‘If they don’t listen I shout, and when I shout they listen’: hearing the voices of girls with behavioural, emotional and social difficulties

Abstract

Young people particularly girls, constructed in the education system as having behavioural, emotional and social difficulties are amongst the most ‘missing voice[s] in research’ (Lloyd & O’Regan, 2000). Frequently denied a place to speak from, we direct attention to the importance of hearing girls, who are troubled and troubling and deemed ‘doubly deviant’ in their resistance to both school rules and gender-stereotyped norms (Lloyd, 2005), speak about their dis/engagement in education.  We argue that participatory research methods can provide meaningful ways for girls to construct and better understand their own narratives. In so doing we draw on our ongoing research in England with teenage girls excluded from mainstream provision. Findings from analysis of their narratives are discussed in relation to Lundy’s (2007) key elements of voice, space, audience and influence. This process reveals the significance of hearing and responding to the multilayered complexities of girls’ voices in purposeful ways. 
Introduction

The voices of girls excluded from school because of transgressions associated with behavioural, emotional and social difficulties are frequently unheard. Indeed, Lloyd (2005, p. 136) argues that such girls are ‘doubly disadvantaged’ insofar as they fail to adhere to stereotypical social and gender norms. They are ‘feared’ and rarely trusted (Corbett, 1998, p. 59) and their disadvantage may increase again, once they are disengaged and excluded from schooling and not accessing their school-based rights to speak or be listened to. As such they are silenced, marginalized and denied the opportunity to express their views on barriers to participation. 
In this article we seek to listen to, and engage with, the educational experiences of a small group of girls with formally identified special educational needs and behavioural, emotional and social difficulties. The girls attend Kahlo School, a small, independent and recently established secondary special school for girls in the south of England. We draw on data from an ongoing research project with Kahlo School as part of its commitment to improving the outcomes for teenage girls who have previous experience of disengagement with, or exclusions from, mainstream school, supporting them to access or re-engage with formal education. Instrumental to their re-engaging is a collaborative action research process of designing an engaging and meaningful holistic curriculum based on evidence from the research literature and from stakeholders, including the girls. The twelve members of staff have experience of working in specialist schools for young people with behavioural, emotional and social difficulties and mainstream schools.  Overall direction for the school is provided by the Senior Management Team with regular supervisory and mentoring input from educational consultants. 
We begin by exploring concepts of voice and why voice matters and discuss the gendered processes in which some voices become marginalised and lost. 
Like Corbett (1996, p. 54) we acknowledge ‘that some voices are difficult to hear because of a lack of conventional communication resources, a hesitant or inarticulate delivery and a marginalised social status.’ We draw on Charmaz’s (2008) meanings of marginalisation to help us make sense of the girls’ narratives as marginalised. Although Charmaz examined stories about experiences of chronic illness, her conceptualisation is helpful as it draws attention to boundaries and barriers. She writes powerfully of how the ‘tensions between capability and inability, visibility and invisibility, acceptance and rejection, rights and restrictions, and individual claims and social corroboration permeate stories of marginalization’ (p. 9). These tensions, as we will demonstrate, are embodied in Kahlo School students’ narratives of schooling. Experiencing marginalisation, as Charmaz (2008, p. 10) points out, ‘shapes people’s lives and subjective experience’ but, as she notes, this is ‘not wholly negative’. We take encouragement from her insights and share her view that being on the margins ‘offers fresh interpretations of the centre, and may open possibilities for renewal, change, and transformation’ (p. 14). 
Following the discussion on voice we outline the methods we have adopted in the study in an attempt to recover the voices of the girls, and conclude with reflections on what we are learning from the girls about their voices and educational experiences.

