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Abstract

Exclusion from school has far reaching social and economic consequences for the young people concerned and for society as a whole. There has been widespread public discussion about its consequences and numerous government initiatives to combat truancy and engage marginalized young people in their education. However while the relevant literature tells us that young people want their voices heard, there is little opportunity for them to contribute to the wider debate or within their own schools. 

Here I tell the story of a collaborative research project with pupils ‘at risk’ of dropping out of education that sought to do just that, but that did not run to plan.  I was aware that there would be difficulties in conducting such research in schools that do not meet favourably with the evaluation questions posed by Fielding in his table of School Conditions for Student Voice (Fielding 2001) and it is these difficulties with which this paper is concerned. 

The pervasiveness of school structures that work to silent student voice seeped through into the research. Perhaps these pupils are “too strident, too offensive or too irresponsible” (Fielding 2004b) to be thought to have anything of value to say or trusted to take part in a research project with someone from outside the school, or that the pressures of performing in a competitive education system leave no space for these pupils to be catered to. This paper draws on Foucault’s discourse theory in order to understand how the hierarchical structures and authoritative ethos, with the inherent expectations of student and adult behaviour and actions in school all contributed to a corruption of the original research design and a watering down of the opportunities to be heard that were originally intended. 

Because of this, to an extent the research project itself could be said to have contributed to the contradictory and damaging messages that the schools gave out about the status of the student voice. This presents a dilemma in conducting such research in institutions where the sound of the student voice is not valued.

Introduction

While there is much concern about young people at risk of becoming excluded from education both formally and informally, they are given few if any opportunities to contribute to the debate about what the educational offer should provide. I wanted to ask what pupils likely to be early school leavers want from their schooling. The relevant literature tells us that one of the issues important to many marginalized pupils and one that affects their attitudes towards schooling is the lack of a voice in school.

In view of this I sought a research design that did not simply harvest the pupils’ opinions but would enable those involved an opportunity to present their voices not only to the researcher, but also to those people who make decisions in the pupils’ school, their own teachers. An ethic of social justice permeated this research project and so the process of working with these marginalized pupils was important. A participatory design drawing on action research and its democratic roots was implemented, but failed in its aims of enabling these unmediated voices to be heard. 

In this paper I tell the story of a research project that did not go to plan. Using Foucault’s discourse theory I then consider how this might be understood and explore what these failures might tell us about the influence of educational structures and arrangements on attitudes towards pupil participation, voice and issues of power relations in school. 

Setting Up the Research

I secured the backing of a Head of Year who was also in charge of learning support, a department that would work closely with those likely to drop out. With this I obtained access to pupils from the head teacher, making explicit my aims and methodology.

Motivation for granting access is unclear in view of the fact that there was little enthusiasm or commitment to the project as it got underway. The research proposal would occupy pupils who otherwise disrupt classes and are considered ‘difficult’. Maintaining order particularly in deprived areas is a priority (Wyness 1999) and keeping the pupils busy with activities outside of the mainstream classrooms might have been a considerable motivation for allowing this project to run.

The initial meeting with 10 pupils was located in the Learning Support Base, which at that time of day was not ideal, but no other room was made available. There were some other pupils in the room as well as a teaching assistant who were involved in other activities. Although not intrusive in itself they were still a source of distraction to the pupils to whom I was talking. I was conscious that the project was lacking any signs of official support. The liaison teacher was not present nor anyone else from the school who might have indicated that the teachers and senior management thought a project seeking the views of these pupils with a possible view to change was worthwhile

The pupils asked for clarification about some issues such as confidentiality, but they also wanted to know what would happen if they did not take part and what was in it both for them and for me. These were all valid questions, but they were asked with some degree of cynicism and challenge, which is not surprising from pupils who have in different ways demonstrated dissatisfaction with their experience of school. It is not possible to know what had happened previous to the meeting or how they had been given the information to attend, but one boy was particularly reluctant to be present at the meeting and would not look at the information I gave him and others had to be reminded that they needed to take away the information rather than leave it on the table. This project was not met with much enthusiasm, although most said that they probably would take part, except for one boy who filled in his consent sheet there and then and who seemed very interested. He was absent every day except two that the project ran and on one of those days had come in to go on a school trip.

Consent letters were to be returned to the Head of Year, but two weeks later, in the absence of a material response, telephone calls were made to parents to follow up the information sent home and all of the parents spoken to were interested and enthusiastic that their children should take part if they so wished.  However, no arrangements to collect consent forms or reminders to the children to return them seemed to be happening unless I visited the school. I was already starting to doubt the commitment of the school to the project. 

