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SoE Colloquium  

Children’s Voices  

 

On 17th January 2014 our visiting Italian scholar from the University of Padua, Dr 

Valentina Grion, led a colloquium for staff and students to explore issues surrounding 

children’s voices in their educational settings. Valentina opened the colloquium with 

provocations taken from her book ‘Student Voice’, and a quotation from Shields (2003):  

“When children feel they belong and find their realities reflected in the 

curriculum and conversations of schooling, research has demonstrated 

repeatedly that they are more engaged in learning and that they 

experience greater school success” (p.122).  

The colloquium debated the value and tensions inherent in listening to children’s voices in 

matters affecting them in their schools and settings. Discourse led to consideration of the 

practical and ethical issues that we may need to consider in our educational practice and 

research with children. 
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Children’ s voices

Grion Valentina

University of Padova (IT)

COLLOQUIUM:
Friday 17.1.14: 12.30-1.30pm

Room: Sulgrave Upstairs Open Space
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My proposal

In a first part:

• Briefly present the Student Voice Movement
and some reasons for my interest to it

• Stimulate a discussion on some of the points I 
present

In a second part:

• Offer my reflections on these points
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FIRST PART
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Pupils voice…: a prologue
from: V. Grion, A. Cook-Sather, Eds. (2013) Student Voice. Prospettive internazionali e 

pratiche emergenti in Italia. Milano: Guerini.

“When I think about my son, an eleven-year old student attending a school 
which in Italy we call “middle” school, I feel rather sad. Not because my son is 
a student with “poor skills”, as they say at school when children do not meet 
the clearly defined (and often limited) intellectual requirements which 
schools tend to look for, to value and to enhance; nor because he does not 
follow his duties as a “good student”[…]; neither for low marks which can 
cause him anxiety and to not like going to school.
I am sad because just like all his other class mates and school friends and the 
majority of his peers and many young students, at school he is simply a 
“number”, a child who just as many others, knows that he must go to school 
to listen carefully to lessons, to do activities in the best way as possible, to 
make efforts to study and to show the best results in terms of performance.
What he thinks about the school and about his surrounding environment, 
how he may contribute actively and intentionally to the processes which take 
place, what role he may have in school life, a place which for many years will 
still represent his everyday life, are all aspects which seem to matter little or 
on which schools place little attention”.
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Why student Voice?..

“When students feel their 
lives, experiences, cultures, 
and aspirations are 
ignored, trivialized, or 
denigrated by school and 
the curriculum, they 
develop a hostility to the 
institution of schooling”

(Smith, 2006, p. 279).
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“When children feel they 
belong and find their 
realities reflected in the 
curriculum and 
conversations of schooling, 
research has demonstrated 
repeatedly that they are 
more engaged in learning 
and that they experience 
greater school success”
(Shields 2004: 122)
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The Student Voice Movement

• The Student Voice Movement aims to 
support the active and engaged role 
for students I described as missing 
from my son’s experience in school 

 

Slide 8 

Birth of the Movement

•First efforts in the 1970s, when students’ rights were championed in 
some parts of the globe

• in the early 1990s scholars around the world began to pose questions 
like Michael Fullan’s, in Canada: 

“What would happen if we treated the 
student as someone whose opinion mattered 
in the introduction and implementation of 
reform in school?” (1991, p. 170)
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Over the last 20 years…

• …a way of thinking has emerged (in Australia, Canada, 
England, and the United States), that strives to reposition 
school students in educational research and reform. 

 young people have unique perspectives on learning, 
teaching, and schooling; 

 their insights warrant not only the attention but also 
the responses of adults; 

 they should be afforded opportunities to actively 
shape their education

is premised on the 
following convictions
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2002: the call by Cook-Sather

• “there is something fundamentally amiss 
about building and rebuilding an entire system 
without consulting at any point those it is 
ostensibly designed to serve” (Cook-Sather, 
2002, p. 3) !!!
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Student Voice: an umbrella term

 Very different emphases within the array of efforts 
that are gathered under the Student Voice; 

Different reasons for why it has flourished or not 
developed in the ways it has in different places;

Different perspectives on what its strengths and 
weakness are, and predictions for what its future 
prospects might be...

however…
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Two basic emphases

The first area of 
emphasis - pioneered by 
Jean Rudduck- focuses 
on teaching/learning 
processes and studies 
how to improve 
students’ learning by 
consulting them. 

students are our key witnesses in the task of 
identifying changes in schools that are likely to 
enhance the quality of their learning…

young people are observant, are often capable of 
analytic and constructive comment, and usually 
respond well to the responsibility, seriously 
entrusted to them, of helping to identify aspects of 
schooling that strengthen and that get in the way 
of their learning

J. Rudduck, 1998
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• The second emphasis is on philosophical 
underpinnings, an area within which Michael 
Fielding (among others) has published most 
regularly and widely.

• He highlights issues of democracy and 
participation and a notion of “person-centred”
education 

we need to name and explore participatory 
democracy as a legitimate and increasingly urgent 
aspiration, not only in society at large, but in schools 
themselves

Fielding, 2012  
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Today…

• There are promising research findings about 
the effects of listening to pupils and 
incorporating a deeper and wider 
participation of them in school decisions and 
actions. 
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• A review of the most relevant research, 
proposed by Cook-Sather (2007), shows that 
we could have many significant educational 
advantages by improving practices related to 
Student voice perspective in schools. 

• There are also some criticalities…

• What do you think? What type of critical 
points could refer to this approach?

• ……………………………………………………………….. 
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SECOND PART
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Some comments to stimulate 
discussions

• Possible problems associated with the notion 
of “student satisfaction” (my term) as a driver 
of school processes. 

• Is the meaning of “Student Voice” “giving 
students what they want”?  

• In this sense what is the difference from this 
approach to the competitive market model 
where we look at the “customer satisfaction”?
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Reflections about previous stimuli

• “Student voice is sought primarily through insistent 

imperatives of accountability rather than enduring 
commitments to democratic agency. The value of student 
perceptions in contemporary high stakes contexts consists 
largely in their capacity to alert schools to shortcomings of 
their current performance and possible ways of addressing 
the deficiencies” (Fielding, 2002).

Can we avoid this degeneration of 
Student Voice approach?
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Some keys 

School should be places where students, 
teachers, and others work together to create 
and support engaged, participatory, person-
centered educational opportunities — places 
where “our humanity emerges from and guides 
our learning together” (2006, p. 312; see also 
Fielding, 2011): 

This vision of collaboration is key!
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The power and potential of the projects linked to 
Student Voice approach lies in:

• the open acknowledgement of the legitimacy of both
perspectives (mainly students and teachers) and in the 
necessity of their reciprocally conditioning joint pursuit. 

• Sharing current work, not in the sense of the traditional
unidirectional (and usually sterile) dissemination, but rather
articulating puzzles and problems as well as delights. 

• Creating occasions in which all participants are involved in 
creating new knowledge and doing so together
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Levels of student 
(pupil) 
involvement in 
school self review 
& school 
improvement
(Fielding 2001)
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valentina.grion@unipd.it

Thank you for your 

attention!

 

 

 