Conceptualising voice
Before addressing how we conceptualise voice we provide some brief contextual background to the present educational landscape and how the notion of voice and student involvement has assumed considerable importance therein. Tangen (2008) argues that interest in children’s voices has grown for legislative, political, economic, and theoretical reasons. Shevlin and Rose (2008, p. 425) clarify that ‘within English schools the prerogative of pupils, regardless of need or ability, to be involved in decisions which affect their lives has been established in law and in successive pieces of legislation’. (They not do discuss legislation for England as such though, but rather the Codes of Practice (DfEE, 1994; DfES, 2001), which local authorities and schools have to ‘have regard to’). Following Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) ‘there has been a torrent of initiatives worldwide involving hearing children’s views in matters that concern them’ (Lewis & Porter, 2007, p. 223). Lodge (2005, p. 126) explains the political concern, identifying how ‘six inter-connected strands feed into the general discourses on student involvement: changing views of childhood, human rights, democratic schools, citizenship education through participation, consumerism and a concern for school improvement.’ Tangen (2008) outlines the strong new view of children ‘as “consumers” or “users” of educational and childcare provisions’ (p. 157) and the theoretical developments in which children  are seen as ‘beings’ not just ‘becomings’ (p. 157) and ‘whose experiences, ideas, choices and relationships are interesting in their own right’ (pp. 157-8). 

It is our contention that within this context an unproblematised and over-simplified notion of pupil voice has been promulgated in the policy literature. This is a notion in which pupils’ views are sought on topics within the safe parameters of school/adult agendas, and only where those views do not transgress what is expected or what corresponds with those agendas are they heard (Kaplan, 2008). As Swain and French (1998, p. 41) adroitly ask, ‘a central question for researchers who invoke the concept of voice… is “a voice in what?”’  This question, we argue is crucial in recognising the complex challenges involved in work on pupil or student voice.

In experiencing discomfort with simple notions of voice we have looked to more politically nuanced concepts which recognise that voices are not fixed, that they are shifting and contextual and in doing so we have turned for guidance to the germinal paper of Linda Alcoff (1991-2), The problem of speaking for others. We have found apposite her elucidation of four interrogatory practices that all should engage in when speaking for others.  These involve firstly, careful analysis of the impetus to speak, such a process she points out requires acknowledging ‘that the very decision to “move over” or retreat can occur only from a position of privilege’ (p. 24). Secondly, she argues persuasively for explicitly interrogating ‘the bearing of our location and context on what it is we are saying’ (p. 25). Thirdly, she stresses that ‘Speaking should always carry accountability and responsibility…To whom one is accountable is a political/epistemological choice contestable, [and] contingent…’ (p. 25). Fourthly, and her central point is the ‘need to analyze the probable or actual effects of the words on the discursive and material context’ (p. 26).
Fielding (2004) has similarly sought to subject student voice movements to intellectually demanding and experientially grounded scrutiny, arguing the need for critically reflexive praxis and he too has made use of Alcoff’s conceptualisations. In his insightful and aptly titled paper, Transformative approaches to student voice: theoretical underpinnings, recalcitrant realities, he importantly argues for a more dialogic model, not of adult silence or dominance but one in which adults working in partnership speak with rather than for the young people. 

