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Authors’ Note: Coordinating author Susan E. 
Elliott-Johns is a teacher educator and research-
er. She initiated both our group’s participation in 
the symposium on student voices and this article, 
which shares research on innovative practice and 
suggests action/reflections for increased atten-
tion to student voices in contemporary class-
rooms.

Participation in an international 
symposium (Elliott-Johns, Booth, 
Puig, Rowsell, & Paterson, 2010) 

resulted from our informal research col-
laborative on the importance of student 
voices. During the symposium, we dis-
cussed building programs around student 
voices so that they are more engaged 
in, and actively contribute to, their own 
learning through conversations, respons-
es, writing, and inquiries, thus promot-
ing authentic discourse and influencing 
instructional design. 

Research studies in process, classroom examples, 
filmed interviews with middle-level students, and 
technological support modules were presented 
and discussed. Our objective was to demonstrate 
how student voices can be incorporated into au-
thentic classroom activities to strengthen student 
decision making, extend access to information, 
and increasingly offer choices in their literacy 
lives. 

Carol Gilles’s work (2010) underscores the 
rationale for meaningful classroom talk and 
highlights the purposes of integrating “talking 

to learn” across the curriculum. Furthermore, 
Gilles emphasizes the need for teachers to teach 
students explicitly how to use talk as part of ef-
fective learning pro-
cesses; she reminds 
us that “Although we 
spend time each day 
learning how to read 
and write, little time 
is spent learning and 
practicing how to talk 
and listen” (p. 9).

Today, a grow-
ing body of literature 
identifies student voice as vital to education (Al-
exander, 2008; Barnes, 2008; Chiaravalloti, 2010; 
Johnston, 2004; Mercer & Hodgkinson, 2008). 
We advocate for increased acknowledgement of 
why student voice matters, and how teachers can 
integrate opportunities to promote student voic-
es across the curriculum.

The development of student voice through 
dialogue and conversation is central to learn-
ing processes that require students to be active, 
responsible participants in their own learn-
ing—with the capacity for self-reflection. Fur-
thermore, the development of personal agency 
must be actively supported in middle level and 
high school classrooms and can, we suggest, be 
effectively taught by integrating what Gilles 
(2010) refers to as talking to learn (p. 14) in the 
classroom experiences of teachers and students.

Four excerpts of our work shared here il-
lustrate different explorations of student voices 
in contemporary classrooms: (1) student voices 
and instructional design; (2) intensive reading 
instruction with a hebegogic perspective (i.e., 
the position that learning and instruction with 
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adolescents must be approached differently than 
with younger students; (3) artifactual literacies; 
and (4) drama talk and role-play. Each excerpt 

shares a reflection on 
attempts at innova-
tive practice. Suggested 
questions for further ac-
tion/reflection (Graves, 
1991) follow each piece, 
but it is highly recom-
mended that readers 
consider these only as 
“sparks” for generat-
ing their own questions, 
ideas, inquiries, and de-
signs of classroom op-
portunities that actively 
engage student voices 
and promote authentic 
talking to learn moments 

in varied classroom contexts.

Listening to Student Voices:  
Instructional Design
Jane Paterson is a system-level administrator, in-
structional leader, and researcher whose work supports 
teachers and students in learning design and develop-
ment. She focuses here on the importance of listening 
to student voices.

We have much to say about ourselves as 
teachers and adult learners, about our prefer-
ences, interests, what we struggle with, and how 
we learn best. Under the right circumstances, 
students will articulate their understandings of 
themselves as learners in the contexts of instruc-
tion we design for them. The “right” circum-
stances include our urgent need to know our 
students—their interests, passions, strengths, and 
needs—and a commitment to use the informa-
tion gathered to create responsive programs for 
unique learners.

In my work with students and teachers, there 
is proof that, if we listen well, learners will open 
up because they trust we can make a difference 
in their lives at school. We have an obligation to 
honor their trust and address what they say in our 

instructional design.
The artist in the class reflects, “I’ve found 

that nothing drives me to do good work better 
than being excited about that work.” The young 
man, whose passion is racing off-road cars, says 
of himself, “I like more hands-on things. I have 
trouble focusing. If you’re just writing things on 
the board, I’m most likely going to drift and not 
pay attention, whereas if you give me a task that 
I can sort of work at by myself or with other peo-
ple, I’ll get it done.”

