deeply psychological now…
[laughter]
AB: For that student in particular, so I was in the back of the class and his body language did
reflect what you just said and he didn’t speak and he looked completely disengaged. So for
all intents, he, to an outsider, looks like he’s resisting the lesson, and resisting you as the
teacher. Is that the form of silence- would you describe that as the form of silence he is using,
or does it just look like that and actually, that form of silence is I don’t know what I’m doing
or lack of confidence.
Chris: I think with that particular person, it’s lack of confidence, but I believe he doesn’t know
what he’s doing. Em… and I would sense that that behaviour is maybe mimicked through
other people that he knows, maybe family members maybe people that are close to him and
maybe he hasn’t had that positivity, that spin on things that he needed. And it didn’t
happen… the first conversation that we had, I could see that the expression didn’t really
change, as you said, he resisted, resisted. But I kept at it, and I kept speaking to that person
and I’d say after the 15th time, you could see there was a slight change, ever so slightest
change that… I thought that maybe I was getting through to them. That’s the hard thing. It’s
his own psychology, it’s his mind. It’s his defence mechanism. That’s what he does.
AB: Would you say that silence is used often as a defence mechanism?
Chris: Uh huh.
AB: By young people generally?
Chris: Yeah. I can only speak for myself in instances where I’ve felt… annoyed, frustrated,
quite happy in a situation, and you’ve got this playlist running over in your mind of how you
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feel and you’re telling yourself certain things, but no one else can hear it. You’ll just sit there,
completely in a trance, but you’ve got so many emotions going on at that point in your mind.
And the students do go through it more than, more than I will because you know their
hormones are all over the place, they’re developing, their changing, particularly when they
get to Years 11 and 12. So…
AB: That’s an interesting point… what do you think young people remain silent on? So those
silences that are unintelligible, that we can never know what those silence are… can you
speculate as to what those silences are? Like perhaps emotional, they’re feeling all those
things but they’re not letting anyone see that or witness it.
Chris: It’s that whole idea of eh… like a glass bottle, or like a bottle filling up and, you know,
you get to that point and to some degree in the past I was very much a bottle necker, where
things just build and build and build until you’ve got nothing, you know, there’s no otherAB: There’s nowhere to go?
Chris: Yeah, and then you explode, or you implode and you go into a deeper silence… where
you can’t really speak to anyone.
AB: And then it becomes maladaptive… and harmful I suppose.
Chris: Mmm. But that’ the thing… we know of certain things pastorally that occur outside of
the school that have such an impact, and it’s- some staff see their lessons as this is the lesson,
this is their education, they need to do this, I need to tell them to do it, they just need to do
it, they just need to do their homework, but that’s not a positive way to get through to them.
It’s understanding who they are, perhaps what they’re bringing into the classroom. Not
exposing that, or even asking questions because it’s not appropriate, but… once you know
who they are, you can respond to them in a certain way, you personalise it to them. I think
that’s what makes a good teacher; understanding who’s in your classroom, and how to speak
to them, understanding how they feel. Not exactly what they’ve been through, but just… just
signs and... and messages that are silent, as you say.
AB: How do you think teachers use silence? Or how do teachers understand silence of young
people?
[5 second silence]
Chris: I think it all depends. Em… I know that there are some teachers that don’t understand
the silences that young people have. Em… and don’t really see themselves in their position.
You know, they may have their difficulties and they may have those silences, but when
they’re in the classroom, it’s almost statistics in front of them than people. But then there
are staff, and I would put myself included in this one, that can really see when someone is
struggling, or when someone perhaps is a bit distant and when to… raise alarm bells maybe
with heads of year, maybe with other members of staff, or maybe when to not be too forceful
with your teaching and too forceful with your expectations because it may be more harmful
in the long run.
AB: Is it a matter of judgement?
Chris: Yeah
AB: How important do you think that discernment and judgement on the part of the teacher
is for responding to young people’s uses of silence?
Chris: It’s very important because… well it’s that whole, just discussed it recently, you know,
they can fall deeper into that negative state, and if you just teach the way you teach and you
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don’t adapt your teaching or your styles, and you- the social skills that you use in a lesson,
there’s a risk that certain individuals will just fall deeper and deeper into that negativity. And
they need that support, you know, that is a- it’s the demands of being a teacher now and I
do feel that. That we need to respond to the psychology of the children that are in front of
us and it’s not fair… it’s not fair just to have your expectations purely based on this is my
lesson, this is what you have to do… you should complete this.
AB: Without being too broad, how do you think teachers view classes and individual children?
Chris: Em… have to be very careful here [laughs] I would say there is a lot of negativity. There
is a lot of negativity and that’s not just- that wouldn’t be based on my experience here, it
would be in the media, em… just you know, through articles on school life, classrooms, just
the youth in general… their perception on school life and what it means to them. I think…
AB: What about representations of young people? You’ve mentioned media and popular
culture. Do you think that has an impact on how children and young people are seen as
pupils?
Chris: I think so, yeah. Because, you know media is more widespread now… there is a lot
more representation, not just for young people, for anyone, you know, for a teacher, the role
of a teacher, what the expectation is but, I think there is particularly in the modern era now,
there is a very negative perception of young people. Em… just because of things that have
happened like, you know, I remember when I was over in England, the riots in Manchester,
em… and I think since then just things have escalated in that, you know, there are negative
stereotypes now of… and there’s a perhaps, this perception now that young people are more
irresponsible than ever and they lack the maturity and the skills so perhaps that will eat into
the psychology of a teacher and their teaching will then be very negative because of who
they have in front of them, and not individually what they’ve got in front of them.
AB: The Manchester riots were at the same time as the London riots in 2011. Do you think
there was a class based element to that representation?
Chris: Em… yeah.
AB: In what way?
Chris: That it was a representation of very much children from broken families, working class,
below, definitely.
AB: Do you think that’s transferable to how some teachers and some adults view children
based on that coverage?
Chris: Yeah. I mean you could look at a different context, you could look at, I mean when I
moved over to Northern Ireland the difference for me was the separation of high school and
grammar. Whereas in English it’s comprehensive. So straight away I could see in… just
language, you know, the conversations that students had, some were negative, you know,
the… surrounding who went to high school, who went to grammar school, em… different
types of conversations, but, you know, I think… that there is a perception from some people
that high school is associated with a certain type of pupil, grammar is associated with a
certain type of pupil. It’s not the case. It’s simply not the case, but perhaps that would eat
into a teacher’s mind, perhaps. It may do, and then it would negatively influence their
teacher, maybe.
AB: Do you think that might be particularly the case if the teacher has grown up in that
system?
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Chris: Yeah, perhaps… cause that’s all they know, yeah. And it’s out of context for them,
perhaps.
AB: What about teachers’ use of silence, how do teachers use it or experience it?
Chris: I think that em… well shouting, shouting doesn’t work. Particularly with students that,
that here, that sort of, you know, that em… the language, or the tone… Language, tone,
volume, if they hear that at home and it’s constant in their home environment, it’s not going
to make any difference if you use it here because that’s just... it’s just within them. And I
think silence is far more effective when it’s just a look, a glare, a glance to suggest you should
be working instead of shouting you should be getting on with your work, I’m disappointed.
Because that builds in them a sense of frustration.
AB: When you say effective, effective for what?
Chris: To maintain concentration and avoid distractions.
AB: Is that the main function of silence in a classroom?
Chris: No… em… silence in the classroom is a matter of learning, it’s… it’s developing- if we
didn’t have silence in the classroom, let’s take that for instance, and the students were
allowed just to speak just when they decided to speak and have conversations outside of the
learning then when they’re in an exam scenario or in an exam hall, they would find it very
difficult to maintain that silence for a prolonged period, and particularly when you have
exams now they’re over two hours. It would be incredibly hard to just adopt that form of
behaviour when you’ve never really done it. So that’s why the whole tracking system in
school now, I wanted to push with Mr McClintock because at least it makes it… it’s just
common, it’s regular. Em… but again that’s a different form of silence. That’s a silence that
allows them to concentrate without distraction of noise.
AB: What about silencing?
Chris: Silencing in the form of… telling them to be silent? I think silencing… I think sometimes
there are occasions where students need to understand that they’re perhaps out of line, or
they’re not doing what they should be doing and… perhaps silencing in some occasions, and
I can only say… I know the children in the room in front of me, and you were in the particular
lesson where I had to speak to the class because of an appalling homework that they did.
And I had no idea where that homework came from. No idea. But my register, my tone
completely changed from what they were used to, so I think that drastic change, I think shows
care, even though… because you could see the disappointment in their faces because I feel
we’ve got a culture now in that particular class and in other classes that I want them to do
well and I’m really inspired by what they write and that’s why another particular student
[mouths name] will go away and she spends hours on pieces of work that are fantastic and
she is working at the optimal level that she can, her own progress levels. Em… and she’s so
willing to learn and get feedback as regularly as she can, so I think to see them being silenced
at that point was effective because it was out of the ordinary for me.
AB: Do you think that was an imposed silence by you though? Do you think you silenced
them, or was that a bi-product of you showing that firstly they hadn’t met your expectations,
and secondly you felt disappointed?
Chris: Yeah, I think it was perhaps a… they were, well they became silent rather than they
were silenced. I didn’t ask the class to stop and listen and not speak, which for me doesn’t
really work because again it’s commanding.
AB: What do you mean by commanding?
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Chris: I think... young people now more than ever like to feel a sense of independence and
individuality. Ad with staff that stop them from being that person, and that doesn’t mean
that they can speak out loud, they can just speak out of turn, but if a staff member is far too
commanding in a sense that they… they are demanding. Now commanding can be… delivered
in different ways. I could be quite commanding… [sigh]. It’s hard to say at this moment in
time, but there are different levels of commands and how you deliver them but if you are too
demanding and you’re quite hostile in your commanding language then they won’t respond
to it because it’s too aggressive, it’s not assertive.
AB: How would you describe then your language and interactions that are conducive to a
positive relationship and to meeting learning outcomes?
[5 second silence]
Chris: I think… all students now really thrive on praise. They want praise, they want to feel
valued as a person but they also want to have a sense of accomplishment, even if it’s a small
task or an end of unit test. Em…
AB: Is that respect?
Chris: Yeah. Definitely.
AB: From the teacher?
Chris: Yeah because to give that level of praise constantly isn’t just the teacher telling them
they’ve done well, it’s genuine care from the teacher, that they want that student to feel
proud of what they’ve done and that’s where you move from being a class teacher to being
a motivator, in some ways.
AB: An exceptional teacher, rather than just a teacher
Chris: Yeah, and I do think honestly that, you know, I have had… and that’s not me being big
headed, I’ve had some great results over the last few years and this particular Year 12 that I
inherited moved up so many grades, one student from a U to a B, and I genuinely feel that
was the relationship, it was the positivity, and it was the understanding that he could do it.
Believing in himself, and you know, that positivity then through his pen, just delivered.
AB: English is obviously a very discursive subject. What do you think the role is in English and
maybe broadly, other classrooms, of dialogue? So we’ve talked quite a lot about silence and
uses of silence, and teachers’ impressions of students’ positons in the classroom, but what
about dialogue? Where’s the role of dialogue?
Chris: Em… I think dialogue is important- I mean, again, it’s the whole nature of the old
stereotypical lesson many years ago of, you know, teacher talk, blackboard, they speak, they
write, you copy. That’s it. We’re moving away from that and it is more discursive because
they have an opinion, teachers have an opinion, but there needs to be a fine balance of…
they should feel that it’s ok to assert their opinion on a particular subject without it being too