The group initially numbered 6 and included a girl who had strong feelings against taking part although her mother and teachers wanted her to, but ethical considerations disallowed me from putting her under the pressure they wished me to apply to persuade her to take part. It seemed to me to be clearly against BERA’s ethical guidelines that undue pressure should not be brought to bear prior to the research taking place, (BERA 2004, p.5 paragraph 10) I wondered if the keenness of the school for her to take part seemed to be more about taking advantage of an opportunity to keep an ‘awkward’ pupil occupied than about possible reengagement through the project. Although in conversation the girl and I had established that she definitely did not want to take part, the liaison teacher repeatedly sent her to the first few research sessions. On each occasion I allowed her to return to her class as she wished. 

Adults making decisions on behalf of young people is entrenched within the social hierarchies of schools.  The dominant social constructions of childhood affect the relative status of young people and the underlying assumptions about their competence to make decisions act to deny agency. Despite the irony it seems that participative research that seeks to enhance agency on the part of young people is not immune to these pressures. For the researcher there is also a tension between being insistent on respecting the rights of children and young people in institutional settings and the risk of jeopardising the research process altogether. While the project was being allowed to go ahead, I was already starting to doubt the commitment of the school to it. 

When I talked to the group about having a platform for their opinions to be voiced to their teachers, the response was that no one would listen to them anyway. This was repeated another week. To offset this cynicism I suggested asking the head teacher, who had previously agreed to the pupils presenting their findings to her, if she would come and tell the pupils herself that she was going to listen to what they had to say. They said she wouldn’t come, that she wouldn’t be interested, but I did tell them that she seemed interested enough to let me come in and work with them. They could see something in this and one girl made the suggestion of interviewing her so they agreed that I should ask her to come and visit us. The next week when I had arranged with the head teacher for this to happen, there was a room change and despite leaving messages about our location the head teacher said later she had not been able to find us. Although she then agreed to visit the week after and an arrangement made, she never did. Unfortunately it appeared that the pupils were right.

Further to this, on an occasion when we had no room to go to for the first half hour despite booking the conference room, it was because of a management led breakfast meeting being held there. When it was empty of people after the time I had been told it would be free, I went in and cleared the breakfast items into the fridge, disposed of the dirty paper plates and wiped the tables, but the head teacher returned and was distinctly displeased. My notes written immediately after the incident best describe it. 

“Mrs G. came in and muttered something about the food and said she was just about to bring more people in to have refreshments. I said I had put it away because I was told the room would be free by 9.30 (it was 9.40). She made no reply, did not ask about the project, make comment about the room booking or say why she had not previously come in to see the pupils as she had said she would. There were no pleasantries, a smile or even recognition. I felt hostility and very much in her way.”

I also realised that the pupils were probably right in their assessment of the value ascribed to them and their voices. 

Resourcing

The school conference room, which I was initially allocated and thereafter booked for the project is not used for lessons, is comfortable and does not look like a classroom. I hoped that this physical removal of the activities from a classroom arena would enable a different micro-culture to be created that would support attempts to step outside the usual routines and expectations of lessons, including the pedagogical and relational and work within an alternative discursive framework.

One girl resentfully stated that they were usually excluded from using this room as it was kept for others who mattered more than them, such as visitors and senior teachers’ and favoured pupils such as prefects for their meetings and it was considered not for the likes of them.  While I hoped therefore that the use of the room might confer some status on the project for the pupils, subsequent events including the arbitrary and un-negotiated reallocation of the space to others rather confirmed her view and further undermined the status of the project and consequently the motivation of the pupils.

There were occasions when despite booking the room, it was suddenly unavailable and we would need to move to a classroom which did not always provide an appropriate space for the task. When this happened I was not always informed in advance and after the session start time I would still be trying to find a room to use, not necessarily an easy task as a visitor to a school. These were the times when the pupils were noticeably more distracted and less inclined to settle to their tasks and stay focused. On one occasion there was nowhere available for the first half hour and we had to sit on the floor in the lobby space outside the conference room and library to have preliminary organisational discussions before the pupils could organise their tasks in readiness for a room becoming available.  