Action/Reflections: How might consideration 
of these student voices impact our decisions when plan-
ning a program that is responsive to their interests, 
strengths, and needs?

Why Student Voices Matter:  
A Hebegogic Perspective
Enrique Puig is a researcher/practitioner who takes 
a hebegogic perspective (i.e., approaching learning 
and instruction with adolescents quite differently than 
with students in the earlier grades). This perspective 
significantly influences his research on the importance 
of student voices in intensive reading instruction and, 
specifically, the role of imagination in reading with 
low-progress adolescents.

The term hebegogy is derived from Hebe, 
the Greek goddess of youth, and is the art, craft, 
and science of learning and instruction with ado-
lescents (Puig & Froelich, 2011). A hebegogic 
perspective takes a transitional outlook of ado-
lescents’ learning and impacts the instructional 
interaction between students and teacher.

In any classroom, student–teacher interac-
tion is a critical foundation for effective and ef-
ficient instruction (Darling Hammond, 1997). 
After years of students making minimal progress, 
attention to student–teacher interaction in in-
tensive reading classrooms becomes even more 
paramount (Baker, 1999). Intensive reading 
classes provide additional reading instruction be-
yond language arts or English classes for students 
whose progress is categorized as “low” according 
to state standards in reading. In these classrooms, 
listening to student voices matters, paying atten-
tion to cognitive and physical development mat-
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matter, but the voices we 
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matter.

ters; these practices amplify instruction, promote 
accelerated learning, and close the much-publi-
cized achievement gap (Haycock, 2001). 

Hours of classroom observations and many 
conversations with middle level and high school 
teachers indicate that if instruction is to be am-
plified to support the acceleration of student 
learning, these teachers need to adopt a hebe-
gogic perspective to learning and instruction, 
carefully evaluating the implementation of well-
intended-but-not-necessarily-effective pedagog-
ical practices with young adolescents. This shift 
in perspective can only occur by listening to and 
meaningfully evaluating student voices. 

Actively listening to students involves ac-
curately discerning their strengths and needs. 
For example, when instruction for adolescents is 
grounded in a hebegogic perspective, there are 
no primary-grade-level alphabetic “word walls” 
or “learning centers” with specific assignments; 
rather, there are intertextual theme word charts 
(e.g., content area vocabulary word charts, prefix 
word charts, etc.) and resource workstations (art 
workstation, writing workstation that includes 
word processing, etc). A teacher who listens to 
students and adopts a hebegogic perspective 
understands that, pedagogically, the use of pri-
mary-grade-level “centers” supports children in 
becoming self-monitoring, self-directing, and 
self-regulating, and that the use of alphabetic 
word walls in the primary grades (K–3) serves 
to promote early reference skills. The difference 
here is in the terminology and purpose of the in-
structional practice grounded in students’ voices. 
The fact is, self-monitoring, self-directing, and 
self-regulating are all abilities that the major-
ity of adolescent students bring to school, even 
in intensive reading classes. To adopt primary-
grade-level pedagogical practices in middle lev-
el and high school—even when the alphabetic 
word wall is theme-based and the learning cen-
ter incorporates computers with specific assign-
ments—is to ignore student voices and promote 
the lack of motivation and interest for which ad-
olescents have become infamous. On the other 
hand, an astute and observant middle school or 

high school teacher will listen and use student 
voices to implement age-appropriate hebegogi-
cal practices to support adolescent learning.

Listening to student voices to improve in-
struction should serve as a major guidepost for 
teachers of young adolescents. Vygotsky (1992) 
taught us that language is a tool for thinking. The 
question now becomes: 
can we use language to 
think about how we up-
grade our own language 
to improve our thinking 
about literacy instruc-
tion? A good start is to 
look at the language we 
use among ourselves as teachers, the voices we 
use with students, and the voices students share 
with us. Not only do student voices matter, but 
the voices we use with students must also matter 
(Johnston, 2004).

Action/Reflections: What does a hebegogic 
perspective suggest we need to explore in terms of 
learning/teaching strategies? Classroom practices? 
The involvement of authentic student voices in learn-
ing activities? Our own teacher voices (and uses of 
language)?