Any concept of voice or speaking out must carry within it a concept of listening or responding. For us, as for Tangen (2008), Clark, McQuail and Moss (2003) and others, this involves an active process of hearing, interpreting and giving meaning and value. Listening like speaking is ‘contextual and interactional’ (Tangen, 2008, p. 159). Who the researcher chooses to be (confidant/counselor/friend, person in authority needing to be tested, an interesting or entertaining distraction, a person independent of the project (Morrow, 1994)) affects what is said and how it is heard. Allan (1999), for instance, reflects on the power dynamics with secondary school girls with ‘special educational needs’, who were part of her study, seeing that the teachers ‘silenced gender and sexuality within their discourse of needs’ (p. 99). She notes that in this context ‘the pupils’ transgressive practices were at times directed against these silences and erasures, seeking to assert themselves as gendered and sexual subjects’ (p. 100).  
Our working concept of voice takes heed of Thomson and Gunter’s (2006, p. 852) reminder that ‘pupil voice is neither neutral nor “authentic”, but is produced by/within dominant discourses’. The disciplinary processes of schools are gendered, classed and racialised (Wright et al., 2000) and sexualized (Clarke, 2004). A dynamic behind the girls exclusion is that they are likely to have previously expressed their voice through means that schools have found unacceptable resulting in punishment and exclusion. Like the women with learning difficulties and challenging behaviours in Johnson’s (2006) study, they had found power or expressed resistance in ways that often worked against them, not having found a collective voice or socially endorsed means of communicating. They too may have been ‘trying to find spaces in the power around them where they could gain a little freedom and have some hope of achieving their desires or needs’ (Johnson, 2006, p. 186). 
With ‘levels of expertise and authority inevitably imbalanced’ (Mitra, 2008, p. 229) finding a voice is a risky endeavour, particularly for the girls, given that it necessitates partnership and raises issues of trust. Willingness to trust will be influenced by experiences of communication partners, past and present, involved in the process of negotiation, or co-construction of meaning (see Nind, 2006; Burke, 2007), which in turn may be more or less acceptable, and accepted within the culture of the school. We think the risks worthwhile and endorse Gallagher’s (2008, p. 147) ‘plea for more careful thinking about the relationships between, power, resistance and domination’ in participatory research.
In summary, we conceptualise voice as contextual, fluid and shifting. Voices speak of the dynamics of the speaker and listener, the surrounding discourses, and the mode adopted. For our purposes, the seeking of voice is a political rather than seemingly charitable endeavour. 
Missing and marginalised voices
In the sphere of education for pupils with so-called behavioural, emotional and social difficulties, the professional discourse is dominant and pupils’ voices are often missing. There is not the self-advocacy, or even advocacy, in this field which has assumed real importance in the field of (learning) disabilities. This may relate back to construction of these pupils as undeserving, unentitled, or ‘bad’ - their needs a euphemism for the school’s needs (Thomas & Glenny, 2000). The field is also dominated by boys, who make up the bulk of the labeled populations and by boy-oriented provision in which girls are often made invisible by their non-attendance (Osler & Vincent, 2003). Girls’ voices are negated by a discourse, understood by girls in a London participatory action research project involving the Behaviour Support Team as: ‘With girls, if they have mood swings it’s put down to periods or hormones’ (Cruddas & Haddock, 2005, p. 165). In contrast to what is usually available, ‘the one change the girls consistently said they wanted was space to talk… space to develop friendships and share problems with each other’ (p. 168). These are lacunas we have sought to address.
Sometimes voices are missing because people have been silenced. This is different in our view from the choosing of silence, which can be heard. We acknowledge that some young people ‘may genuinely and freely prefer silence to voicing their views’, and that this may be ‘a very powerful statement if others, particularly those in authority, expect one’s voice to be loud’ (Lewis & Porter, 2007, p. 224). Orner’s (1992, p. 81) earlier research pointed also to the need to recognise that ‘there may be compelling conscious and unconscious reasons for not speaking’, including offering a form of defense and resistance. Orner (1992, p. 87) raised the need for ‘analysis of whose interests are served when students speak’, again emphasising that speaking/not speaking is always political. The option, or rather, the opportunity for silence has been discussed with the students at Kahlo School, alongside other issues of ethics including the right to withdraw and to confidentiality as part of the process of informed consent. On occasions, they have exercised this right not to engage with a particular method for data generation, or in particular circumstances. They have, however, generally, preferred instead to express their discontent through active displays of disquiet rather than silence, whereby they draw on often well developed skills of ‘undermining the power of adults by such tactics as resistance, subversion and subterfuge’ (Greene & Hill, 2005, p. 10). 
For young people who have experienced exclusion, encouraging voice entails significant responsibility for action. Cuckston’s (cited by Golding et al., 2006, p. 16) experience suggests that implicit in enabling voice is the consequential impact on the creation of an identity, whereby responding, or failing to do so, communicates messages to the child regarding their identity as ‘beyond … help’. Beattie (2007, p. 2), when describing girls in alternative educational provision, highlights:

 the importance of the development of their voices, and their ability to make connections, in order to help them to overcome their negative experiences of schooling, remaking the past, and dealing with their current and future situations. 
Seeking missing voices and working positively with them, we argue, can be an empowering personal and educational process as well as a political one. We turn now to methodological concerns and outline how we enabled and collected the voices of those girls who chose to reveal their thoughts and stories about their schooling and how we have sought to actively listen to and exchange meanings.
Listening to voices: a research approach
As interest in the voices of children and young people has come to the fore, so has interest in methods for reaching and engaging with those voices. ‘Participatory methodologies have arisen from qualitative research approaches which aim to reflect, explore and disseminate the views, concerns, feelings and experiences of research participants from their own perspective’ (Swain & French, 1998, p. 41). The extent to which ‘participatory’ methods succeed in this is debated, however, as is the extent to which such researchers adopting participatory approaches do and should include their participants in the design and conduct of research in non-hierarchical ways. 
There have been great advances in our ability to do qualitative research with people with learning, communication and other disabilities (see Nind, 2008). As Shevlin and Rose (2008) note, pupils’ impairments present challenges to getting their voices heard, but innovative approaches to addressing these challenges are emerging. Nonetheless, as their examples show, these advances are not in the field of behavioural, emotional and social difficulties, where advocacy is under-developed yet central in enabling inclusion in an educational context (Cooper, 1993). 
Even new approaches ‘do not straightforwardly equate with “freedom”’ as ‘the rhetoric of participation … risks setting up norms of appropriate engagement by implying that children should “participate” in certain ways and not in others’ (Gallagher & Gallagher, 2008, p. 505). Views, particularly of young people in care are sought across countless forums, over which they themselves frequently have little control and which fail to contextualise the young person in their broader social circumstances (Holland et al., 2008). Greene (2009) warns that participation in research activities can be seen by young people as yet another, adult-initiated chore.  However,  as Holland et al. (2008, p. 19) argue, ‘by enabling young people to choose how they wish to communicate with us, we recognise them as social actors and begin to move our practice away from adult-centric processes’. Influenced by Holland et al., choice, therefore, was key in the approach we used, generating narratives which prioitise self-perception in a meaningful way.
Choice of methods

We sought to combine a range of verbal and visual methods with Corbett’s (1998, p.58) concept of ‘imaginative listening’ thereby enabling choice and showing sensitivity to the social and cultural context in a readiness to move away from traditional methods and assumptions. We wanted to acknowledge the emotional dimension of communicating to the young person that their voice is ‘worth listening to and, moreover, that people will hear their voice and that it will make a difference’ (Lewis & Porter 2007, p. 226). We sought to reinforce the communication styles preferred by and available to the girls as valid, attempting a strengths-based approach which enhances capacity, as opposed to relying on ‘conventional communication resources’ (Corbett, 1998, p. 54), which in the past may have functioned as a deficit for some of the girls attending Kahlo School. To this end, and for the purposes of this project, the distinction  between ‘task-centred’ and ‘talk-centred’ activities  is as Harden et al. (2000) argue  significant, with ‘task-centred’ activities preferred by ‘troubled’ children. The pressure induced by one-to-one dialogue, complete with the requirement of sustained eye contact which may have served to alienate the young person in previous encounters, is reduced with the employment of task-centred activities (Harden et al., 2000; Corbett, 1998) and as such became one of the options for the girls to select. A range of digital media were offered to enable them to select a preferred mode for their voice. In this we were seeking to build on the strengths of the educational context at Kahlo School which is a strongly visual environment, and on the girls’ competences.
Our approach to issues of informed consent likewise features attempts at a strengths-based approach to communication, although we were acutely aware of the challenges associated with achieving this (Heath et al., 2007). We addressed some of the challenges of the power differentials and the disenfranchising vocabulary of formal approaches. Not wishing to incapacitate the girls and disincline further involvement as cautioned by Wiles et al. (2008) we acted on staff and student suggestions for a personalised approach by actively engaging the girls in the process of devising comic strip style participant information sheets, valuing process consent rather than an initial one-off agreement as the most suitable approach.
The visual approach enables immediate feedback on the data generated, and digital technologies enable editing of data to allow the most accurate presentation of the view participants wish to express. In this sense, we wanted the media to function as an ‘active accommodator’ (Corbett, 1998, p. 59) for the girls.  Further, rather than being another chore, we hoped that digital technologies would offer the attraction of being reflective of youth culture, engaging and motivating (as found by Becta (2002) and Walker (2008)). Like Carrington et al. (2007) we saw digital technologies as efficacious in seeking to better understand young people’s non-participation in education and ‘visual narrative as a key data source’ (p.10). 
Visual voice: the diary room