forceful, so for instance, in English more than any other subject, because it’s about their own
interpretation, if a student really thought that there was a different level to a quotation that
we looked at, I would want them to enforce their opinion on it because it reinforces the
learning of everyone, and we can discuss it and that’s why it is more- you know, they will
have a more sense of they are being valued in themselves because they can offer their own
interpretation of something, their own opinion on something.
AB: Does that form of relationship with a class though take time to cultivate?
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Chris: I think it does, but it doesn’t take too long. I think if you… if you are consistent from
the word go then in a matter of weeks, you should… the relationship will obviously grow that
you have with each class, but I do think that you can set your stall out from the beginning
from the word go as long as you maintain that structure and you don’t break from it.
AB: How do you think young people experience forms of silence from teachers? Or from each
other? How do they understand it?
[6 second silence]
Chris: [sigh] I think young people now… we’re living in a world of… there is more… students
are more confident to speak now, and if you go through that stereotype of a typical lesson
many years ago or, the use of a cane for punishment, you know, you can see that we’ve
moved on a long way since then. Em… but I think now – and I can observe this in the canteen
or in other ways – that… and we’re looking at psychology of what they’re holding and what
they’re taking, sometimes when maybe someone doesn’t respond in a way that you think
they should do, someone doesn’t respond at all… I think maybe from a teacher as well, if a
teacher doesn’t respond straight away then students can develop, I suppose, paranoia, they
can become paranoid and I’ve seen that quite a lot. I don’t know if that answers your
question, but… sometimes the absence of conversation and, you know, everything is not
literally spoken, it may be implied through a glance or a look or a stare or a sigh… that maybe
the lack of communication sometimes can be a negative thing because of how people
perceive things.
AB: Can silence be understood as lack? Or deficit?
Chris: Yeah.
AB: Is silence also, though, a form of communication.
Chris: Yep.
AB: Do you think that young people understand it more as a lack of communication or a form
of making a point?
Chris: I think they see it more as a form of making a point.
AB: On the part of teachers? What is that point?
Chris: [laughs] [10 second silence] It all depends on what the situation is but… you know the
role of an educator, you know, there needs to be a fine balance of teacher talk, student talk,
the types of tasks that you use within a lesson, there needs to be that environment because
if it’s all teacher led, then that’s not conducive to learning and them making progress but…
Em… it’s a difficult question.
AB: What about messages that… So we talked about sarcasm and howChris: Yeah well that’s what I was thinking of, but then there are so many different types of
silence that the teacher would use so… em… silence can be used to show disappointment.
[Interview interrupted by another staff member and Dictaphone paused]
Chris: So no, em… I think definite- levels of communication for staff members so, em… if I
think recently, going through a class, I can sense that Year 12 are getting tired, they’re getting
frustrated, it’s near the end of the year, some students are not responding to that well and
they’re turning off, which is quite negative, but you know, I had a mock exam situation. Em...
I devised the paper for Year 12 and I used, you know, very- the language I used was very
appropriate to… I expected them to demonstrate what they knew so it would have been an
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indication of what I could do to help them individually, but there were still students in there
that stared into oblivion for 15 or 20 minutes, so instead of me speaking to them, just going
over, looking at the empty page, looking at them, and showing deep concern was more
effective at that point than saying it to them.
AB: Is that a silence also on their part?
Chris: Yeah.
AB: What type of silence is that?
Chris: A deep, thought provoking silence.
[laughter]
AB: Is it apathy? Or perhaps apathy is too strong a word.
Chris: I think for that one particular person it was… em… regret. And that’s why I tune my
wording with that particular class very carefully and try to get into their psychology and into
their minds.
AB: I mean apathy on the part of the young person, not on your part.
Chris: Oh right, ok.
AB: Although that is interesting, are you talking about regret on your part?
Chris: No, more on his, regretful because he hasn’t done anything, because he’s let me down.
AB: Are some young people’s motivations for, for example, sitting in an exam situation and
not communicating anything on a page. Sort of, if you take as a sort of broad silence on the
exam paper, is that sometimes apathy?
Chris: Yeah.
AB: They just… don’t care.
Chris: No, I don’t think it’s lack of care. I think sometimes a lack of writing can show, now,
just- show different things. Indefinitely, the psychology of their minds is very powerful and
they may- I know I’ve had students before that come in the room and say well I don’t
understand what to do, I’m not doing that. Even though, we’ll have gone through, I’ll break
down into a much more simplified version, even though I know they knew what to do in the
first place, they’re just rejecting to do it because they are hurting inside, over something,
some particular thing has happened and they’re taking it out on the lesson and on that
particular task. And I think that that is perhaps within them a coping mechanism because
they don’t necessarily want to deal with te thing that they are upset about, it’s too painful,
or too hurtful.
AB: So their silence is defence?
Chris: Yeah
AB: What about thinking about the other way… do you think young people read silent
message around school, or maybe even outside school that they are not… nobody has said
to them, or nobody has imposed on them, but they understand to be the way it is. Is there a
silence around the school as an institution that gives silent messages to young people?
Chris: Yeah, definitely, I think so. Em… maybe there is, yeah. I think they can understand
perhaps that this is just any school, you know, hypothetically speaking, they can understand
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in any school. Or they could make their mind up about the way that they will conduct
themselves, the way they will behave, because of the way things are dealt with. And maybe
there is a, you know there’s an elephant in the room but it will never be spoken about and
that will inform on the behaviour of students.
AB: Is the elephant in the room on the part of the young people’s silence or the part of the
teachers’ silence?
Chris: I think both!
AB: It’s like a mutually agreed silence?
Chris: Yeah!
AB: What about… take the way schools are set out. Does that send silent messages to
children?
Chris: Yeah, I think for some students, they could perceive being in the bottom stream deeply
negative, that they are failing before they even start.
AB: Is there any way round that?
Chris: Well… it’s how really you look at the structure of the school. I know that in certain
schools in England, particularly in primary schools now, there are systems that they use to…
differentiate the learning. It does take time, it does take effort but that’s the whole part of
this game. But, there are ways to help students at different ability levels progress without
necessarily labelling them, whether that’s through group tasks…
[Interview interrupted by another teacher and Dictaphone paused]
AB: I’m not going to keep you any longer because it’s half past. Is there anything that has
occurred to you or is not on here or that we haven’t talked about that you think is… salient?
Chris: Em… probably outside of the classroom, em, it’s not really silence, but it’s still
developing relationships. It’s so important to- and I know this is not something I try to do to…
to gain an advantage on my own classroom teaching, I just do it anyway because I’m
interested and that’s why I like my job… and it’s that when you get out of the classroom, still
being as positive with them and not just when they go out the classroom losing them, and
not just seeing who they are when they get in here, but seeing them in the context of the
school. I never hide when I see kids in Tesco, you see so many staff that would just hide and
just run a mile but I don’t care.
AB: Why do you think some staff would hide, or absent themselves from that situation?
Chris: Probably because they don’t see that- for some staff anyway, in school life, they
wouldn’t see their relationship with that child extending further than I teach you, you
complete the work, I monitor your progress. Probably that.
AB: Would you suggest it’s more complex than that? It’s about all of those other aspects of a
young person’s life, including who they are outside of the classroom in school and who they
are outside of school in their families and you can’t separate a relationship with a teacher
with all those things that make them up.
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Appendix Four: Example Community Inquiry session
Community Inquiry: What is Power?
[AB plays stimulus]
AB: Did anything interesting strike you about the animation?
[9 second silence]
Ok well let’s start off with the question: what is power?
[23 second silence] [Group begin to laugh]
YP: Gaining an advantage over someone else.
AB: Gaining? Or having?
YP: Huh?
AB: What did you say? Gaining or having?
YP: Gaining an advantage
AB: Gaining an advantage over somebody else. That’s a good start. Does anyone else have
anything to add or does anyone disagree? [2 second silence] Can you tell me a bit more
about gaining an advantage over someone else and how that’s power?
[8 second silence] [laughter]
YP: Umm [5 second silence] If you’re better than them, have more authority than them.
AB: Is authority the same thing as power?
YP: Yeah. Similar.
AB: Similar? Are there any differences?
YP: Yeah.
AB: Can you name a difference? Or maybe more than one? Or maybe… em, telling me an
example is easier. That’s open to everyone – an example of authority, an example of power.
How they might be the same or different. [5 second silence] How do you know a powerful
person when you see one?
[19 second silence] [laughter]
YP: Mr Kelly and his big bulging biceps [laughter]
AB: Ok so that’s physical power. Does he have authority?
YP: Yeah
AB: Is his authority because of his physical power, or does his authority come from
somewhere else, or something else?
YP: He could beat the hell outta me.
AB: Ok so he’s got physical presence [YP: Yeah] Is that authority?
YP: Yeah dude! [laughter] You try talking back to him [makes smacking motion]
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AB: Would he though? [YP: Huh?] Would he?
YP: Oh yeah [laughter]
AB: Em… does anyone else disagree? Does anyone think that his authority comes from
something, someone or someplace else?
YP: The gym [laughs]
YP: His job
AB: Tell me about that
YP: [Multiple voices: indecipherable]
AB: So his job is to look after the young people in his care. Is that where his authority comes
from?
YP: Yeah he has the ability to affect our… sort of, lives…
AB: He has the ability to affect some else’s life. Is that authority or power?
YP: Ehh… authority I think.
AB: Ok. [to another YP] You think it’s power?
YP: I don’t know
AB: Why do you think it’s power and not authority?
YP: Because he has power [laughs]
[5 second silence] [some private comments]
AB: Does anyone think that power and authority are different things?
YP: You can use power differently.
AB: Tell me about that. Explain what you mean.
YP: Don’t know… [3 second silence] There’s… more than one way you can use power but
authority is one thing.
AB: That’s very interesting. Can you give me an example?
YP: Umm. Physical power and there’s mental power.
AB: Very good. So there’s two examples of two different types of power. Do you think
authority is just authority? There’s no two types, it’s just authority? Em… I’m very
interested in this. Does anyone… disagree? [10 second silence] So Alec talked about mental
power and physical power. Are there other types of power? [7 second silence]
YP: Social power. Having more friends than someone else…
AB: Ok so eh… power in your social circle, having more friends.
YP: More friends yeah, knowing more people
AB: Knowing more people. Can you give me an example of where you’ve experienced that
type of power?
YP: No. Not really. [YP: Not very social] [laughter] And that’s coming from you. [laughter]
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AB: Ok, any other types of power? So we’ve got social power, we have em, mental power…
What do you mean by mental power?
YP: Umm [YP: big nose] [laughter]
AB: What did you say?
YP: His big nose. [laughter]
AB: Noah!
YP: That’s where his brain is.
AB: Now we don’t want… we don’t want those comments. Eh, tell me about the- [low
comments on Alec’s nose] Ok. Tell me about the mental power.
[9 second silence]
YP: Eh, just knowing you have to be- knowing you have to better someone.
AB: Knowing that you have to…?
YP: Knowing that you have to better someone [background commentary and laughter]
AB: Ok, so it’s in your mind that you know that you have em… kind of an edge on someone.
So that’s a power in itself. Are there any other forms of mental power? [5 second silence]
Physical power then… what’s physical power?
YP: Mr Kelly.
AB: [Laughs] Back to Mr Kelly [YP speaking in background] Ok any other forms of power?
[multiple voices] Eh, ok, here’s another question for you. Is power a good thing or a bad
thing?
YP: Depends how you use it
AB: Depends how you use it? Can you give me an example? [5 second silence] Well, some
of you do history.
YP: If you’re using it to bully someone [YP: Aww! Hitler!]
AB: If you’re using it to bully someone it’s bad power? Tell me about Hitler.
YP: He bullied people.
AB: He bulled people [YP: And killed people] …and killed people on a mass scale
[background voices]
YP: He slaughtered a nation! He didn’t bully! [makes a caricature]
AB: Well, I think that’s a very interesting point because Hitler… yes he did murder 6 million
people, em, of the Jewish community but he did- he was also known to be a bully within his
own rank and file. So perhaps just with one man… [Diversionary comments from one YP] So
maybe with just one man there are different types of power that he’s using there. Em,
mental power as well probably.