Finding Voice through Artifactual 
Literacies
Jennifer Rowsell researches how artifacts (everyday 
objects) access the daily sensory world in which stu-
dents live, providing an entry point that recognizes 
and honors students’ out-of-school identities (Pahl & 
Rowsell, 2010). The methodology of Jennifer’s eth-
nographic research focuses on a case study; she has 
conducted research in Australia, Canada, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. This snapshot of her 
work demonstrates how encouraging students to write 
digital stories gives voice to these artifacts—and to the 
storytellers themselves.

Artifacts bring everyday life to students’ 
writing. In many ways, artifactually based writ-
ing provides more voice than an exclusive focus 
on the written word. Artifacts are not so much 
multimodal as material, and bring culture to stu-
dents’ thinking and writing. Given its emphasis 

f25-31-March12_VM.indd   27 1/24/12   7:37 PM



Elliott-Johns, Booth, Rowsell, Puig, and Paterson  |  Using Student Voices to Guide Instruction
page

28

Voices from the Middle, Volume 19 Number 3, March 2012

on materiality, an artifactual approach to writing 
opens up definitions of writing to other modes of 
representation and expression. When a student 
connects to literacy and is asked to write a story, 
this is the end of a long process of meaning mak-
ing that could begin in a different setting—the 

everyday. For example, 
s/he may love cars, and 
be obsessed with col-
lecting them. This in-
terest spills into a story 
about cars. This could 
then become crafted as 
a digital story, or writ-
ten or narrated as a 

narrative text. School is one domain of practice, 
home another. By linking together the material 
everyday life of a student with narrative, domains 
of practice, home, and school can be linked, thus 
infusing more student voice and subjectivity into 
meaning making. 

To contextualize how the artifactual gives 
voice, I offer an excerpt from a case study of 
Patsy Flores (pseudonym). From September 
through December 2008, I conducted research 
with a teacher-participant on designing digital 
stories with 20 grade nine students at a suburban 
New Jersey high school. Within the group, Patsy 
was a design-savvy student, so much so that oth-

er students went to her for advice and feedback 
about their designs. Patsy began her digital story 
with an artifact—one of her childhood rickrack 
dresses that signal her aspirations to be a famous 
clothes designer (see Fig. 1). After reading The 
Odyssey in English class, Patsy decided to depict 
her future journey into the world of fashion as 
her odyssey of self, beginning with the fitting 
artifact of her childhood rickrack dresses. Patsy 
produced a digital story that moved from her 
childhood dreams to a projected future of living 
in New York City and being a famous designer, 
like Chanel or Valentino. Her dressmaking was 
linked to the wider world of fashion. 

The images of Patsy’s dresses activated her 
memories of making dresses; the sensory world 
was evoked by the digital story of her childhood 
dresses, of their color and shape, of their modali-
ties. Her dresses vary. They range from simple, 
child-like dresses with blue and white rickrack to 
much more ornate creations designed for parties. 
Each dress has a history that is tied to the color, 
the material, and the choices involved in making 
the dress.

Throughout the four-month unit, I came 
to understand the power of artifacts to open up 
new stories, to enable the telling of a story, and 
to create a space for listening, which gives stu-
dents more voice. Teaching artifactual literacy 
is, above all, about finding voice, particularly for 
those students who do not feel a part of the class-
room.

Action/Reflections: (1)What does this piece 
suggest about the potential for explorations of teaching 
and learning with artifactual literacies in your own 
classroom(s)? (2) Douglas Barnes’s work (Barnes, 
1992) uncovered exploratory and presentational 
modes of talk. How might increased understandings 
of using talk during “rehearsal” stages of the writing 
process further students’ own voices?

Drama Talk: Finding Our Own 
Voices through Role Playing
David Booth is a professor emeritus, researcher, and 
author. He writes extensively about the importance of 
student voice in the language arts curriculum. In this Figure 1. Patsy’s rickrack dress
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contribution, he explores the role of drama education 
in promoting student voices across the curriculum. 

Drama may be an effective means of provid-
ing the types of speaking/listening situations that 
curriculum guides now demand from teachers. It 
can facilitate a wide variety of language uses in 
contexts that require full participation within an 
affective/cognitive/physical frame. This, in turn, 
promotes types of talk important to encouraging 
deep‑level thought, such as expatiation, negotia-
tion, clarification, explanation, persuasion, and 
prediction.

Drama’s true role in language processing lies 
in the young adolescent being inside drama, in-
side the languaging experience, using it to make 
meaning, both private and public, in the “here 
and now dynamic.” It offers the potential of ab-
stract reflective thought at any given moment. 
In other words, drama allows participants to use 
language and thought within the context of the 
drama frame. 