A method of data generation preferred by the girls was a video diary, using a camera situated in a quiet room within the school. The room quickly became known as the Diary Room, reflecting an interest in the student and staff population of the recent series of the UK television programme Celebrity Big Brother. Although the suggestion came from the researcher in the field (GB), the idea was soon owned by students and readily accepted by staff. Supported by the researcher, staff and students collated the artifacts to enhance this theme, with a red block wall covering, door design, a large comfortable chair, and functioning as the accommodator for communication – a video camera and tripod. It was left to the students to prepare footage to explain how to use the Diary Room, and this was intrinsic to their feeling of ownership of the project. When showing visitors around, and when filming a documentary of the school, the students were heard to say, “This is our Diary Room”, indicating that it had become an integral part of the school, typical of their school as distinct from others.  
The initial idea of the Diary Room was to provide an oasis, a calm space which afforded an opportunity for the students to reflect away from often stimulating chaos of a school busy and alive with excitement and distractions. This space was regularly situated within the students’ ‘exit plans’, that is, in their specification of their strategies for managing and monitoring their emotions. The Diary Room therefore represented a space for students, for re-engagement, for self-awareness and self-control: a safe space. It was a space that both suited them and that was endorsed by the school staff.
Access to the Diary Room had to be negotiated.  Some girls chose to be alone with the camera, some preferred the company of the researcher or a staff member, and others requested to go in with a peer. Sometimes students were asked to make a scheduled visit to the Diary Room via the school loud speaker system (always having first been prepared that they would be called that day), others self-requested, while others were requested following significant incidents in the school, both positive and challenging (i.e. community events and/or behavioural incidents). Within the constraints and structure of the school timetable this usage was accommodated as much as possible. Indeed, initial constraints were wavered as a senior member of staff proposed, ‘this is important enough to warrant disruption to the timetable, teaching and learning’, and this was supported by the other staff members.
Making sense of voices: issues of analysis 
Fielding (2007) warns that with any plurality of voices it is easy to downplay those that seem too strident and to foreground those that make sense to us. It is all too easy to assume collective expression, as if individuals grouped for some reason speak with one voice, which is especially problematic for those who are marginalised. Our approach to analysis had to address these dangers through critical self-reflection on the potential to privilege voices, subordinate voices, mis-hear or mis-read silences and cherry pick eloquent quotes. We had to rid ourselves of notions of ‘authentic’ or ‘representative voice’, remembering our role in co-constructing the stories that were told. While the girls’ voices may well have been distorted by the methods and people involved, inter-subjectivity means that there was no pure message to be teased out, all voices had to be regarded as inevitably partial and incomplete (Greene, 2009). 
Having collected the girls’ voices via digital technologies and primarily the Diary Room, we have begun to analyse the data, looking for themes, patterns, and the girls’ priorities. While voice for the girls was evident across different modalities throughout the data generated and the descriptions provided, the focus for initial analysis has been on the verbal, talk-based accounts. This is in an attempt to challenge the assumptions held by the girls and others that this was not a strength within this population. The section that follows highlights some of the emergent issues and insights gained from the girls’ narratives, remaining alert to the dangers of romanticising or overly privileging these (Thomson & Gunter, 2007). The opportunities for reflection and scaffolding afforded by the digital technologies have enabled the questioning of assumptions held by school staff, and even by the students themselves.  