226

[Two YP distracted by water bottle, one taking bottle belonging to the other. One makes
reference to ‘power’ as I observe their interaction – lasts 12 seconds]
AB: Ok, who has more power in your sort of experiences? Who holds most of the power?
YP: Adults
AB: Adults. Tell me about adults having more power. [YP engaging in diversionary tactics –
can hear in background here] Why do they have more power do you think?
YP: …bulging biceps [laughter]
[7 second silence]
YP: Who you can go to
AB: Who you can go to?
YP: Yeah… teachers they can go to, higher people than you
AB: Ok so they have access to other powerful people. So, can you give me an example of
what you mean?
YP: Mr Kelly could go to… [laughter] I dunno like Mrs Wilson or something.
AB: Yes. So Mr Kelly could, if he felt the situation demanded it, he could go to someone
with more power over him. Very good. Do you feel like young people have or hold any
power? None?
YP: Not in a school.
AB: Not…? Not in…
YP: Not in a school.
AB: Not in a school. [Comments between YP only] Tell me about eh… ‘not in a school’.
YP: Well, teachers take it upon themselves like to try to… they think that they’re there to
like teach children so they won’t let them teach themselves … learn for themselves so they
constantly, sort of, treat them as children… They give less power to them, they’re not
allowed to speak.
AB: Ok. So you’ve said em… you’ve connected power with learning. Em, so thinking back to
what we talked about yesterday, is there a connection between learning and knowledge
and school and power?
YP: I mean, not really.
AB: Not really. Does anyone else think differently?
[12 second silence]
AB: Can you em, is power something that you have and possess?
YP: Yeah.
AB: How so?
YP: Umm… something you have, you gain over time…
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YP: Isn’t gaining and having different things?
YP: Well once you gain it you kinda have it don’t you?!
YP: Yeah but if you have it you don’t need to gain it.
YP: But once you gain it you have it!
YP: Oh yeah so are you saying you have it already?
YP: Oh yeah
YP: Where did you gain it?
YP: ‘Cause I gained it.
YP: When?
YP: Exactly
[laughter]
AB: What’s the source of the power? Where does power come from?
YP: [indecipherable] …big bulging biceps… [indecipherable]
AB: Ok well let’s take that example. Where does physical power come from?
YP: The Church of Ireland
[laughter]
AB: Where does physical power come from? [diversionary comments which are
indecipherable] Anyone else? [3 second silence] Where does physical power come from?
YP: The gym
AB: The gym. So if you work muscle, it grows stronger. Let’s talk about a different type of
power then. Where does, for example, social power come from?
YP: Your friends.
AB: Your friends. So… is it the same thing to say that social power comes from your friends,
as it is to say that you can give someone power by being their friend?
YP: Well I mean if you’re- if you have a lot of friends and you make friends with someone
then you could get your friends to help them in a way. Sort of like, give them power that
way
AB: Ok. Where does- So we talked about authority and authority- Aaron you talked about it
coming from Mr Kelly’s job, so it’s position. Where does teachers’ power come from?
YP: Their job. [AB: Their job?]
YP: Their detentions.
AB: Tell me about that.
YP: You do anything, they’re just going to give you a detention.
AB: And that’s an exercise of power?
YP: Yeah they have an ability to take away your free time.
228

YP: It’s fear mongering. [YP: Yeah]
AB: The ability to take away your free time. What type of power is that would you say?
We’ve talked a bit about different types.
YP: More authority type thing. It’s not them actually physically taking away something off
you. It’s just more- they’re telling you you can’t leave or something like that.
AB: Mmhmm. Does anyone else have anything to add?
YP: Sometimes teachers can abuse their power.
AB: Tell me about that.
[Indecipherable comment; laughter]
YP: Some teachers can be a bit… more strict than others and use what they have more.
AB: Ok so more strict teachers use the power that they have more than others?
YP: Yeah
AB: Eh, what are your feelings about that? Or what are your feelings towards those
teachers compared to towards the teachers who might not be quite so strict?
YP: Don’t like them
AB: You don’t like them?
YP: Don’t look forward to their classes.
AB: What is it about their classes that makes you not want to go there?
YP: The fear of doing something wrong.
AB: The fear of doing something wrong?
YP: And losing your free time.
AB: And losing your free time… before you’ve even got to the class. [3 second silence] Is
that an experience you all would [YP: Yeah] [YP: Yeah] agree with? Yeah? [6 second silence]
How would you behave in a class like that where you feel that the teacher’s perhaps overly
strict?
YP: Try to push as far as you can
AB: You try to push…?
YP: Push boundaries…
AB: The boundaries as far as you can?
YP: Keeping them going [laugh]
AB: Em, is that- are you giving them power or are you taking away their power by doing
that?
[5 second silence]
YP: I don’t know
AB: You don’t know? Anyone else?
229

YP: Making fun of their power.
AB: That’s a very good point – you are making fun of their power. Is that power by itself?
YP: Umm… if it was an entire class doing it to teachers it’s just power in numbers rather
than a social thing, as a class.
AB: Power as a collective, very good. What about individually?
YP: I don’t think so, that individually we’d be able to do that ‘cause then the teacher would
just give a detention.
AB: Ok. Do em… what about teachers who you think do not abuse their power?
YP: They’re usually the ones we like more.
YP: They get abused [laughter]
YP: You think more of them [YP: You can be yourself] [multiple voices]
AB: Ok! You can be chilled out and you can be personal with them. What do you mean?
YP: Mr. Gorman
AB: Tell me about Mr Gorman… more relaxed, more chilled with teachers who aren’t… so
strict. Tell me about Mr Gorman.
YP: You can talk to Mr Gorman and he lets you talk to other people and you respect him
more.
AB: Is there a link between power, and authority, and respect?
YP: Maybe. You respect him more.
AB: You respect the teacher more… which one?
YP: The one that’s not strict ‘cause… laid back andAB: He’s laid back and not strict. Why do you think you respect those teachers more?
YP: ‘Cause they give you some authority over the class as well. They let you sort of like do
your own thing a little bit in class.
AB: Interesting. So… that’s interesting what you said at the start… they sort of [YP: Give you
their authority] give you authority. In what way – can you give an example?
YP: Not enough to give them detentions, but sort of enough to allow you to sort of… have a
conversation or, you know, do other things in the class apart from just the work and what
they’re saying.
AB: Would you consider yourself in a class where a teacher allows you to have
conversations with each other and with them… to have more power in that classroom?
YP: Em… they still have power… it’s just that they’re giving the pupils a bit more power…
you know it’s sort of – it’s better for the class.
YP: …not be under their gaze, not made to feel like you’re just following
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AB: Ok, and you have, em… a little bit more… freedom? [YP: Mmm] Yeah? So going back to
what we talked about, I asked you can you give power. Would you say in that situation you
can because the teacher is giving you some?
YP: Yeah, it’s not physical power – you can’t give biceps but you can, sort of, give authority
over other people.
AB: Ok. And would you say that teachers who do that are more or less powerful than the
ones who are really really strict.
YP: Ehh, all teachers, pretty much all teachers, have the same amount of power, it’s just
that it’s mainly how they use it.
AB: It’s about how they use it ok. So you don’t think it changes how much power the
teacher has.
YP: It just makes it look like certain teachers have more power. When they use it more.
AB: Which ones?
YP: The really strict ones.
AB: So it makes it look like they have more power?
YP: Like they have more power. It makes it look like- they give more detentions
AB: Ok. Em… what about power of… resisting? So we talked a little bit about how you can
almost, as a class, you could make a mockery of a teacher’s power. Is that power – is there
power in that sort of resistance or rebellion?
YP: Yeah. But you’re going against the teacher’s power so technically you have enough
power in the class to do that.
AB: So in that sense can you take power from someone else?
YP: Yeah?
AB: Yeah? [Whispering amongst YP]
YP: Teacher just can’t… don’t know.
AB: Does anyone else think you can or can’t take power?
YP: If you were to make fun of one teacher in class they would just get higher up and they
would be more powerful and more capable of taking… your time. [background comments]
Nazi Germany.
AB: Say that again?
YP: This isn’t Nazi Germany.
AB: You mean the school? [YP: Yeah] Are you making a comparison with Nazi Germany?
YP: I don’t know, I- Yeah, sort of… We’re all sort of… I would say, in camps.
AB: Ok tell me about the camps thing… you’re all in-
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YP: Well the school does sort of feel like a prison. You have to go in in uniform. There are
certain times when you’re allowed outside and outside is completely barricaded off from
everywhere else… [background comments] most of the time you’re not allowed outside.
AB: Tell me that about the canteen?
YP: We’re kept in the canteen and not allowed to go anywhere. And if you go outside of the
canteen you just get in detention. After schools pretty much about being out of the
canteen.
AB: That’s very interesting… and it feels like a prison ‘cause when you get outside then
you’reYP: You feel freedom… and they try to make freedom seem like something wrong instead of
something that it should be
YP: [Makes gestures of admiration]
YP: I know, it’s empowering isn’t it! [laughter] [YP makes reference to his biceps]
AB: [laughs] Tell me what you mean by that because that’s very… [YP: the biceps?] [laughs]
No… what you said before that. They make freedom… who’s they?
YP: The teachers higher up… they make it feel like if you have freedom or if you feel like
you- youYP: You shouldn’t have freedom
YP: If you feel like you have a place. If they don’t … who they want you to be, then you’re
doing something wrong.
AB: Ok so they make freedom feel wrong?
YP: Martin Luther King over here. [laughter]
AB: Em… ok. That’s really interesting. Is there- So let’s connect… freedom’s another huge
concept that we… sort of, well, I feel like it’s something we talk about a lot and we don’t
really talk about what it means. Is there a link between power and freedom?
YP: Yeah. People constricting freedom are constricting the right to be a person.
AB: If you constrict someone’s freedom you constrict their right to be a person?
YP: I mean, yeah.
[18 second silence – diversionary comments]
AB: Em… tell me about what you just said – if you restrict someone’s… [YP: Freedom]
freedom
YP: They just keeping us… everyone else is so they seem like the same person, especially
with the same uniform. We can’t express ourselves. [diversionary comments]
AB: Does everyone else feel like they identify with that? Does anyone disagree? [3 second
silence]
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YP: all feel the same…
AB: You all feel the same? Is it a sense of you’re not allowed to…
YP: To be yourself.
AB: To be yourselves? Why would you not be allowed to be yourself do you think?
YP: Other people express themselves in different ways.
AB: Ok. Are some of those ways not see as… appropriate?
YP: If everyone was allowed to be themselves it would be harder to control them.
AB: That’s… interesting. Eh, do you have any examples?
YP: The blacks in America. They were- [YP: We’re talking about school!] [laughter]
AB: No no, examples can be about anything
YP: Say eh, they showed their personalities and they were able to get like free rights and all
that
AB: Ok. Yeah. So you mentioned control there. Is there a link between power and control?
YP: Yeah. If you have a lot of power you can control a lot of people.
AB: Do you think if you control other people it means you have power?
YP: Yeah.
AB: What about everyone else?
YP: Hitler controlled people and he had power.
AB: Hitler controlled people and he had power, that’s true.
YP: If you have the ability to control someone there has to be something about you that is
powerful or you have something.
AB: Ok. Is power always a bad thing?
YP: It depends on who uses it and how it’s used. Like celebrities… they use power for better
causes like charities and all.
AB: So there’s power in charitable causes… and using what you can do for a good cause…
Ok. Anything else? [4 second silence] Any other reflections on power? [3 second silence] Ok
if you were to describe to an alien what a powerful person is, what sort of things would you
tell the alien about that person?
[YP makes gestures towards biceps] AB laughs. Dennis and his biceps! What else? So that’s
physical power. If you were explaining to an alien a powerful person and you’d already
explained about the biceps and physical power, what would you tell the alien?
YP: You’re able to control people.
YP: Position in society.
YP: Ability to control people without being controlled themselves.
AB: Anything else? No? [3 second silence]
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YP: Can I have my bag back? [joking between two YP]
AB: [Jokes] Are you two alright?
YP: He’s got more power than him [laughter]
AB: Who’s got more power than who here?
YP: Me!
AB: Oh really?
YP: Yeah.
AB: Even though he’s got your bag?
YP: He doesn’t have my bag at all
YP: He’s got connections.
YP: I’ve got connections. You don’t know who my dad is.
[Background comments]
AB: Well you talked about your dad. Is there power in family?
YP: [in background] comments on mafia and makes slapping motion.
AB: That’s physical power and family. What were you saying? Depends…?
YP: On who you know.