The Discomforts of a Researcher

To avoid being seen by the pupils as simply another cog in the machine, I needed to distance myself from the school establishment and aspects of its discourse as much as possible, however superficial these efforts might appear or actually be. In contrast to the staff I wore casual clothes, and instead of the usual formal address, used my first name and reminded the pupils that I was not their teacher but a researcher interested in their opinions.  That they still called me ‘Miss’ on occasions even at the end of the research is perhaps an indication of a failure to achieve my aims here. 

The dominant ideas and values of school discourses influence the professional persona of the teacher as much as the role of a pupil.  I had only recently ceased to be a full time practising teacher of some experience and have experienced full marination in hegemonic expectations of professionalism, including the relational aspects of school, the forces of which have become increasingly strong as the discourse and values of School Improvement have permeated more deeply. Even armed with knowledge, awareness and a healthy cynicism about much of this discourse, I knew that it was a powerful force to which I was not necessarily immune.   

I was in a familiar discursive field, a situation rather like being a teacher facilitating and guiding young people toward a particular goal, but the discomfort came from trying to change the immediate social environment within which the research took place by adhering to the principles of the more egalitarian discursive structures of collaborative research. I needed to be in a state of ongoing reflection in order to enhance my criticality and assert my agency to lessen the effects of predisposition to behaving ‘like a teacher’.  

For example I modified my instructional language and authoritative tone. It was very tempting to organise the pupils into doing what I would be happy to see produced, especially that as a group, they did not seem very inclined take the control they were being offered and organisational skills seemed weak. When they decided that they would interview their friends and video this, they were fired up with the fun of the idea and were dismissive of the idea of planning. Schultz and Oyler (2006) note the temptation to step in when watching the pupil researchers going down a route known to be ‘doomed to fail’, but that there are advantages in allowing the group to realise and correct their own errors. 

Afterwards there were several thoughtful, analytic and practical suggestions about how they could have undertaken this and real engagement with ‘their’ task. They wanted to have another try the next week when they could apply the lessons they had learnt. I had wanted to take control of the process when I could see glaring pitfalls ahead, but allowing them to take control and do it their way was far more valuable.      

At times, particularly regarding behaviour, this tension between the role of researcher and my professional role as teacher was because I was aware that I might not be upholding what would be considered the school standards. I was trying to step outside the model of adult in school as sole instigator of activities and imposer of discipline, but conscious of possible criticism from other adults around the school, (Schultz and Oyler 2006), which my teacher self was well able to imagine. There was an internal monitoring of my researcher-self working with young people, not only as researcher, but also by my teacher-self with underlying professional expectations little different to those of the school staff working around me. 

At times the pupils took advantage of a perceived freedom of behaviour when I did not respond by raising my voice or by issuing the disciplinary threats they were used to. The pupils had expectations of a certain sort of behaviour from me as an adult working with them in a school context and I needed to resist this positioning of me into a role of disciplinary authority. My teacher-self felt exposed. I was not sure of my boundaries regarding discipline in my role of researcher especially considering the stance that I had taken regarding wanting to change the power differentials in the project working space. 

Staff also seemed to think that in not taking on the school culture I had ‘missed a trick’ and needed to be shown how things were done. For example on two occasions a member of library staff abruptly interrupted discussions and work on the computers in order that she could impose school regulations such as the no chewing rule, coats off and correcting other uniform irregularities. Another time when the pupils were organising and videoing a focus group discussion in the otherwise unused library, I had to act to stop the librarian intervening in what looked to her like chaos, but what was the development of a passionate generation of ideas and debate about how best to implement them. It was the moment when the pupils took control of the process and outcome of the project more convincingly than at any other stage. The dominant school discourse creates a highly hierarchically structured organisation, with the pupils occupying the lower echelons and non-conforming pupils having the least status. Imposing this hierarchy reinforces a ‘regime of truth’ that contains notions of child irresponsibility. I was aware of the tensions between the research design and expectations of myself as an adult working unsupervised, (but sometimes overlooked), in school with pupils, both from the point of view of the pupils and of school staff. 

The approach I was taking to the research was drawing on discourses of what Sandretto(2007) refers to as professional responsibility. Within this broader view of professional responsibility operate discourses of social justice that include social democracy as a means towards this. In working within a discourse of democratic participation that was not widely recognised in the chosen institution, responding actions by some staff and also by the pupils illustrate the notion that there is no meaning to discursive practices outside the accepted discourse. There were occasions when no action on my part was an action within the discourse within which I was working, but to onlookers not aware of my discursive practices and fully immersed in their own, it appeared that nothing of value was occurring or that what was occurring was not only of no value, but wrong. 