Hearing and centring marginal voices: findings and discussion
The narrative extracts we present are drawn from two interviews with three of the participating girls, all person-centred and unstructured, they represent early examples of their use of the Diary Room. The first interview with Daisy  (a pseudonym, as for all the girls) was an opportunistic encounter when she expressed feeling tired and unwell and unable to enter class for an English lesson. Instead, Daisy wanted to access the quiet space of the Diary Room, but was keen for company during this time. She engaged in a conversation with the researcher (GB), following on from a discussion earlier that day. 
The second interview involved Nina and Sam, who were called to the Diary Room together at the request of Nina, and in agreement with Sam. Both were lively and rapid communicators in the interview, often building on one another’s accounts signifying shared experiences and similar or alternative understandings, as well as using the opportunity to compare experiences of engagement, or disengagement in school settings. Frequently during the interview, Nina and Sam would anticipate each other’s meanings, and seek to enhance and extend the other’s descriptions with their own narrative accounts in what Mercer (1995) would describe as cumulative talk.
Mostly the girls showed greater willingness to describe and reflect on their experiences of mainstream schooling (of which they included attendance at Pupil Referral Units), rather than talking about their current special school placement experiences. They appeared comfortable and able to make suggestions regarding changes to mainstream systems which would remove barriers and improve access to them. 

We turn now to consider the initial themes emerging from analysis of the data as the girls discussed their access to education, and negotiation of voice within this setting.  Given Lundy’s (2007) assertion that voice alone is insufficient to enable listening, but must be accompanied by space, audience and influence, we consider the girls’ responses according to these key elements.

1) Voice: on being heard and listened to
The girls identified being heard and listened to in educational settings as of central importance to them, both as individuals and as learners. However, whilst important to the girls, the importance of listening had not been sufficiently shared (as to be applied and enacted) by school staff and this was perceived by the girls as having been detrimental to their education. All reported feeling unheard and ignored, and associated this with disconnection from school staff and learning activities.    
In addition all three girls showed their knowledge, understanding and attempted application of the traditional and preferred modes of achieving voice within the classroom, including raising a hand to attract staff attention. Nonetheless, this was re-presented by them as an ineffectual method of accessing voice, functioning to silence them. Traditional approaches function to position the girls as passive to the attention of the hearer, which can represent a barrier to voice. As a consequence of absence of engagement from the hearer, Sam described finding alternative activities to engage in, resulting in conflicts with school staff due to a lack of engagement; thus lack of voice as enabled by staff is presented here as a barrier to learning and a cause of conflict in relation to school staff.  

Daisy’s account likewise highlights the failure to access voice through methods deemed appropriate by schools:

If I put my hand up, they just ignore it. Do you know what I mean?  So then I used to just shout out in class, and it used to get me in trouble, but if I put my hand up, I got ignored. I’d shout out and wind everyone up, and that used to wind everyone up. And then um, they’d say something to me which, wound me up, so ... I’d go mad and beat them up. And, I’d be the one they’d kick out.
Daisy resists being silenced, negotiating access to voice via alternative means of being heard, commenting, ‘If they don’t listen, I shout, and when I shout, they listen.’

This alternative strategy resulted in conflict with staff, which in her case also extended to peers. Common to both narratives is the context from which the need for voice arises, that is, a difficulty accessing learning, with both desiring help to enable engagement in learning activities. The failure to find a voice and be listened to has resulted in conflict, sanctions and exclusion from the learning activity.

2) Space: creating, enabling and establishing a platform for voice ‘whenever the child needs to talk’?
In finding voice, Daisy above describes the space she creates in the educational setting, stressing that schools are places where students should and need to be heard. Sam’s account likewise reveals the importance of creating space. In the absence of space, students are silenced, their voices remain unheard, resulting in disconnection and disengagement. Unlike Sam, Daisy feels empowered to create space and has adopted preferred strategies for such. The ability, or willingness, for both girls to create space is therefore perceived, articulated and enacted differently, but is of central importance in developing communication patterns in which the girls will either seek voice or choose to acquiesce. 

This perceived difference between the girls may reflect their underlying assumptions over who is responsible for creating space: staff or students. The preferred communication pattern for accessing voice within the school system (raising a hand) suggests staff control space for engaging student voice, which according to Sam’s account is seen to inhibit access to voice. Daisy’s account of conflicts where students accept responsibility for creating space for voice suggests the problematic nature of students assuming responsibility, with significant consequences for the students.  