234

Appendix Five: Guide interview schedule for young people

1. How did you find the group sessions?

2. How would you describe lessons in Year 11?

3. How would you describe the interactions between young people and teachers,
broadly speaking?

4. How would you describe how Year 11 learn?

5. What do you consider to be the role of ‘knowledge’ in the classroom?

6. What ways would you say young people choose to resist by? Why do you think this
is?

7. What is silence?

8. Is silence something that is asked for or imposed?

9. What is the role of silence in the classroom? Why do teachers use silence?

10. What do students make of being silent? Does this depend on whether it is imposed
or asked for?

11. How do teachers use silence?

12. Do students use silence? How? Is there a difference between different uses and
different classes?

13. How do/should teachers handle situations where young people are not silent when
required?
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Appendix Six: Example young person interview transcript

AB: How did you find the group sessions?
YP: I liked it.
AB: You liked it.
YP: I didn’t want to speak too much though because like… there’s like a… friend things where
you don’t want to speak in front of them but you can speak in front of these people.
AB: What type of silence is that?
YP: You don’t want them to judge you.
YP: I don’t them to judge me cause that’s my opinion.
AB: And how are you using silence there?
YP: To protect yourself?
YP: Avoiding judgement.
AB: Tell me more about your experiences in the group sessions, how you found them, what
you didn’t like.
YP: I didn’t like speaking in front of everybody. Maybe a smaller group would be better.
AB: Ok. So what was it about the concept of the group thing that you liked?
YP: I thought it was great to get your opinions out if you could, but I wasn’t going to, unless I
was really confident with it.
AB: Yeah. I think you did have some very interesting things to say when you did say
something. Do you think some other people didn’t make any comments because of fear of
being judged?
YP: Yeah.
AB: Is that a thing that happens in classes as well?
YP: Yeah.
YP: Yeah.
YP: Yeah sometimes, cause teachers say speak but you don’t want to speak cause there’s lots
of other…
YP: I hate that when they pick on you.
YP: Yeah and then you’re forced, and thenYP: You’re forced to say it.
YP: …cause I always freeze.
YP: Like I always know the answer but I never put my hand up, and then when she picks on
me I’m like I don’t know because I don’t know the answer that time. You could have picked
me any other time!
YP: Every time in History.
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YP: Whenever she asks, like, in maths whenever they go Megan, I’m like eh [sounds of
hesitation] Don’t know!
YP: I’m always zoning out and then they ask you and I’m like… yeah? What’s that? What’s the
question?
YP: I panic all the time in classes when they ask you stuff.
AB: What about your relationships with your teachers generally? You don’t like it when they
pick on you, like, not pick on you butYP: Yeah like they just point you out.
YP: I don’t like that at all.
YP: That puts me off a teacher.
YP: It kind of puts me under a bit of stress actually.
YP: Cause you walk in and you’re like ok, you’re going to have to know the answers.
[AB has made tea and leaves cups on desk for girls. Leaves room to retrieve milk from fridge
in an adjacent room]
YP: I don’t like tea!
YP: Do you like tea?
YP: She gave me tea! I don’t like it!
YP: Just like, sip it.
YP: I do like tea, but… I need milk and sugar in.
YP: It makes me feel so sick!
[laughter]
YP: Pour it out the window.
[laughter]
YP: I’ll drink it!
[AB returns with milk]
YP: Thank you!
AB: So in terms of your teachers, how would you describe your relationships with your
teachers?
YP: They’re ok, sometimes.
YP: Some better than others.
YP: Yeah
AB: What makes teachers better?
YP: They be a bit more funny or, charismatic, or like they’re not as hard on you as other
teachers, but they still want to teach you if that makes sense.
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YP: They’re more focused on you and what you can do instead of the whole class. Like they
focus on like your abilities, not trying to make everyone the same.
YP: There’s some teachers that’ll just give you like a textbook and make you write it out.
AB: Does that happen often?
YP: Some teachers do.
YP: Sometimes.
AB: Do you think you learn when you’re copying?
YP: You’re just writing out the words.
YP: Yeah.
AB: What do you think [to Tammy, who is smiling]
YP: It depends what class cause some classes it’s easier to write out from a book or like read
about it than listen to a teacher going on about it.
AB: Ok. It depends how the teacherYP: Going on and on and on and you just zone out and you’re like… shut up.
YP: And if they ask you a question you’re like em… I don’t really know. But you don’t want to
sound stupid in front of everyone.
AB: In terms of zoning out, do you think zoning out in class is a form of silence?
YP: Yeah because you don’t really… care about what’s going on.
AB: You don’t care?
YP: Yeah because you’ve heard it so many times what they’re saying you’re just like I don’t
care about this anymore.
YP: Well it could be to do with like your lack of sleep, like your lack of motivation, something
could be wrong in your life and you just like, don’t listen in school because you can’t focus.
AB: Ok. Would you say that you are silent when you’ve gone to another place in your mind
then? Is that a form of silence? Whether it’s because you haven’t slept well, or you’ve had a
row with your mum before you went to school or whatever the reason is?
YP: Yeah.
AB: What about, em… so you said some teachers are better than others. What about the
teachers who you think are less good?
YP: Those are the lessons that you come out and you don’t think you’ve learned anything.
YP: They’re not enjoyable either.
YP: Yeah and you come out and you complain about it. And then people think well that’s not
a very good class and then you’re stuck like that for the rest of the day.
AB: If I was to walk into one of those classrooms, how would I know that that’s one of the
classes you’re talking about?
YP: Cause I think everyone would just sit there, not participate at all.
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YP: Not answering questions, and they’re going on and on and on and on, and like, it’s just,
they’re not like engaging you, but like- then again you don’t want them to pick on you either.
YP: It’s like they’re there to do their job and go home.
YP: And they don’t care.
AB: Can you tell if a teacher’s here just to…
YP: Yeah
AB: How do you know?
YP: From the way they act.
YP: They just don’t care, like if you ask a question, they don’t really like engage.
YP: Yeah they’re like, oh yeah, that’s right but then they’ll… Like, if a teacher has a favourite
then you know they have a favourite because they let that person do everything.
YP: There was a teacher in this school and she likes the popular kids. She won’t engage with
the less… popular kids.
YP: There’s so many of them though.
YP: So many.
YP: Like it’s disgraceful.
YP: They talk to the ones who are always round constantly asking questions, and then they
don’t bother with like… ones that are a bit more like don’t want to…
AB: Would you say that teachers are… there is a silence there between teachers and students
who are a bit more reserved and teachers don’t… there’s like a wall betweenYP: It’s kind of like an authority thing isn’t it, like you don’t want to… you just feel
uncomfortable if you’re a bit more reserved.
AB: When you said there are so many of them did you mean there are so many teachers like
that?
YP: Yeah
AB: You just engage with popular kids?
YP: Well popular kids yes, but pupils that engage more, I would say. But then there’s just
teachers that like the popular kids for some reason.
AB: What do you think? What were you going to say?
YP: It’s like they’ll be going around the class answering questions or seeing if you’re alright in
class and if you understand anything and they’ll basically go to like one side of the room, or
like always go to the same people and then just kind of ignore all the other ones. But people
who are like the top achievers in the class, they’ll go towards them more, like not
underachievers.
YP: We’re the ones that need help.
AB: Do you think that teachers do that consciously?
YP: Yeah
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YP: Some, probably
AB: Do you feel like it’s possible… I’m making an inference from what you just said so correct
me if this isn’t the way you mean… do you feel like some classrooms are silent spaces for you
because the teacher doesn’t – not for you personally but for the young people you’re talking
about – give acknowledgement of certain students, but other students get more
acknowledgement?
YP: There’d be classes I’d go to where I know I can like just chill and sit and be happy; there’s
other classes I know that I will have to be like, engaged, and like, be on all the time, and then
there’s other classes I know I can just sit there and do nothing.
AB: Which is better? For your learning? Which one do you have more time for?
YP: Well for my learning obviously the engaged one but like at this time of year I just don’t
care, I just sit. Just whatever.
AB: [Laughs] You’re ready for summer! Ok, some really interesting points. What about how
teachers use silence? Now, you’ve already used silence in a more abstract or conceptual way
rather than just nobody talking so we’ve talked a wee bit more about silence in a more
abstract way already. So with that in mind, how do teachers use silence, or how do teachers
perhaps silence others in your experience?
YP: By being very strict. Like there’s some teachers will walk into a room and you can
automatically like know they’re going to be very very strict. Cause they don’t give you a
chance to do anything. Like as soon as you walk in, it’s get your work out, start doing this,
straight away. You don’t get any time to do anything else.
YP: I think that’s good though because it like sets… like it gets you to do your work. Like in
other classes some teacher are like very… and nobody does anything. So like Miss Lee, she’s
so strict but like see once she’s not teaching, she’s like the nicest person ever.
YP: That’s why everyone has a bad opinion of her as well.
YP: That’s why everyone has a bad opinion of her because she’s so strict, but she’s only doing
that so that people will listen. But as soon as she’s not teaching, she’s so sweet.
AB: How does that particular teacher use silence then?
YP: She uses it for her children, like to better you.
AB: Ok. What do you think? I’m doing that thing where I put you on the spot and you’re
talking about how you hate it.
[laughter]
YP: It’s like, they’re trying to use silence to make you think and let you actually have a minute
to think about it, but then like- so it means they’re trying to get their jobs done as well for
like, really strict teachers. Them being strict might actually help people get better grades than
like easy going teachers.
AB: Is it possible to be an easy going teacher, be less strict and still get good grades?
YP: Yeah
YP: Yeah, I think so. You’ve got easy going but they’ve still- you have respect for them but
there’s easy going and then no one listens to them at all. That’s usually the subs though. Like
nobody listens to subs.
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YP: Cause we’ll probably never see them again so what’s the point?
AB: Yeah, some other students mentioned… it’s a long term thing, you’re not probably going
to see that person again so might as well have a lesson off. Whereas your teachers who you’re
going to have until the end of June you have that relationship for a long period of time so
you’re more invested I suppose.
YP: It’s like Miss McErlean, she’s a really easy going teacher, but she gets her job done. And
you listen to her because you have respect for her, but she lets you speak when you’re
working and that like- it gains you like a relationship for like, you’re happy and she’s happy.
AB: When you talk about respect, what do you mean by respect?
YP: When people don’t respect the teacher, they’re rude to them, they talk all the time, they
don’t care about what they’re teaching but like when you have respect for a teacher, you’re
like, you’re happy with the way they do things. Like I’m happy with the way that Mrs Nevin
teaches, because she’s really sweet and she cares about what you want, and then she lets
you speak but she still… you still listen to her if you know what I mean like you still… you still
want to do what she says because she’s got that level of professionalism kind of.
AB: What about students? How do you use silence?
YP: What annoys me is whenever teachers say like oh if you’re not in the class with like any
of your friends, you can make other friends. But if the people in that class you generally don’t
like or do not want to talk to, then you’re stuck there and you just feel awful in the class.
YP: I picked hospitality and I couldn’t do it because I hated everybody in the class. And it was
a really small class too so you had to like talk… I couldn’t even learn because I was so
distracted I hated them so much.
YP: But if you tell the teacher they say oh you’ll be fine. I was like no I won’t be fine. Because
I’m not going to want to talk in my class and it puts me off wanting to…
YP: It makes you unhappy.
YP: Yeah
AB: So this is going back to what we talked about at the beginning, about feeling comfortable
with one another and in a classroom you can be silent and it has nothing to do with the
