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Imagine the following classroom scenario and then decide what you would do:

You have been conducting a whole-class discussion for the past twenty minutes on the U.S. response to terrorism. The objective is for your civics/government students to analyze and evaluate a variety of possible courses of action through sharing, and eventually, for each student to take a supported position. The students had prepared for the discussion through reading one article you have provided that examined an array of possible courses of action and two sources they have located on the Internet, one of which presents depth on one point of view that the student may or may not agree with. You have been seated with the students in a circular arrangement of desks and been pleased with the interest displayed, and the thoughtful and supported comments presented by almost a third of the class, all volunteering students. But now you want to open up the discussion to others who have not had a chance to participate. To communicate your expectation of participation from the non-volunteers you say, "I would like to hear from some others who have not contributed to this point. Come on, who would like to offer us some information you have gathered or an idea?" Although several students who have already participated raise their hands, none of the non-volunteers raise their hands or say anything. What do you do?

What can you do? Logical possibilities include:

* Continue waiting until one of the reticent students makes a contribution.

* Provide another position on terrorism that has not been mentioned hoping to encourage a reticent student to participate.

* Call on one of the reticent students who you know has been attentive during the discussion.

* Reiterate the importance of everyone contributing to the discussion because participation and sharing are characteristics of good democratic citizenship.

* Mention that their individual discussion grades will be impacted if they do not participate.

* Request that all students write out one question they would like to have answered about the information or perspectives that have been presented so far. Then call on one of the non-volunteers.

Or, is there another approach you would use to get reticent students to participate?

If you are a particularly insightful social studies teacher, you realize your decision probably reflects your beliefs about the role and extent of student participation you expect in class. At a deeper level your decision may even represent your beliefs about the importance of preparing all students to discuss public issues as citizens. Perhaps your decision represents your beliefs about the extent to which democratic principles should be modeled, taught, and practiced in the classroom.

This article explores possible responses related to the concern many social studies teachers have: how can reticent students be encouraged to become active participants in classroom issue discussions? Several assumptions underlie this need: discussion is essential to a democracy; the citizenship purpose of social studies can be achieved, in part, through involving students in classroom discussions; students learn from the teacher and peers in discussions; and social issues are appropriate content for classroom discussions.

Let's examine two opposing ethical issues related to involving non-volunteering students to help us frame and analyze this problem situation. Both are contained in the thought-provoking title of a paper presented by Tom Kelly, a teacher educator who was intrigued by this issue: "Calling on Non-Volunteers: Democratic Imperative or Misguided Invasion?" (1) His argument was that we need to prepare students for democratic living. Within this framework, the teacher plays an important role: "calling on non-volunteers ... becomes not merely an incidental practical consideration but a profoundly philosophical one ... It can reveal not only how they see themselves in relationship to their curriculum and their students, but also how they attempt to balance the competing values central to democratic education." (2) Kelly postulated that collective responsibility for a quality learning experience was based on several principles: potentially everyone has something to contribute to a discussion; we learn from each other; and morally, people taking from a discussion should respond in kind by making a contribution. The teacher, of course, is central to encouraging students to fulfill their reciprocal duty to others.

On the other hand, requiring non-volunteers to speak may be perceived as undemocratic. After all, the First Amendment guarantees the freedom of speech with the inference being that you also have the freedom not to speak. Although choice is often regarded as another democratic characteristic, teachers do not allow students the option of not handing in homework or in-class assignments, or of not taking quizzes and tests. Participation in discussion could also be justified with this rationale. Requiring non-volunteers to participate in discussion can also be considered an invasion of privacy, especially if the issue is controversial and the non-volunteer has deeply held beliefs and values. Only a small minority of the students Kelly surveyed considered calling on non-volunteers wrong. The students who were in the minority saw the practice as an "insensitive, inefficient, intrusive strategy, chilling and counterproductive in its psychological and educational effects. (3)

The literature supports involving reticent students in classroom discussions of public issues. (4) Social studies teachers have an obligation to fully prepare students for their responsibilities as citizens in a democracy. Democracy depends on informed, reasoned, humane, and active citizens. While non-volunteering students may be knowledgeable, thoughtful, and humane as they remain silent during discussions, they are not actively participating. Not only are they depriving themselves of the opportunity to test their ideas in a public forum, they are depriving others in class of their knowledge, ideas, and perspectives. The deliberation of public issues through reflective discussion may be one of the best ways to accomplish the goal of actively involving all students in the democratic process.