In considering who is responsible for enabling space, attention is also directed by the girls to when and where space is enabled. Daisy comments that space for voice needs to be student-centred. Where students express a willingness to engage in dialogue, space should be made available, irrespective of how this fits in with the school system. Space according to Daisy should be created in response to students’ concerns, and the need to be heard, which supersedes timetable, curriculum or lesson plans:
Daisy:
Because it makes you feel that school actually cares…
GB:
So what needs to happen? How… how should schools listen to young people?

Daisy:
They should listen to everything they say, whether it’s good or bad.

GB:
Yeah. When’s the best time to do that? Is it in class, is it before class?  Break time, I dunno?

Daisy:
Whenever the child needs to talk ...

Again here, Daisy highlights space for listening as linked with caring and the need for a caring school to have a student-centred approach to listening. The importance of creating space is stressed by Sam, who warns of the dangers of not doing so, and the impact of such:

And then you’re sat there with your hand up for 20 minutes, and get fucked off with it, so then you go and, you just start doing something different because you can’t do the work, and then they think you’re just doing it to be a pain in the arse. Well, NO! You’re the one that didn’t come to me when I asked for the help, so in actual fact, you brought it on yourself really.
For Sam, failure to create space in this context influences the student’s relationship with both the learning activity and school staff. The misattribution of function of behaviours, or lack of shared understanding of such, resulting from the lack of space for voice has resulted in perceived injustice at the ensuing punishment.

3) Audience: voices in dialogue

As we have shown, the girls’ situated voice in interactions with others and thus their audience was considered central to the students’ experience of voice. Relationships with school staff were more likely to be characterised by conflict as a result of previous experiences with an audience who were responsible for silencing the students at times, or giving unjust punishments.

The consequences of not being listened to by school staff as an audience were significant for Nina, who considered that staff who failed to listen were not interested: ‘They don’t listen to you… they just care about their job’. The audience’s failure to listen was connected to an absence of care for this student, which was later considered by her to have implications for student engagement with learning activities and voice. The failure of a staff audience to engage with the voice of students has significant implications for how students perceive staff interactions with them:

they feel that they aint getting listened to, and they feel like they’re getting discriminated [against] by teachers (Sam)

This disengagement is further identified by Sam as a cumulative process, reinforced by multiple interactions of an audience which silences and ignores: 

maybe at first it don’t happen straight away, but after months and months and months of being ignored, and not getting listened to, and just being disrespectful, disrespected, and just getting talked to like you’re a little five year old, it gets enough…

The girls engage in a discussion as to the ideal ‘audience’ from school staff as needing to: 

Nina: 
Listen to the kids more… open their ears. 
Sam:    No, they need, I don’t know, they could, well, if some kid’s saying, “I find this subject difficult”, or whatever like that, they need to hear it, they need to listen to it, and say, right, what can we do to make it easier for the person.  But they don’t… they don’t do stuff like that. Yeah, they put you in a in your- 
Nina:     They sound like they’re listening, sometimes
The girls consider listening important and from their perspective staff not listening is considered a matter of choice; for Nina they are simply required to listen more and this is perceived to be easily achieved when they “open their ears” and attend to their students. Sam’s more nuanced response considers the requirement for voice to be effective in the educational setting. Here she describes the necessity for active listening, of hearing, and responding with attempts at problem solving the issue over which voice was raised. Engagement with voice and activity resulting from engagement are therefore considered important on the part of the audience. However, as interjected by Nina, without active engagement, it is possible for the audience to give the appearance of listening. By observing that staff “sound like they’re listening” Nina displays an understanding that listening on the part of the audience can merely be an appearance and little more than a performance where voice is not accompanied by adequate influence.  

All three girls stressed the importance of being known to their audience as students within their wider individual contexts, that is, of an audience that understands how circumstances outside the school could have significant implications for how their voice and behaviours are perceived in school. With regard to boundaries, Nina commented on the disparity between school and home, consideration of which she considers necessary when contextualising her voice.