teacher, it’s more to do with the other people that are in yourYP: Like, if I’m in a class with like Megan and Tammy, I will talk away and be fine. But if I’m in
a class that none of my friends are in and like people I do not like, then I won’t talk.
YP: You kind of exclude yourself so that you don’t get talked to.
AB: Is that a use of silence? To exclude yourself?
YP: Yeah, you don’t want to talk to people so you’re being quiet.
AB: I like that sort of, explanation almost of silence as a form of exclusion. So you can exclude
yourself, take yourself out of the equation, but also, how else might you exclude using
silence?
YP: Teachers?
AB: Ok, we’ll come back to that. How else might you use silence? That’s an interesting one
because that’s not, often not the first thing that’s brought up when I talk to students.
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YP: You can’t be bothered so you’re quiet. To be a nobody. Do nothing.
YP: To mind your own business.
YP: Mind your own business.
AB: What do you mean be a nobody?
YP: You don’t want to like… engage with anything, you just wna to get your work done to
better yourself, know what I mean? So if I was behind in a class and I needed to like, knuckle
down, I would just be quiet and exclude everybody and just, you know, do what I need to do.
So that’s like bettering myself.
AB: Any other ways that young peole use silence for your own ends? Leaving teachers out of
it. You might in fact use it against teachers or against each other.
YP: Well if you fall out with somebody you use silence not to talk to them, like...
YP: That’s like a form of hurting them but bettering you.
YP: You’re letting them know that they hurt you and what they did actually has
consequences.
AB: This is what I was suggesting a second ago when you said silence is a means of selfexclusion. You can also give someone the silent treatment and that is to hurt or to exclude
another person.
YP: I really don’t like when people do that.
AB: Why not?
YP: I hate being ignored. That’s just me.
AB: How does that make you feel?
YP: It just hurts me, I don’t know why like… you know like anything else you could say
something bad to me like, it wouldn’t hurt as much as my friends excluding me and ignoring
me because I just feel like I’m not wanted and that really hurts. Like that, of all.
AB: I was just going to ask you, what is it about someone who you have a relationship with
not talking to you and not… what is it about a silence from that person that is so difficult to
deal with?
YP: Well everyone wants to be seen and heard. So not being seen and heard by someone that
you love or like care for; it’s awful.
AB: That’s a very good explanation. It’s almost that everyone needs to be seen and heard and
you’re referring to the people that you love. It’s almost like everyone needs to be recognised
or acknowledged. What about in the context of your teachers? Does that also apply? That if
you walk into a classroom and you have a need to be seen and heard, if you’re not permitted
to speak or it’s a strict lesson let’s say…
YP: You know like someone who’s like really full of themselves and like thinks they’re amazing
and like does amazing work and amazing at everything; they need to be heard by teachers,
like, be happy.
AB: Do some people have that need more than others?
YP: Yeah
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YP: Like, I wouldn’t feel the need to go ‘oh my god look I got an A*, I got an A*’ I don’t feel
the need to do that.
YP: You’d be proud.
YP: I’d be proud of myself like oh my god look. I’d be like oh my god look guys, look what I
got, I wouldn’t be shouting and screaming at the teacher oh my god look!
YP: And rubbing it in everyone’s faces.
YP: Whenever they’re claiming it, they don’t need to bring their stuff because they’re an A*
student and they don’t- it doesn’t matter if they don’t bring it cause they’re…
YP: We’re so slabbering right now!
YP: I’m just on about people in my class.
AB: How does that make everyone else feel?
YP: It’s like shutting them down.
YP: Just crap.
YP: Well if you got a C and everyone’s boasting I got A*s and As then well I shouldn’t be in
the same class as them, then it makes you feel stupid. Cause you’re not on the same like
level.
AB: Is that how you would describe that feeling?
YP: Yeah, it’s like, you feel like there’s no point in you putting any effort in if they’re going to
be like constantly rubbing it in that they’re always smarter than you and all of that.
AB: I didn’t really think about this. But within L1, I always- from a teacher’s perspective, I just
see you all as a class, I don’t see…
YP: There’s segregation, but it’s not, like, unbelievable segregation, like we would speak to
each other if we had to but we’ve got…
YP: Like there’s some people in my class that I just don’t speak to.
AB: For what reason?
YP: Well we don’t like them.
YP: We don’t like the way they act, they don’t make any effort to talk to us and we don’t
make any effort to talk to them.
AB: And there’s a silence around that? On both sides?
YP: Yeah
AB: How would you explain, or what would you call that silence?
YP: Don’t know.
YP: Separation.
AB: Separation? Would you use a metaphor or a simile for that one?
YP: Don’t do this to me.
[laughter]
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AB: Ok, let’s move on. If you were to define for me what silence is then, based on what we’ve
talked about?
YP: Not engaging in anything.
AB: So, disengagement.
YP: Lack of… not motivation, what’s the word for it… lack of… interest? Lack of knowhow
probably as well. You don’t know, don’t care. Get away from me.
AB: The term for that lack of knowhow… would ignorance work there? Or is that not what
you’re trying to get at?
YP: Well yeah… I’m trying to think of an example.
YP: Well some people would totally just… from the way you look so that’s ignorant of them,
not to actually get to know you as like a person.
AB: And then thinking of ignorance in terms of things that you don’t know. So I am largely
ignorant when it comes to… farming. I don’t get it. Don’t understand it, I have no any interest
in it, so that is a ignorance on my part. But I wouldn’t be ignorant to a farmer.
YP: Oh but a farmer would be ignorant to you.
YP: Farmers are very ignorant.
AB: In this school?
YP: Yeah
YP: They’ll just walk through you.
YP: We went to the Ballymoney show and they loved it but I hated it because they were so
rude to me because I was wearing something different than they would usually wear. I’m not
a goth, but I was wearing black and a little necklace with a little cross on it, it’s really cute.
And I got there and everyone started talking me a goth and a prostitute, and all these really
rude things and they didn’t even know me and they didn’t even want to get to know me. But
I think that’s just an ignorance of their culture or something. The way that they’re brought
up too so that’s an ignorance on their part.
YP: They just look you up and down and if they don’t like what they see, they just tell you to
go.
YP: I’m not going to Ballymena show, I’ll tell you that… so rude!
AB: So, going back to ignorance as a form of silence, it’s kind of eh… it’s establishing
difference or separation and then… not engaging, is that what we’re saying?
YP: I wouldn’t so much be like that but other people are.
AB: Are there any other ways that we could describe or define, or any other types or
experiences of silence that you think are relevant?
[5 second silence]
YP: [whispers comment about clock making a noise]
AB: I taught a student who couldn’t work if the clock was on the wall because he couldn’t
hear anything else.
YP: It’s just that you’re silent and you’re thinking, it’s like [gestures]
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AB: You’re thinking in silence. That’s another one. Silence is like a thinking… tool?
YP: Yeah.
YP: If you don’t want to blether all your ideas. You want to get what you need in your head
first and then speak.
YP: I need silence to do work. Like if anyone tries to talk to me I’ll like come across as being
ignorant, but it’s just the way I am, like I have to have silence. Like if I’m revising, if I hear a
sound it just puts me off.
YP: I could do it with music, but very low.
YP: I start singing to it and get distracted.
AB: Anything else that occurs to you about silence that you think… that’s relevant or that is
something that should probably be said.
YP: I just think if you’re in a comfortable environment you’re going to speak.
YP: If you feel like you’re excluded, you don’t feel comfortable speaking.
YP: You feel upset.
AB: Very quickly do you get – if we’re talking about silence as something that’s very abstract
– do you get silent messages from school? Like does school send you silent messages in
different ways where you understand and you know that’s the way it is, but no one has ever
actually said, this is the way it is?
YP: I kind of understand that question, but I don’t.
YP: Yeah
AB: So, one example would be if I wanted my students to know that when they come into
the classroom they’re expected to be on task immediately, I might have a task on the board
for when they walk in and that might become a routine.
YP: Well it’s just like a thing that you know to do though when you come to school, that you’re
there to learn, that’s what school is.
AB: Are there any other messages of things that you know?
YP: We need to wear school uniform because everyone else has got one.
YP: You’re not allowed to have you hair a certain colour.
YP: Nobody else has their hair colouredAB: I witnessed this in my observation phase. A young girl dyed her hair and then was taken
out of lessons until it was returned to her natural colour.
YP: It’s in case you dye your hair a flag colour apparently. That’s the reason for it.
YP: We’re apparently going to offend someone.
YP: I died my hair red in second year… but I was told to dye it back. And I asked why and they
were like ‘school rules’. And I was like why’s it a school rule? It’s not affecting my learning.
My piercings, I’ve got like 6 piercings. They’re not allowed and I was like why? They’re on my
head, behind my hair, not affecting what I’m learning. You can’t see them.
AB: Did they get you to take them out?
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YP: I’ve been made to stand up at the front of the classroom do this and remove them one
by one in front of everybody. About 3 times by different teachers.
AB: Recently?
YP: Last year. I don’t get it. I think people should be allowed to be themselves.
AB: What’s the message there?
YP: You’re not allowed to be yourself, you have to be like everyone else.
YP: You have to look a certain way, act a certain way.
YP: We have to all like be in this one section, nobody be different.
YP: Like it’s just because we’re L1 we have to act a certain way.
YP: Yes I hate that… all teachers say that.
AB: What’s the silent message there? Or maybe not so silent message?
YP: Because we’re L1 we have to be well behaved… We’re expected to be better than
everybody else but in reality like ther’s eple in our class that would be worse bhaved tyhan
somebody in L6 but smarter. Still, that doesn’t really effect your personality.
AB: Are there silent messages about what L class you’re in?
YP: Yeah, because if you’re in L4 are more like ‘oh, you’re in L4’
YP: Like people, if they say they’re in L6 you know they’re badly behaved.
YP: But sometimes that’s not the case.
YP: That’s not the case sometimes, but sometimes it is. That’s notYP: You don’t want to associate yourself with like people that are in like, L7 because it has a
bad reputation.
AB: And has anyone ever told you don’t associate with L7?
YP: No
YP: No, that’s just kind of a thing that’s, likeYP: I don’t know how many times that like… I had like two people this year and like, first year
a couple of times and it was like, don’t associate with them they’re like trouble and all of that
and they’re going to put you into trouble and it’s going to lower your grades and all that.
YP: But look at Tyler. He was in L6 and now he’s in L1.
AB: How did he end up getting put in L1 from L6?
YP: Because he worked hard.
AB: So, why was he put in L6 in the first place?
YP: I don’t think his… the wee exams you do to get into the school, they weren’t very good
so he was obviously put in a lower class but… sometimes personality is associated with
knowledge but sometimes it’s not.
AB: What personality is associated with knowledge?
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YP: The lower classes, a lot of them are badly behaved but I think, they’re from different
places, they don’t…
YP: They have different backgrounds.
YP: They have different backgrounds… but I don’t want to sound like it’s being cheeky. That’s
not being cheeky sure it’s not?
YP: No, you’re just telling the truth.
YP: But then like, people from our class the ‘smarter’ class.
YP: Are from wealthy backgrounds.
YP: But then other ones don’t. It’s strange.
AB: So are we skirting around the concept of class?
YP: Yep
YP: Uh huh
AB: If you’re in a higher class, as in lower/middle/working class, if you’re in a higher class,
you’re put into a higher L group
YP: I don’t know anybody in like the lower classes who are higher social class. Like there is
nobody in those…
AB: Is that something that is not spoken about?
YP: Not really, no.
AB: But it’s understood?
YP: Yeah
AB: So that would be something around which there is a silence.
YP: It’s like bigotry is it not? What’s it called?
YP: Don’t know.
AB: That’s a good word.
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Appendix Eight: Coding and Theming
Table of most significant codes

