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Foreword

Dana Mitra, Penn State University

As a researcher of student voice, I define student voice as opportunities to partici-
pate in and influence the educational learning and decisions that shape students’
lives and the lives of their peers. This book extends student voice to children’s
voice by broadening the definition of learning to include out-of-school spaces.

This book engages in important bridging of inside and out of school spaces. It
expects that part of the learning process in school is to understand what inspires
and motivates young people outside of learning spaces. It speaks to the value of
child-driven learning and agency in what and how to learn.

The book demonstrates how focusing on efficacious and agentic learning can
build curiosity and confidence in young people. This definition of learning is
much broader than benchmarks and skillsets and must be measured more deeply
and authentically than is possible with standardised testing. A focus on children
as learners then shifts a classroom focus from reducing deficits to building on
strengths and assets.

Childhood, then, is not about transitioning to adulthood. Instead, it is a time
of valuing the talents and gifts of the young person in that moment — a stance
taken by the Childhood Studies movement (Hammersley, 2017). Childhood is
a time of being rather than becoming. From a stance of childhood as agentic
and empowered, schooling can be a bridge to expanding learning occurring in all
parts of life rather than solely in the building. The book speaks to the concept of
Funds of Knowledge (Gonzalez et al., 2005) as a way to describe how to broaden
the scope of what knowledge is valued in schools and communities.

This book creates an expectation that schooling and teaching should include
efforts to listen and learn from children. This perspective shifts the role of young
people in school settings. It affirms that the role of children in school and out of
school is not only one of voice and participation, as put forward in many child
rights documents. Instead, it speaks to the need for young people to influence
policies, the curriculum, the pedagogy, and the climate of schools. Lundy (2007)
describes this broadening to be about space (opportunities to consider child per-
spectives); audience (adults to listen to child perspectives); and influence (results
and consequences based on the impact of child opinions). This shift in perspec-
tive places greater onus on adults to change their relationships with young people
and for the process of children’s voices to have follow through.
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The book intentionally focuses on some of the most historically silenced
voices in New Zealand. It focuses on students in socioeconomically challenged
communities with high levels of Maori populations. Significant care was given to
partnering with Maori and Pacific researchers to understand and interpret data
and results. An ethical approach to research in this book included having students
engage as co-researchers to help make sense of and interpret data. Researchers
also only entered into spaces and places where they had an explicit invitation
from young people. They also looked at ways that adults could support and
scaffold the youth researcher experience so that the concept of research itself is
intergenerational.

Communities that have faced colonization and discrimination tend to have
great dissonance between home and school space. I find the concept of Multiple
Worlds (Phelan et al., 1998) helpful to describe this boundary crossing of experi-
ences and identities. The idea is similar to code switching — that dissonant con-
texts require the ability to switch language and identity to feel like one belongs.
The book speaks of a similar process in Chapter 8 when it cites the work of Jean
Clandinin et al. (2006). It discusses ‘ways to live by’, explaining that children tell
stories about their lives to make sense of what they are experiencing. When shift-
ing contexts no longer fit their story, they experience tension, and conflict and
must expend energy and emotion to re-envision the story to fit these new contexts.
It also suggests the responsibility of adults to notice when and how children are
rewriting their narratives and how to help scaffold these experiences.

The book builds this ‘ways to live by’ stance by using methodologies that are
child-centred and extended over three years of data collection. These methodolo-
gies included open-ended interviewing of students to understand their construc-
tion of concepts such as learning. Their processes also included student-led data
collection techniques such as collage creations, creation of interview protocols
with young people, and digital documentaries co-constructed with teachers and
students.

I expect that the greatest impact of this study will be the applications of the
CRISPA framework. We find that outcomes of student voice research for young
people include agency/becoming, belonging/relationships, and competencies/
learning how to learn (Mitra, 2004; Mitra & Serriere, 2012). The CRISPA frame-
work adds a much greater emphasis on culture and collective identity. I suspect
that this construct increases in importance the greater the dissonance between
the home and school. The CRISPA framework also places needed emphasis on
affect/emotion.

The contribution of this book is that it stretches the concept of learning and
of students to be broader and deeper. It places greater agency in the beliefs and
activities of young people. It places great expectations on practitioners and policy
makers to broaden their understandings of possibility, and with this possibil-
ity, the scope of what wellbeing, knowledge, and action can look like for young
people.
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