 I used to live at my Mum’s, there was no like boundaries, I could do what I wanted. And then, you’re going from doing what you wanted … (Nina)

4) Influence: Acting on voice

As previously described by Sam and Nina when considering audience and staff listening, the outward appearance of listening may not equate to genuine listening, whereby instead, staff “sound like they’re listening” (Nina).  As discussed previously, this may be associated with how the information is managed once voice has been given space, and transferred to the audience. According to Sam an ideal audience enables voice to have influence by considering how it can support the situation or context from which it has been enabled. Influence arising from voice is therefore positioned as important to Sam; and she continues this theme further in dialogue with Nina on voice and boundaries in school. Voice and influence are related to an experience described by Sam:
I kept going to the teachers… I goes to the teacher who was on duty and I said ‘this boy’s picking on me, he’s calling me names and stuff’. And she said, ‘yeah yeah, I’ll be over there in a minute to talk to him’ and stuff. I waited about half an hour … and I didn’t see her go over there once.

While Sam described ‘being listened to’ superficially, the communication had no influence, leaving her voice powerless and failing to achieve the promised result.  Sam went on to comment that her perceived lack of influence in this situation via teacher non-response resulted in a fight, her first (of many) in school. In response to the absence of influence from her voice in generating teacher action, she adopted an alternative coping style, by-passing staff and seeking to achieve influence directly herself, without the influence of staff as audience. Through this direct approach, where she sought expression through violent behaviour, Sam created a space for expression, or ‘voice’ which she had been reticent to do in a verbal context in the interaction with school staff described previously.  
Conclusion: on seeking and hearing the girls’ missing voices
The girls communicated openly, insightfully and at times at length with regard to a number of features relating to access to their schooling. The construction, or development of their alternative methods of communication seem far from maladaptive outbursts, rather, they appear adaptive problem-solving strategies as they seek to negotiate access to education, support (and care) from school staff and find an identity which is empowering and accounts for the characteristics of their audience/communication partners.

Returning to Charmaz’s (2008) conceptualisation of marginalisation, hearing the voices of the girls directly has enabled an alternative positioning which has increased their visibility, which in turn, vividly illuminates their increased perception of their own capabilities, but also importantly it is a key factor for school staff and other hearers (ourselves included) to recognise and act on. Further, with regard to the ‘fresh interpretations of the centre’ described by Charmaz, a re-consideration of the shortcomings of an educational system that fails to include all students, and a labeling process that individualises the problems created, is long overdue.
In our research we have sought to create and centre spaces in which the girls can speak for themselves, while recognising that it is inevitable that the reality of the ‘real’ world is both altered and created when put into words (May, 1997). Further we acknowledge, like Mazzei and Jackson (2009, p. 2), that simply ‘presenting their “exact words” as if they are transparent is a move that fails to consider how as researchers we are always already shaping those “exact words” through the unequal power relationships present and by our own exploitative research agendas and timelines.’ Instead we too have ‘tangle[d] ourselves in the layers of voices present and the epistemological assumptions that continue to haunt our methodological practices’ (Mazzei & Jackson, 2009, p. 3). In supporting children as ‘powerful social actors’, we acknowledge the need to reflect on the position of adults in this process, enabling voice, and the responsibility for such requires new learning for the adult facilitator, in both a dependency and fluidity of roles (Facer, 2008). 
We have sought to learn from and with the girls at Kahlo School about their material and cultural realities while seeking to ‘capture’ and represent their voices in democratic and dialogic ways. Our attempts to encompass and translate these into action within the school environment are ongoing. We recognise that even within the democratic structures of Kahlo School complex relations of power circulate both within the classroom and wider school context and are manifest in interactions (both overtly and covertly) not only between individual students but also between students and members of staff. We have sought to find ways in our research to enable the girls’ voices to be heard and actively responded to, while seeking to disrupt the situations in which powerful voices are complicit in privileging some voices over others, even  silencing others. Although at times working on voice amid asymmetric power relations is deeply unsettling and challenging, we are sustained by the ‘possibilities for working with “yet to be voiced” [alternative discourses] which may shift relations of control’ (Arnot & Reay, 2007, p. 322).
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