Codes

Number of Categories
References

Findings Frame
(ch5)

Theme (ch6)

Academic
Behaviour Management
Classroom Management
Recognition
Questions and Questioning
Ability and Class
Focus and Productivity
Commands
Ignore
Teaching Positioning
Emotion
Classroom noise
Resistance

122
90
76
59
58
56
56
40
38
37
36
35
34

Teaching and Learning
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence
Human Rights Discourse
School and Classroom Interactions
Representations of Young People
Silence
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence
School and Classroom Interactions
School and Classroom Interactions

Dialogue
Implicit messages

31
30

School and Classroom Interactions
Silence

Nothing or deficit

30

Silence

Physical Environment
Respect
Praise and Encouragement
Listening

29
28
27
26

School and Classroom Interactions
Silence
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence

Forms and Practices
Knowledge
Purposes and Motivations Control
Forms and Practices
Control
Respect
Knowledge
Knowledge
Purposes and Motivations Knowledge
Respect
Forms and Practices
Respect/Control
Knowledge
Forms and Practices
Voice
Control
Consequences and
Control
Implications
Voice
Consequences and
Voice
Implications
Definitions and
Voice
Understandings
Knowledge
Forms and Practices
Respect
Respect
All
Knowledge/Respect
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Protection and Defence
Respect (HR)
Awkward
Thinking and processing
Hermeneutical injustice
and blindness
Veiled
Laughter
Avoidance
Social Distance
Sarcasm
Veiled: what is really being
said
Control and Ownership
Metaphors

26
25
25
25
25

Silence
Human Rights Discourse
Silence
Silence
Silence

25
24
22
21
20
20

Silence
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence
Silence
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence

19
18

Representations of Young People
Silence

Transactional humour
Agency
Concealment
Disengagement/opt out

17
17
17
17

School and Classroom Interactions
Representations of Young People
Silence
Silence

Resistance

17

Silence

Maturity
Hierarchy
Address
Don’t know what to
say/express
Declarative Knowledge

16
15
15
15

Representations of Young People
Power
School and Classroom Interactions
Silence

14

Teaching and Learning

Purposes and Motivations Control
Respect
Forms and Practices
Purposes and Motivations Knowledge
Consequences and
Knowledge
Implications
Forms and Practices
Voice
Voice
Forms and Practices
Control
Forms and Practices
Voice/Control
Voice
Forms and Practices
Voice
Control
Definitions and
Understandings
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Appendix Nine: Coded Transcript
Joanne
05.06.18