My own positioning itself was in a state of tension. I was foregrounding a discourse that was only of marginal interest in the school, its texts and practices perhaps strange to the context and sometimes in opposition to the dominant discourses. The other site of tension between conflicting discourses was internal. As a teacher I was well versed in discourses of performativity and the school that doesn’t actively value the student voice. It would be easy to slip in to the associated language and practices, but here I was a researcher working in a different discursive field that called for different practices and language. It was as if the pupils and I were in the same play but working from different scripts, which resulted in some confusion at times. 

When the pupils tested the boundaries and found them different to the usual I was aware of the need, however difficult, to stick to my non-directive script. I relinquished the usual teacher control over the students, but wasn’t sure of the consequences. This was a particularly difficult place to be as I am experienced enough in the habits and customs of schools to know that I would be expected to control the pupils and not to be seen to be doing so would court criticism and perhaps even complaint from other teachers. 

The Pupil Response

Marginalised pupils and potential ‘excludees’ are at the bottom of the school hierarchy and are accorded much less power than teachers and less than some other more compliant pupils. 

“They have been identified as either low achieving, poorly behaved, or both and have not been offered opportunities to share power and exercise control over their educational experience in a more adult-like manner. The default position for the interviewees to assume, then, is that of the child: dependent, lacking power, and not to be held responsible for their actions,” (Pomeroy 1999, p.479)
Pomeroy is specifically referring to behaviour issues and this did seem to be true of situations I observed, particularly when other members of staff were around. However, a similar response seemed to be occurring when trying to get down to the business of research. As well as there being expectations of teacher behaviour and control within the school culture, there are expectations of the teacher structuring and leading activities, but the model of collaborative working that I tried to introduce seemed to present difficulties for the pupils. 

The decisions about how to collect and present information were up to the group as a whole. Several ideas were mooted, but the pupils found it very difficult to take on responsibility even collectively for their choices and then once decided, sustaining the focus on the task in hand was a further difficulty. For example the pupils were excited about taking photographs around school and then using the computers to construct a presentation. They had agreed a plan and that I would make the arrangements to facilitate this. Even so it soon palled and comments about boredom came after working at it for as little as fifteen minutes, focus was lost and the end product was not particularly informative. This happened with most activities and little was actually completed that could be informative to others of their point of view. 

The dominant classroom discourse expects pupils to be busy and teachers to make them so. Although the participants complained about the prevalent directive and authoritarian practices in their schools, they could feel safe in the predictability of these discursive practices. When it came to producing their information to present, the participants seemed to lack confidence to generate ideas and resisted taking responsibility for them. It was almost a seductive call to collusion and an easy life for all, but although resisting taking back the responsibility of the ‘work’ was uncomfortable for me and for the participants, it was more necessary to the integrity of the research than the completion.  

While Pomeroy’s point about school cultures of power creating a dependence on the teachers, may well have some bearing here, there were other reasons to account for the contradictions in seeming interest and then utter lack of motivation to pursue a task beyond the initial flush of interest. The erratic attendance within a small group of pupils interfered with continuity and maintaining momentum, particularly as our sessions were only timetabled once a week. Sharing responsibility for learning was a new experience and the smallness of the group and the dynamics of the personalities were not helpful.

The two girls were both quite assertive, took full part in the discussions and did much of the organising of the activities. Although it was they who provided the group’s momentum, they did not maintain their focus, one of them being particularly erratic in her commitment and often had to be cajoled into continuing or completing an activity. On two occasions following an altercation with a teacher she arrived at the sessions so angry she could hardly speak and made little contribution.

There were not enough pupils to enable a critical mass of active interest to form and take on the challenge of making decisions and speaking out. Taking a lead meant that someone had to go out on a limb: cynicism and non-involvement were far cooler. I never felt that they believed that someone was going to listen to what they had to say and if this was true, taking on that role would have been difficult. Only one of the pupils came near to meeting that challenge, making some worthwhile suggestions that were followed through in subsequent activities. She also showed organisational and leadership skills when making a video and supported the computer based work with her superior technical knowledge. However, while she clearly enjoyed the positive responses this attracted, engaging at this level was erratic as if she also had to maintain credibility with her peers by joining in with and occasionally providing distractions.

Prior experience might well have had an influential part in resisting taking on significant control of the project, which was what was being offered, or to get excited at the thought of having a legitimate opportunity to have a say. Anyone who did so might be considered a fool for believing that this time it could be different and as events unfolded this might be the more accurate analysis.