The reciprocal obligation of citizens was an expectation in ancient Greece as much as it is an expectation in the modern day social studies classroom. During the Age of Pericles when Athenian democracy attained its height, all freemen became citizens with full rights. Although citizens were a minority during this period, magistrates were selected by lottery. Magistrates ran the important day-to-day business of Athens. No elections were necessary because the belief was that all citizens could and should serve. In today's social studies classroom, students in cooperative learning groups, for example, are encouraged to be interdependent and accountable, with everyone expected to contribute to the group effort. This is especially the case if everyone in the group is receiving the same grade for the product. Although some students get away with shirking responsibility, there's little tolerance for the slacker by the students or the teacher.

Further support for involving all students in discussion lies in the purpose and elements of constructivism and best practices. Social constructivists believe that students develop meaning as they become involved in social settings in which two or more students engage in sustained discourse about issues and problems. The emphasis is on the teacher and students asking divergent questions to encourage higher-order thinking, relating new knowledge to existing frameworks, and applying learnings in authentic situations. The teacher and students create a learning community as they collaborate to co-construct understandings through sustained dialogue. The expectation is that all are to contribute and all will benefit. (5) The principles of powerful teaching and learning in social studies embody the ideals of constructivism and best practices. (6)

Why Don't Reticent Students Participate?

In his examination of the ethics of student classroom silence, Petress offered reasons why students are reticent to participate: (7)

1. Low self esteem, which produces feelings of unworthiness or inability.

2. Fear of being ridiculed, which results in inappropriate responses or inaccurate answers.

3. Fear that successful responses are unlikely because the student attributes success to luck or accident.

4. Cultural differences, which can arise because some cultures forbid or strongly discourage students from speaking out in classroom settings (for reasons of deference to teacher's opinions, elder students, higher status students, or because of factors related to gender, race, or ethnicity).

5. Avoidance of conflict, arising because "inexperienced, shy or less competent communicators rely on silence" to avoid conflict. (8)

6. Communication apprehension, which can reflect "a clinical fear of communicating with or in the presence of others." (9)

His position is that "dialog exists when all communicative participants are allowed to, are encouraged to, and actually actively participate-by speaking and listening to others."(10) It is ethical for the teacher to make sure that everyone knows this and unethical to deny anyone the opportunity to participate.

Hess and Posselt in their study of how high school social studies students experience and learn from public issues discussions, found that although the vast majority of students generally held positive views about the importance of classroom discussion, and realized the need to learn how to participate, the impact of peer culture on their decision to participate was very influential. (11) In fact, the power of peers was greater than that of the teacher. "This finding is troubling, in part because of the need to teach adolescents how to engage in discussions with people they do not know or even like. This finding is also troubling because it illustrates how the teachers' goals of achieving some higher level of equality in classroom discussion were undercut by differences over which they may have had little control." (12)

Dossin queried her teacher education students to describe classrooms in which they have felt silenced or those in which they felt freely to speak. (13) The positive characteristics they identified were teachers who listened to their students, shared their own experiences with students, treated students as friends, and freely admitted faults and mistakes. Teacher qualities that students indicated got them interacting were "enthusiasm, passion, humor, fairness, open-mindedness, and a positive attitude." (14) She concluded that" ... none of us knows what intellectual and emotional baggage our students might be carrying as a result of past experiences in the classroom. It behooves us, then, to speak softly, tread gently, and be kind, hoping that with respectful treatment students will eventually find their voices in our classrooms." (15)

Wade found that the major reason the teacher education students in her study expressed for not participating in a discussion was the fear that their ideas would be seen as unworthy by other students and the instructor.16 Lack of confidence in the worth of one's ideas and the associated problem of expressing ideas were also major concerns. Wade found that several major factors influenced students' participation: choosing a suitable discussion topic (one that they are either interested in or knowledgeable about), creating an ethic of caring in the classroom (a climate of respect through a demonstration of caring, and support through recognition), and giving students an opportunity to prepare in advance (having time to think before speaking, writing down questions and sharing them with a partner).

How Can Teachers Get Reticent Students Involved?

In her search for an exemplary classroom where true discussion was richly demonstrated, Townsend found that teachers naturally focus on the more talkative students, those who readily raise their hands to answer or ask questions.17 "Unless purposeful measures are taken to solicit and help develop everyone's view ... teachers often don't hear much from the quiet student in their classrooms." (18) The teacher may assume that those who are not participating are either not prepared, not interested, or consider themselves less capable in responding to a question. Townsend recommended methods teachers can use to help students speak out. Teachers can:

1. Encourage students to think about and write out questions they have.

2. Have students write down topics and issues they would like discussed in class.

3. Allow students 5-10 minutes to review their notes and gather their thoughts before starting a discussion.

4. Before discussion, have students write out their reactions to their readings and then compare their reactions to the readings before discussions.