AB: How did you find being observed?
Joanne: Absolutely fine. We’re used to it in school because we observe each other for PRSD at
different times of the year and we’re encouraged then to go into other classrooms to watch good
practice and have other staff come and watch us because you can very isolated in your own
department and you don’t know what’s going on in other subjects.
AB: How would you describe your Year 11 class?
Joanne: They are a lovely bunch of children. They are really really nice. We have them 7 periods a
fortnight so, Year 11, Year 12 are divided up, I take the Year 12 for 7 periods and then in Year 11 Mrs
Nevin was wanting to take the lead in that year group, that was her first year doing GCSE so she took
them for 5 and I have them for 2 and I like specialising in composition, that’s my thing, so then I take
them for 2 periods for the composition over the fortnight and she takes them for the five for the set
works. But they are a lovely class, they’re so willing to do Music and in junior school that came right
the whole way up through and it was lovely and when we saw they had actually chosen your subject
you think oh my goodness this is great. They’re a very mixed ability bunch, but very nice children
who want to be there.
AB: With that in mind, how would you describe your interactions with them?
Joanne: Em… I think I have very positive interactions with the class because I have interaction with
them outside of the classroom with all the extracurricular things. That definitely helps. When you get
to that transition stage between Year 10 and Year 11, and they’ve decided to pick your subject,
they’ve made a commitment to your subject, so they want to listen to everything you say, they take
everything you say as this is really important for my qualification. But interactions, I enjoy talking to
them in a professional way but then when you know that you have that respect, that sort of
unspoken respect, you can be slightly more informal with them in your conversation, you don’t
always have to be dictatorial, you know, have the professor hat on, you can, and I think they respond
well to that.
AB: What do you think that unspoken respect is? Where does it come from? How do you get it?
Joanne: Ah I don’t know. I don’t know whether- Oh I don’t know. Is it maybe earned? I don’t know. I
think it is to do with your interactions with students. If students see you being fair, and seeing if
somebody has stepped over the line, how you have dealt with that, and they think oh well actually
she’s not going to tolerate that, you know, and if they see you going above and beyond for them I
think, and I would do that for a lot of my pupils, from Year 8 the whole way up to Year 14. They know
what is acceptable, not because I constantly rhyme over rules and am constantly reminding them of
the expectations are said at the start and they are always then called upon if somebody steps out of
line. So, you remember in this classroom we don’t use that language, we don’t speak out of turn, we
always put our hand up. But whenever you get to that Year 11 stage, those children are well versed
and that’s what I expect in the classroom so that unspoken, they just know I won’t tolerate it, and I
find I don’t have very many children speaking out of turn. That unspoken respect, I have it for them
and they have it for me, so I always say to the class, even from Year 8, if they’re speaking in class, I
won’t speak over them if somebody- if I say Amy can you give me an answer, I’ll not stop them mid
flow, and go right ok hold on what are you saying, you know, I will give them a time, so then I expect
the same courtesy and I do that from Year 8 the whole way up so they all know whoever’s speaking
in the room, everybody gets their focus I guess. So they don’t feel like
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they have to fight over each other and seek attention and shout over each other and… that’s when
all the behaviour comes in, because you don’t feel like you’re getting anywhere.
AB: How would you describe the interactions with the class based on the fact that it’s music and it’s
not… obviously music is meant to be performed, but how would you describe your interactions based
on the nature of your subject?
Joanne: Sometimes I actually find the practical elements, not more difficult to manage, but you have
to be very careful when you’re doing practical with the interactions because you’re putting a child
out there on their own to perform in front of the rest of the class and that is a big- when they’re in a
theory class and I ask a question, somebody will put up their hand or somebody will give an answer
if they know it, and I’ll maybe ask somebody and it’s very easy to go oh I don’t know that and they
pass it over or they hesitate and you know by hesitating they’re uncomfortable with this, they don’t
know it, I’ll move on but when they go to the practical, that’s a bit more, you’re putting yourself way
out on the line. And we find that at the beginning actually. I don’t do the practical element with Year
11 but I have done a practical with them when Mrs Nevin was off at the start of the year and I’m very
aware going from junior school the children who have performed a lot, and the children you have
been involved in choir, children who are very comfortable and children who are not comfortable
performing as a soloist, and they knew that was a requirement, so, if everybody’s going to have their
strengths and weaknesses but that performance element is a very big factor. That’s where I thought
some of the behaviour came at the start when we- there was a few children who perhaps would
have been chatty and giggly and Mrs Nevin and I talked about it and she asked me how do I get these
children to focus and I said, that’s just them, a coping mechanism, because they are embarrassed
about going up and singing. Their body language went up, you have to set expectations and say look
you’re all at different levels, but we all have to get you to the same point for your GCSE.
AB: Is there one particular girl who would use that as a smokescreen for insecurities?
Joanne: Yeah!
AB: Because she made a comment when I was watching lessons and I thought, that’s a- she’s quite
self-conscious but it comes across in a very different way.
Joanne: Yeah, it does. There are three girls in the class. Three girls who were not always in the
forefront of music in junior school. One would have got lessons the whole way through but would
be very self-conscious and very unsure of her own ability, but did the festival and things, whereas
the other two, one girl who loves singing and loves performing but it wouldn’t be her strength and
would probably be the weakest in the class. And then the middle girl is the girl who actually is
capable, but that smokescreen, she’s loud, she’s always trying to defer attention away from herself,
but I find she- I nip that in the bud the minute she comes in. You know, if there’s anything, if she’s
trying to bring these other two along with her, because she knows, I don’t have them very often and
so you sort of try and pick up these wee things… they’ve never been in a class together before and
they know the children who are very confident at performing, and they know the children who they
perceive are very intelligent at music, and then they try and make themselves even more… look even
more silly I think, because they just think well there’s no point in even trying to be like them. But I’ve
spoken to that girl and her results are coming up, her marks are coming up, her performance, I’d a
quiet word with her after her performance and I said I’m just letting you know that that was fantayou know, I heard her, and I said you’re so capable but your body language, it’s so obvious that you’re
uncomfortable up there, but then when you give her that confidence and she sings, it’s beautiful. But
yeah, she just- that is a- I think she inside is always comparing herself to the others and because there
are quite a few prominent pupils in the class who have been in music a lot since junior school, yeah.
And she’s always been- so I’ve actually brought it- I said I’d love to see you
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in the show, it’s a great show, I think you’d be… and she’s now coming to the rehearsal which is
really good.
AB: That’s a relational thing isn’t it? That’s got very little to do with the subject, that’s your
investment I suppose as a teacher.
Joanne: Yeah, yeah. You sort of, you pick up the wee, the signals in class and you know there’s a
reason for the behaviour, it’s not just- behaviour- it’s not bad, it’s just it is a smokescreen as you say,
and then you have to make the effort to try and disperse that because she’s going to be in the subject
for two years, and you don’t want her always feeling like a second class citizen because that’s her
perception of herself. Because she’s not.
AB: How important do you think it is in a classroom that teachers can spot that?
Joanne: It’s really important I think because if you go into a classroom and have in your head right I
know what the behaviour’s going to be like, I know what I’m going to expect, you will miss all of that,
you have to pick up those signals and it’s easier to do in a class that’s perhaps smaller, it’s bound to
be more difficult if you’ve got a bigger class. Em, but if you… you know, we’re very lucky because we
only can have around 20 pupils in any music class because it’s practical, but you do pick that up in
every class, even from Year 8 you can pick it up. There are pupils who pop into my head and I know
when they come in, not that you have to make of that child, but a wee quiet word. There are pupils I
know in school who do not like praise at all, do not like public praise, but a quiet word in their ear.
There’s on girl in in particular in Year 9, and she is… her behaviour is very- her behaviour is very
challenging, really challenging, but I think I have broke the back of the behaviour because I almost
put myself to the other… she thinks I’m completely crazy, like off the scale. You know, but I’ve done
that to put her at ease, so whatever she does she doesn’t feel stupid. So I’ve done that, she keepsthe terminology in Ballymena, you know it says oh you’re a reely or you’re… you are off the chart,
you know. And I’ll go really? Is that a good thing? …No. You know, but I’ve done that so that she feels
comfortable. If she makes a mistake on the keyboard, cause she’s not maybe a natural musician,
doesn’t like practical, doesn’t like being at the forefront and I’ve done that to make our relationship
better so I have no problems with her in class. Whatsoever. And yet everyday there are reports,
reports, reports. But it’s because I’ve taken it out on myself to try and almost to make her feel that
well she’s not going to judge me, if she’s making silly mistakes or being silly, or pretending to be a
trumpet, you know, like I’ll pretend. Go like this is Louis Armstrong [demonstrates] and she’ll go
[demonstrates]. You know, as you do and I’ll go do you want to try it and she’ll go… no. But she’ll go
to the keyboard and then try and play what I’ve sang, you know. But I think you have to do that, you
have to you know, you have to pick out all those wee traits because they’re all different and they’re
all going to be competing against each other and… judging themself.
AB: I’m interested in your thoughts on silence, given that you’re a music teacher. How would you
describe what silence is?
Joanne: Music is organised sound and silence. That’s my definition.
AB: Actually a young person made a comment to me about how silence was needed otherwise there
would be no music.
Joanne: Correct, that’s what we teach them.
AB: With that in mind, what would you say silence is for?
Joanne: Em, let me think. Organisation. That’s with my musical head on. I explain silence in junior
school as an element of music, and that’s the whole way right up to A-Level music. Silence is one of
the elements of music, believe it or not, so you’ve got 7 and obviously silence is one. And all the
elements of music have an opposite: so tempo, fast and slow; dynamics, loud and soft; silence there
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is not opposite. You think it’s sound, but it’s just silence. And then children wonder why silence is an
element. And so I go to the piano and I always do the same demonstration. I play a piece, but I play
it all on top of each other, so I’ll forget about my tempo, I’ll forget about my note value, I’ll forget
about my rest, I’ll forget about everything and I’ll play something that I know they know, a familiar
piece like a pop song or something silly that they know. And I’ll say do you like that. No. Why do you
not like it? It’s confusing, everything’s on top of each other, it’s a mash, all the notes are all together.
And I’ll say well I’m going to play the same thing again but I’m going to add some silence in. And it
makes all the difference. So if you think of Jaws, if I just do the two jaws notes over and over and
over and over like a pedal and never stop, it loses its effect. So then when you do [sings] it creates
the emotion you’re striving for. But that’s how I teach it to them. But I guess then silence in the
classroom would mean. I think silence is important because you can have a teacher can hit the on
switch at the start of the class and they won’t stop until the end of the class and the whole class can
be sitting silent but you have no idea if they have taken that in, or if you have just talked to the back
wall and it’s bounced back at you. Whereas if you have a deliberate silence, something has to be said
in that, it allows people time to think. They always say about silence, if you’re comfortable with a
person you’ll be happy sitting in silence with them. That’s very true.
AB: So there’s a couple of things in there. It’s processing. Time to think, and an element of comfort. I
really like the… there are no opposites in silence. Why do you think that is?
Joanne: No idea. No idea. It just… nothing with equate to it. It just gives you ti- There’s nothing- I
don’t teach that there’s an opposite to it, I don’t music does, it just says there’s the one silence,
there’s no- cause you can get quiet and loud, you can have, you know, elements of sound always but
you do need silence, you just, coming from a musician, you need it.
AB: That’s interesting because in my sessions with Year 11 we did group sessions and we did a session
on what is silence. And I showed them John Cage’sJoanne: 4”33.
AB: Yes! And a couple of them who do music said oh I’ve seen this. And I was like what?! I was so
impressed! And they were like, oh yeah, [Joanne] showed us this already!
Joanne: [Laughs]
AB: So I said oh well maybe you’d explain to everyone else what the symbolism is of this… Well
basically, the silence is for everyone to interpret which I thought was interesting, but they all react
to it in different ways, and some of them find it very uncomfortable.
Joanne: Yeah, people will switch off. It used to be modern music was an A-Level option and 20th
Century music so- John Cage wasn’t one of the composers but I always played that because it was so
peculiar and different, and some pupils couldn’t bear it, they couldn’t sit for the 4 minutes 33 and
watch, whereas others found it really engaging when I showed them the clip of the orchestra, and
then, you know there was maybe somebody sneezing in it or coughing and they said that’s not
silence, and I said but it’s percussive, percussive sound, hitting a drum, you know, that’s a noise, a
thump, a sneeze can be percussive, a cry can be a noise. So that’s where it all came from but, it’s all
funny. I think it just depends on the individual how they process silence. I know pupils at school who
hate silence and they just want to talk over it and they find it… they can’t work in silence.
AB: What about how teachers use silence, then?
Joanne: You mean how are we taught to use it, or how we would use is as a tool?
AB: Both.
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Joanne: I don’t know if you’re ever taught to use it. Trying to think back. I was thinking about this.
Like I don’t know if you’re taught to use silence, you’re always told to pause after you ask a
question, pause don’t just go and give the answer. If you’re giving a rhetorical question, don’t just
answer yourself, or something like that. But, I would use it as a to- I use it probably more in senior
school as a… like a probing tool, you know if I ask a question I’ll leave it out there and let them think
about it a wee minute and I’ll not expect an answer straight away, I’ll just say I want you to think
about that and come back to me, or I’ll come back to you. But in junior school, I will use silence as…
sort of as a… a behavioural tool. I don’t shout. I could probably count on one hand in 9 years the
number of times I have shouted in the classroom. Because on my PGCE we were taught a noisy
teacher is a noisy classroom. And that was my one thing that always stuck in my head. So I always
think- and I’ll do silly things. If the class are being very lively or they’re doing a group task, I’ll just
start whispering my directions to them. And then, they’ll be like ‘Shh! What’s she trying to say?
What’s she saying?’ [whispers] I want you just to take out your books, and we’re going to go to page
33 and we’re going to do this… and then they immediately, they just stop. Or I’ll use silence- or I’ll be
talking and explaining something, Year 9 were doing the slave trade and blues music and I was talking
away and the next thing, I just paused because two boys in the back were having a wee chat and I
just stopped. And then they instantly stopped because they thought oh, that murmur that we were
talking over has stopped and people are listening to us now! You know, so, I don’t have to shout
‘what are you doing?’ because then they would just get louder so I would use it then in junior school
as a behavioural thing. And they know that. They talk about ‘the look’ with the silence.
AB: What about young people? How do you think they experience that?
Joanne: Hmmm… I don’t know actually. Do you mean, how would they experience that in different
classes? Or how would theyAB: From their perspective, how do they read that silence?
Joanne: They would probably see it as- I don’t- I don’t really know. I don’t know. They would probably
just see it as time to get back on track maybe or... something like that. Never really thought about it.
AB: Do you think young people use it? You referred to it as a toolkit, do you think they use silence as
a tool?
Joanne: Yeah. Friendship groups. If they fall out, they’re just not going to talk to somebody. We use
it as adults when we fall out, you know. You know, you avoid people, or you don’t talk. Are you ok?
Fine. Awkward silence. You know, they would use it.
AB: Would you say that’s also a silence? Asking if you’re ok and you say fine, and it’s quite obvious
that the person is not fine. They have not remained silent, but they have remained silent on…
Joanne: They’re giving you a cue to probe no further. That’s what I would say when they say fine. I
was watching a film a long time ago and I always use it with children... when I know they’re off, or
having an off day… a wee boy came in the other day and I knew he’d visibly been crying, his eyes
were all red and I said are you ok? Fine. Fine fine fine. I went up to him afterwards and I said, do you
realise FINE is freaked out, insecure, neurotic and emotional? I heard it in a film years ago and it has
always stuck with me! And he went: ‘what?’ And I said you heard me, and he went a wee bit, yeah.
You know, but that was his cue. When someone tells you they’re fine, I’m grand, they don’t want to
have a conversation, that’s them telling you do not probe any further. That’s what I would read into
it anyway if somebody told me I’m fine.
AB: If you had to define silence based on that anecdote, how would you define silence?
Joanne: I don’t know! You mean what it is?
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AB: Yeah, or what use is it being put to there?
Joanne: A shield. You’re just putting your guard up and just saying I just- yeah. You don’t want to
talk about obviously what’s going on, or what’s annoying you or how you’re feeling so you use
silence as a barrier to stop somebody probing you further.
AB: Do you think there’s a difference between uses of silence between different class characteristics?
Joanne: Yes. I would find there are classes in school who are comfortable with silence, and will get
on with work. Not in complete- I wouldn’t say complete silence. Well I suppose that’s a complete
oxymoron because it doesn’t make any sense. You can’t get complete silence. You know, but em…
they’re happy to work quietly and not feel uncomfortable. Whereas I would find with some classes,
if I’ve got them settled, one of these mad classes, and they’re settled, somebody will make a noise.
Somebody will squeak a chair, make a funny noise, and then it’s broken because some children can’tThey find that awkward, I think they find it awkward particularly- we noticed it in exam week. You
know, when you’re invigilating an exam, and my form class are Year 8. So at the start of the week I
explained when the papers are given out, it was complete silence, they have to study, concentrate,
but up to that point it had to be quiet as well. Had to be. Some children cannot do that and it’s quite
interesting because I don’t teach all my form class, I only have some of them and, it’s really funny to
see some children just can’t be silent. They were just constantly like flicking or clicking, you know,
something. It could be a nervous thing, it could be a ‘I’m bored’. Some children will use that as an
accelerant to help them study. They will think this is lovely, I can really work here whereas other
children do not find it helpful at all.
AB: Do you think there’s a link between silence and movement?
Joanne: Yes.
AB: What would you say the link is?
Joanne: Em… well I suppose… the children I’ve seen who can’t be silent always have to be fidgeting
at something, it’s not that they make a noise and are happy to make a noise and like cough and go
[sigh] you know, and get on with it. Whereas children who will just work- do you know what I mean?
In the stance of writing down or just listening, there are children who always have to fidget and
always have to… and that all comes hand in hand with silence, you know, you can’t fidget without
making noise. And even sometimes they do that for badness. Cause I tell them I can hear the grass
grow because music teachers have a special super hearing so they will try now to… and sometimes I
can pick it up and other times it’s a complete fluke. You can pick up a word in a sentence and you
know exactly what they’ve just said and they’re like how did you do that? And I’m like, I know, I know,
see? And then sometimes they’ll do that for badness. They’ll lift a ruler and they’ll just do this [scrapes
ruler softly against desk] at the back of the classroom to see if I can hear it. I’ll go caught you, I know
you’re doing it, and then they’ll stop and that’ll be it. You know, they’re not doing it for badness, just
because I’ve used that as my helpful wee toolkit!
AB: What about things that students and teachers may remain silent on? You know like the phrase
‘the elephant in the room’ where everybody knows it’s there but nobody talks about it and it’s
completely silent around that thing. Do you think there are classroom elephants that students and
teachers all know are there, but they don’t talk about, or address?
Joanne: Em… yeah, I’m sure there are. I don’t know. Maybe… if something’s happened to a pupil,
you know, and people know a certain pupil’s been off and they’re back in and they know why they’ve
been off. They won’t talk about it, they will know and I will know. That sort of thing. Or if something’s
happened, or- I don’t know. Probably that, you know, if they know somebody’s been off or
something’s happened and you know it’s happened but you won’t divulge. Or perhaps a pupil
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has told you something that’s had to go on further, you know, and you know it, and they know it,
but it’s not spoken about. That sort of thing.