Discussion
The analysis appears to highlight as wanting, two areas considered in Fielding’s evaluation of conditions for student voice (Fielding 2001, p.134). 

.

· Attitudes and Dispositions

            How do those involved regard each other?

To what degree are the principle of equal value and the dispositions of care felt reciprocally and demonstrated through the reality of daily encounter?

· Organizational Culture

Do the cultural norms and values of the school proclaim the centrality of student voice within the context of education as a shared responsibility and shared achievement?

Do the practices, traditions and routine daily encounters demonstrate values supportive of student voice?

The pervasiveness of school structures that work to silent student voice seeped through into the research. Perhaps these pupils are “too strident, too offensive or too irresponsible” (Fielding 2004b) to be thought to have anything of value to say or trusted to take part in a research project with someone from outside the school, or that the pressures of performing in a competitive education system leave no space for these pupils to be catered to. The hierarchical structures and authoritative ethos, with the inherent expectations of student and adult behaviour and actions in school all contributed to a corruption of the original research design and a watering down of the opportunities to be heard that were originally intended. 

To make sense of the shortcomings of this venture as a successful participative project for change, I have drawn on Foucault’s concept of discourse to explore issues of power as well as understanding social conduct within the institutional setting of a school, which are at the heart of the difficulties that I encountered in the research.

Discourse refers not only to language, through which we explain things to others and ourselves, but also our texts and practices. It is through discourse that we distinguish the valued from the valueless and truth from falsehood and so it is through discourse that we construct meaning.(Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000)   It encompasses acceptable ways of talking, writing and acting about a topic and excludes or limits other ways of communicating, being and knowing. It governs what is meaningful talk and reasoning, influences the implementation of ideas into practice and regulates the conduct of others, (Hall 1997, p. 47).  This is what constitutes a society’s ‘regime of truth,’ 

“Its ‘general politics’ of truth; that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true, the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned…the status of those charged with saying what counts as true.” (Foucault 1980, p.131)

It is through the operation of discourse and the existence of regimes of truth that the subject is constructed and at the same time, in becoming that subject it contributes to the construction and maintenance of the discourse, the regime of truth and the power that created it. If some ways of being are outside this understanding there is no meaning to them and they do not exist. 

The Foucauldian concept of power is not one that is borne down from on high and passed through the hierarchy, but as it can be understood as “forming the subject as well as providing the very condition of its existence and the trajectory of its desire, then power is not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong sense, what we harbour and preserve in the beings that we are.” (Butler 1997, p.2). We are both the oppressors and the oppressed, with power relations rooted deep in the social network. But such a relationship of power does not lead one to act directly on another, instead it is a mode of action that, 

“acts upon their actions: an action upon an action, on possible or future or present actions…it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; it releases or contrives, makes more probable than less; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely, but it is always a way of acting upon one or more acting subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action.” (Foucault 1994, p.340-341)

So power is not held, but exercised, it is “associated with practice, techniques and procedures. It is relational, not a possession,” (Townley 1994, p.7) It is a set of forces ‘that establishes positions and ways of behaving that influence people in their everyday lives’(Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000, p.48). 

Discourses are not just multiple but are more or less influential in different specific contexts. At times they might be congruent at others not and sometimes they might encompass practices and texts in opposition to one another. That diverse discourses position teachers and students in particular ways can account for some of the difficulties encountered in this research.

Some of the dominant discourses of schooling emanate from government, the demands of which regarding examination results, test scores, national curriculum, attendance and adherence to a range of initiatives lend value to and privilege some activities over others. The influence of government monitoring of certain outcomes exerts power over the actions of those being monitored in what they do and how they do it. Not only are some outcomes valued over others, but some methods of achieving those outcomes are privileged over others and so discourses of good practice become embedded in the school. 

Other discourses present in schools emanate from conceptions of teacher professionalism. This implies a certain autonomy on the part of teachers, so to work as a teacher in a school in the current climate of external accountability and surveillance is to work within contradictory discourses.(Sandretto, Ballard et al. 2007) 

This research has been informed in part by experiencing these contradictory discourses in practice as a teacher and I was aware that difficulties might be encountered. Here though I was a researcher, not a teacher answerable to the school in a duty to uphold an ethos rooted in the neo-liberal discourses espoused by the government and I was working outside this particular remit. 