Role-play lets students leave the narrow con-
fines of their own worlds and gives them entry 
into new forms of existence. At the same time, 
they must find a sense of their own relationships 
to this fictional life—the “me in the role” and the 
“role in me.” When they participate in drama, 
students are in charge of building the dramatic 
experience through their actions and words. 
They become the drama, discovering ideas and 
directions that will surprise and change them. 
Because meanings are being made and not giv-
en, unexpected responses and language powers 
are discovered and engendered by the collective 
drive for group meaning. 

The teacher contributes whatever is neces-
sary to keep the learning productive—directing 
and focusing it from inside the group, but not 
dominating it. In that scenario, the teacher can 
be an “actual listener,” not an “evaluator,” thus 
accessing a whole new range of communication 
strategies and operating through a wider spec-
trum of roles beyond the traditional options of 
instructor, narrator, and side coach. 

Being “in role” means that the young student 
is able to practice language codes that are very dif-

ferent from those dictated by society. The drama 
context sets up language demands that will vary 
from situation to situation. Both emotional and 
cognitive commitment, supported by the drama, 
will provide stimulus for language exploration, 
thus freeing the individual to try out a range 
of language possibilities and to further develop 
voice. Through interaction, students test their 
symbolic formulations against those of others. 
They express their ideas, in search of reflection 
and refinement. When students are developing 
their speaking abilities, the responses of their lis-
teners are an important indicator of whether they 
have successfully communicated their messages.

Action/Reflections: (1) What does this bring 
to mind in terms of Alexander’s (2008) work on talk 
for dialogic classrooms, as predicated on five criteria 
(collective, reciprocal, supportive, cumulative, and 
purposeful)? (2) Barnes (2008) said, “The communi-
cation system that a teacher sets up in a lesson shapes 

connections from readwritethink

Learning to Use Voice in Writing

The concept of voice is often difficult for middle 
school students to incorporate into their writing. 
The ReadWriteThink.org lesson plan Teaching 
Voice with Anthony Browne’s Voices in the Park 
provides a clear example of an author who created 
four specific voices. By reading and discussing 
the characters in Anthony Browne’s picturebook, 
Voices in the Park, students will gain a clear 
understanding of how to use voice in their own 
writing. Students begin by giving a readers the-
ater performance of the book and then discussing 
and analyzing the voices heard. They then discuss 
the characters’ personalities and find supporting 
evidence from the text and illustrations. Finally, 
students apply their knowledge by writing about a 
situation in a specific voice, making their charac-
ter’s voice clear to the reader.

http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom- 
resources/lesson-plans/teaching-voice-with-
anthony-167.html
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the roles that the pupils can play, and goes some dis-
tance in determining the kind of learning that they 
engage in” (p. 2). How might increased opportunities 
for role-play enhance and extend students’ own voices 
in your own classroom? 

Final Thoughts
Gilles (2010) cites the issues of control and 
preparation as two central factors in teachers’ 

reluctance both to har-
ness students’ natural 
tendencies to talk and to 
utilize talk in enhanced 
curricular learning. De-
spite a revival of cur-
riculum integration in 
the 1990s and concerted 
efforts to find creative 
approaches for collab-
orative planning, Gilles 
makes an accurate ob-

servation relevant to both the US and Canada: 
“. . . content integration has been all but buried 
beneath the time-consuming task of preparing 
for standardized tests. Once again, subject areas 
are like silos, isolated from one another” (p. 13). 

“Talk throughout the curriculum” (Mercer 
& Hodgkinson, 2008) is essential to boosting the 
role of student voice in talking to learn. Talk is an 
invaluable tool for learning and for communicat-
ing that learning. Students who know how to talk 
and think deeply in language arts will become 
proficient in using similar structures to create 
meaning and understanding across the curricu-
lum. 

As researchers and teacher educators, we 
believe teachers must maintain an active, self-re-
flective learning stance; we must continue work-
ing to recognize the critical role of intermediaries 
from outside the classroom on student learning 
and development. More collaborative research 
projects, conducted by researchers, teachers, 
and young adolescent students in contemporary 
classrooms, will offer enriched insights, height-
ened understandings, and myriad ways to honor 

student voices in classrooms—classrooms where 
innovative programs are indeed conducive to 
“making the most of talk.”
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