AB:

What do you think the silence is there?
Joanne: A comforter probably. You know, that they know you’re not going to… It’s probably that
barrier thing again. You know, it’s, it’s- Yeah. It’s that kind of – not confidentiality because you can’t
keep everything, obviously, confidential, but… it’s a trust thing. If they know- well, for example.
Something happened when I was in my first year at the school and it was a wee girl in the practise
room and she was waiting for her violin lesson and she… her teacher hadn’t arrived, her teacher was
a bit late and I went in and she was practising away, I said oh just get your violin out, you know, and
practise away. And she didn’t- she was only in first year at the time. It was only maybe September or
October… and the teacher hadn’t arrived, and I just went in to see if she was ok, and I said are you
alright? And she goes yep, can I go to the toilet? And I went yeah no bother just, you go ahead! But
she didn’t ask me… could she go in time so as she started to walk out of the practise room, she’d a
wee accident and she just broke down. And because she was in first year, she didn’t want to come
out into my room, she wanted to wait for her teacher but didn’t, obviously had to go to the toilet,
but didn’t say. But that wee girl is still at the school and her parents then wrote a wee note in to me
to say thank you for dealing with it so discretely because there was a class in my room at the time,
you know, and there was a lesson going on. So just wait here and you can get out of the music room
the back way and I went and I got the cleaner and I said look we’ve had a wee accident so I got her
straight out, PE, changed, she had her PE kit with her. You know, that’s a prime example of it because
the next day I had her in class. She knew what happened, I knew what happened, but she knew I
would never say. You know, that sort of thing. But that could be an elephant in the room because it
was an embarrassing situation for her, but she knew I wouldn’t… you know, it can be quite
embarrassing.
AB: Do you think there are messages that we send out to young people that are never spoken? You
talked earlier about an unspoken respect. Do you think there are other messages that are sent out
silently, they’re never overtly said?
Joanne: I’m sure there are, both positive and negative. I’m sure there are because there are so many
children that are ignored. You know. Now, it can be tactical ignoring. I don’t agree with that, I don’t
like that, but em, there are children who probably have a lot of silence happens to them at school,
or even at home. And there’s a message going to them that actually what you’re saying actually isn’t
worthwhile so I’m not going to listen to you. You know, the teacher’s maybe always directed to
somebody else, or something like that.
AB: Can you tell me about the tactical ignoring?
Joanne: Like just… if there is somebody who is always talking and talking and talking and talking, I
don’t like that, I will always nip it in the bud. But I’ve heard of it. I don’t do it and I don’t really like
the term but… I just think that can be very detrimental to the child if they’re being tactically ignored
all the time. Either because their behaviour is unacceptable you know, they’re sitting annoying, you
know, that person, if they did that [demonstrates ruler scratching]. If I tactically ignored that, that
would be very annoying for the children around them, but they would think they… oh well I can do
whatever I want. I’ll try and do something else next day and try and get her attention. I think when
children do that they’re crying for attention. They want attention. Why else would you do it? You
know, but that ignoring thing is…
AB: And by ignoring that, what message is…
Joanne: I think you’re sending out a message it’s ok. You know, oh well it’s not too bad, I’ll accept
that. Whereas if I would just go up, I don’t shout. If I would go up and I saw that I would just look…
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you know, or I’ll just go to the table [gestures]. You know, I don’t have to speak, but they know that
I’ve acknowledged, ok I’ve got her attention and I know… do you know what I mean?
AB: I’m just picking up on a word you used there. Is silence, and use of silence, instrumental in
acknowledgement?
Joanne: Yeah. Yeah, it is. Yeah. I’ve read a lot actually about behaviour and how children’s behaviour
is kind of, it’s a result of how they’ve been treated and I think… I always make a point of speaking to
my form class when they come in in the morning. Every single person gets a greeting, be it ‘love your
hair today’, ‘fix your tie’, whatever it is. If somebody comes in and feels like they’ve just walked into
school and not a being’s noticed them, that can have a very negative impact. They can just feel like
they float around class. If they’re one of these- I am a big advocate for the children in the middle and
I was in my previous school. Children at the top end who always answer and will always get awarded
for excellence and for giving answers and be very academic or very engaged in class; children who
are infamous, shall we say or who always seek attention for the wrong reasons, but it’s still attention.
What about those children in the middle that are neither at the top nor at the bottom, but just come
in and do what you’ve asked. They may never get an acknowledgement from you all day, so thatthat- even if you don’t speak to them, if you’ve acknowledged them with a wee, you know, a wee tap
on the shoulder, you know, or a wee look, they know that you’ve, you know, you’ve noticed what
they’re doing.
AB: Is there almost an opposite in there? Silence can be used to acknowledge, but it also is used to
ignore?
Joanne: Yeah. Yeah.
AB: Those both kind of come around behaviour I suppose don’t they.
Joanne: It all depends on the person. There are some children that I could never acknowledge with
silence, but there are some children who really like that. Like that wee girl in Year 9. She loves- even
if I glance at her, she knows I’m focusing that moment on her. That is enough for her. She doesn’t
need me to go over and go that is great or that is bad, or whatever. She knows that that is enough
whereas other children who need verbal affirmation of what they’re doing and need a verbal cue.
There are pupils in my class this morning who I didn’t actually speak to, but the minute they came
in, I was like [gestures], you know, you don’t need to say anything, you’re maybe doing something
or talking to another pupil but you’ll always see them coming in and you’ll just wave, or a something,
you’ll do a something. Or you’ll make eye contact with them.
AB: As acknowledgement of their presence?
Joanne: Uh huh.
AB: Do young people use silence to resist?
Joanne: [Laughs] Yeah!
AB: In what ways?
Joanne: They can have selective hearing, they will pretend that they don’t hear the instruction, they’ll
carry on, you’ll say it again. They’re tactically ignoring you! You know, yeah, of course they can. They
will… you can see it from toddlers the whole way up. Run around the shop. Come back. [impersonates
toddler not following instruction] You know, that’s from… they know exactly what they’re doing. You
know… Yes absolutely, absolutely they will do it.
AB: Do you think it’s a more or less acceptable form of resistance?
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Joanne: Yeah. Ah. I see where you’re going with this, yeah. I do see where you’re going with that.
Because when somebody just ignores you, it doesn’t seem as… aggressive as ‘no I’m not doing that!’
whereas if they just go [gestures ignoring] yeah. Probably the less aggressive form of resistance and
the less confrontational form of resistance perhaps, but, yeah.
AB: Do you think there’s a difference with different classes as to how young people use that as…
Joanne: Even yesterday, for example, I’ve an exam on Wednesday and one of my pupils yesterday, I
was doing a listening in preparation for the exam, and probably about 80% of the class were really
focused, engaged and writing down the answers. One gentleman just talked over it, over the extract,
so I paused it, looked and he was still talking and I just kept looking and then his friends turned round
and were like ‘Oh’. So, kept going that was alright, then I did a wee bit and then he started again,
and it was the second time in the listening so I just pulled the chair over and sat beside him. Didn’t
speak, but he then didn’t speak to me. He just carried on. You know, he just carried on with the work,
I didn’t have to say ‘Get on with your work!’ I just sat there.
AB: That’s really interesting because there are so many things that are said there but never spoken.
Joanne: Correct. Because the listening was going on, I didn’t want to talk over the extract, I didn’t
want to then have a big- I mean, that was his last class with me ever, I thought. I’m just going to
come over, he wasn’t a bit interested in doing the revision and I just sat there. And his friends were
sitting beside him going you really need to get some work done, she’s sitting right there. But he did
a wee bit anyway!
AB: Is there anything else you think silence is relevant to? Or how it’s used either by teachers or
students? Or ways it could be defined?
Joanne: It’s hard. I never actually thought about it so much as this conversation, but I’ve only just
realised how much I do use it. I do use it. I think when you’re beginning as a teacher it’s very
uncomfortable using it. It’s only when you get confident in your own ability that you use it and you
can use it really effectively. But I… it worked really well yesterday and it’s worked with that girl in
Year 9 so you can’t argue the point, it is… it can be used as a comforter, that little, you know that
elephant in the room you talk about where a child knows that you are there for them and you are
not going to, you know, you understand the situation. There’s also times when you have to use it,
but in a behavioural deterrent almost. I do use it a lot, partly because I do not shout. I just won’t do
it and I’ve had to then use it as… a tool that way and it’s actually worked for me now because pupils
respect that. We talked about that unspoken respect. They know that then if I am sitting for- and I
don’t have to sit for long, you know, you’ve seen those silly memes going around you know, when a
teacher says I’ll wait until you’re quiet, and it’s a skeleton in the corner. You know, and… I’m looking
at that going, that could happen. But I have seen that happen in classrooms before, and a teacher
has stood there and the class have completely ignored them.
AB: Why in that scenario has that not worked?
Joanne: In that instance when I watched that, I think perhaps the teacher was trying it- it was a
maiden voyage using that tactic because they were being observed. Maybe they were a noisy teacher
and then the class were sort of going what is… what’s she doing, just carry on. Whereas they know
that is my… It has to be a learnt practice… where they know if they’re quiet… they can pick up when
I’m quiet, and I can pick up when they’re quiet, so I know that by them being silent, there’s either
something wrong, or they understand what they’re doing. I’ll go along, you know, if they’re doing
work individually or in groups, you know a group that’s working in relative silence, you know, right I
think they get it. They’re not asking questions. But then if you go to another group and you see
somebody sort of doing that fidgeting. They’re not getting this. They’re being silent, but they’re not
getting it. So then… you know.
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AB: IS it then a method of communication?
Joanne: Yeah, but you have to know the pupils.
AB: That’s a very interesting point. In order for it to work, it’s relational, it has to be…
Joanne: Yeah, they have to know what it means. Because I have never used shouting as a method of
behaviour in class, I’ve always used eyebrows, funny faces, silence. They know when I do that, oh flip. Like
that was Year 12 yesterday and I use that with Year 8. You know, they pick it up, they understand. I just
sort of thought oh that’s weird that she’s… because probably if I hadn’t been there, there would have been
a roar or a shout, or something to get them on task. But…
AB: And they didn’t know how to read it.
Joanne: Yeah. They wondered what was happening. Your first question was how did you find being
observed. I have never changed my teaching style when being observed. Yes, you obviously have, when
you know you’re being observed for different things, you’ll make sure your lesson is of a standard that
reflects your teaching style, but em, I’ll never change my behavioural style, I’ll just be myself as a teacher,
I’ll not try and be the person next door or the person two doors down who I think oh they’re great with
their class, their class never speak when they’re in. There’s a reason why they maybe don’t speak, because
they’re either maybe scared to speak, or, you know, they don’t feel comfortable.
AB: That’s another interesting point. A lot of young people find silence uncomfortable, but sometime
silence is an indicator of discomfort as well.
Joanne: Mmm.
AB: I don’t have any other questions, unless you have any…
Joanne: No, you’ve given me lots of food for thought, actually! Never really thought about it that much
before, probably because I talk all the time!
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