The conduct of the research was not necessarily in line with the dominant discourses of performativity and the practices it encourages. I was interested in the processes of   the research as much as material outcome and that in itself privileges different aspects of education in comparison to the dominant discourse. However, the reality was that aspects of the dominant discursive practices and texts were so powerful that they took uninvited precedence over other discursive practices that I was choosing to privilege in the research and in doing so brought aspects of the validity of the research into question. 

A hegemonic version of School Improvement and its discourses has permeated most state funded schools and those in danger of failing according to school effectiveness criteria are forced to adopt the hegemony far more closely in order to reach the required ‘standards’ and escape the public humiliation of naming and shaming that follows being put into ‘Special Measures’. The recent Ofsted inspection meant that the school had probably been more immersed in the discursive practices of School Improvement over the last few months than at any other time. Current education policy so narrowly defines educational outcomes, that the version of school improvement that has become hegemonic is also narrow in terms of curriculum, methodology, assessment and leadership style and fosters an anti-democratic culture. It does not include a vision of schooling being actively situated in the community it serves and stifles responsiveness and initiative. This conflicts with the principles and values of collaborative participative educational research that seeks to be democratic in its method and confer value on the voices of the less powerful. 

There was little discernible official support in spirit for the project in the form of any conveyance to the pupils of enthusiasm, or sense of it being worthwhile. More involvement in this way would have been useful, for example taking a positive and active interest in the pupils’ participation would have helped the project maintain momentum between sessions. The reasons that it was lacking could have been many;

· disbelief in the project or the capacity of the school to embrace it

· not wanting to interfere or influence the research

· not having the time to get involved

· viewing the project as a cheap way of keeping some difficult and disruptive children occupied

I was being allowed to carry out the research but there was no school ownership of the project. Attempting an action research project focusing on voice in such a climate is swimming against the tide and especially so with pupils who are more used to being at the bottom of the hierarchy and cynical of school’s value. It requires some tolerance as new boundaries are tested; it requires support and encouragement for pupils who rarely feel confident, valued and successful at school, and it requires belief that these pupils are able to engage in new ways of working.

Although the aim of the research was to hear these students’ voices through an action research model, it cannot be said that that is what it turned out to be. The research set out to be committed to change and to involve those affected by change to be central to its design, implementation and evaluation through a repeated process of planning, action and/or observation and reflection. Included in Carr and Kemmis’ minimal requirements for action research is that the project involves all members of the group, (1986, p.165), but however much I might have engaged in the cycle of reflection and planning, it cannot be said that all members of the group did. Action research is a group activity, but the lack of success in completing the different elements of the action research cycle as a group leads me to doubt that the process that unfolded could be considered action research.

It would be true to say that for various reasons discussed above, the pupils only dipped their toes into the action research cycle and could not or would not take on responsibilities as group members in a collaborative project. They looked to me for a leadership style at odds with a democratic process and more discipline and moment-to-moment motivation than my role as supporter and facilitator of an action research project allows. While the group did take some part in planning the action, there was failure to see through the implementation of the plans, which was haphazard and frequently half-hearted for reasons that I have discussed above. I attempted to lead the group in critical reflection of this as reflection is usually aided by group discussion. (Kemmis and McTaggart 1992, p.13) However, apart from one or two occasions, I was met with guilty mumblings and feet shuffling rather than open discussion about the difficulties of the process in order that these problems might be overcome. The responses were those of a naughty class who had not got on with their work rather than collaborators working on a shared project meeting legitimate difficulties that might be overcome through illumination gained through supported critical reflection. This shows that the discourse in which we appeared to be trapped was far from that of a democratic, participative process.

Conclusion
At different times all of the people closely involved in this project felt the discomfort of working within an alternative discourse with an ethical philosophy that was unfamiliar in the context in which the work took place. It is questionable how far this project could have succeeded in a school with no consciously consistent commitment to student voice. The dominant discourses of the school setting were no match for the small research project that frequently struggled to maintain its own discursive practices. While it might have been true on occasions, it was not necessarily a matter of people outside the project not knowing or understanding what we were doing and wielding an unhelpful influence. The power of the dominant managerial discourses that are in opposition to true collegiality, existed in all of us who were engaged with the project. It worked through our actions and had to be wilfully opposed through attention to reflection on practice. One of the failures of this project is that the widespread depth of reflection on practice that was necessary by all involved was not achieved and acted upon in a consistent way. More importantly, the necessary ‘rupture of the ordinary’ (Fielding 2004, p.296), did not happen and the voices of these pupils were still not heard.   
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