5. Organize pairs of students to devise discussion (open-ended) questions.

6. Encourage students to explain their responses to questions with reference to the text.

7. Encourage students to share their questions with a congenial partner and "rehearse their thinking"

Based on his survey of teacher education students' views, Kelly devised strategies to increase the probability that non-volunteers will participate in discussions. (19)

1. Solicit responses from reluctant non-volunteers who are likely to contribute (ask for agreement or disagreement with prior comments, paraphrase the previous comments, share a reaction to the topic-these need to be genuine requests for information that will help the discussion move forward).

2. Provide advanced notice and/or preparation time to help reluctant students to get ready for participatory roles.

3. Write out responses in the form of homework assignments or in-class pre-writing activities to help prepare reluctant students for a more active role.

4. Create minimally intimidating contexts for students to share ideas such as working in pairs or small groups as ends in themselves or to "rehearse" for reporting to the larger group.

5. Establish student discussion leaders with the expectation that they are to call on non-volunteers. Student leaders who generally are non-volunteers would be calling on other non-volunteers.

Wade examined how the initiative of suburban fourth graders might be increased and found that the teacher is essential to fostering student empowerment. (20) A major strategy is to connect students' values and interests to the learning activities. "When students are interested and invested in projects, they tended to initiate more of their own learning." (21) In terms of discussion, it seems essential that students need to be very interested in the discussion issue or topic, even proposing or selecting the topic/issue. This seems to be a precondition to empowerment.
The findings from another study conducted with elementary teachers and students suggest other techniques to deal with unresponsive discussion participants. Brophy and McCaslin reported findings from their Classroom Strategy Study in which highly rated elementary teachers reported how they dealt with problem students, including those who were shy and withdrawn. (22) These were students who "avoid personal interaction, are quiet and unobtrusive, and do not respond well to others ... are quiet and sober, do not initiate or volunteer, and do not call attention to themselves." (23) The most effective teachers dealt with the problems personally and emphasized long-term solution-oriented approaches that might be generally characterized as indirect, persistent, and supportive socialization. In terms of what might be done with these students in large and small group discussion situations, the teacher can:

1. Stress what students should be doing rather than what they should not be doing.

2. Communicate through verbal and nonverbal behaviors that he or she expects a response. "I don't know" can be perceived as an acceptable response (rather than remaining silent).

3. Extend interactions with reticent students by using wait time and probing short responses to extend them during discussions.

4. Work with inhibited students by encouraging a response; do not call on another student.

5. Attempt to get some kind of a response from inhibited students, especially if they appear to be trying to answer.

6. Encourage reticent students to work within individual and small group situations first. (24)

Using Small Groups to Actively Involve Reticent Students

One finding by Connolly and Smith was that students feared being ridiculed by their peers in large-group discussions through exposure "to the special brand of teenage cruelty." (25) In this case the authors worked with 9th graders and found that the same contemporary poetry unit objectives they had in mind for their large discussion group could be just as effectively achieved in the small group discussion forum. Working in small groups may present a different problem, though. The authors found that there may be a "special intimacy" at work in small groups because many of the groups seemed reluctant to express what they had talked about even though it was obvious to the teacher that the group had a full and lively discussion. They concluded "social affiliations developed in small groups often seemed to interfere with rather than support large-group discussion." (26)

Working with 11th and 12th graders involved in a special global studies course designed to prepare students to participate in small group discussions of public issues, Brice also found that students engaged in a variety of behaviors that were characteristic of a deliberative discussion. (27) A key characteristic was exploratory talk "full of hesitations, overlapping talk and repetition" as students questioned ideas. Similar to the finding by Connolly and Smith, a strong sense of group cohesiveness developed as feelings of trust, respect and appreciation were evident. (28) Because social relations are an important part of the negotiation phase of group discussions, Brice advises that teachers should not impose roles, including appointing a leader, so as not to squelch the necessary emergence of group norms. Because small group discussions are complex and sophisticated, teachers will need to be particularly cautious about structuring and facilitating small group discussion so as not to impede the deliberative nature of the students' work.

In their study, Hess and Posselt worked with high school social studies students whose teachers used scored (graded) discussions as the framework to involve them in discussions of public issues, (29) The authors found that in-class group practices that informally "tracked" students based on verbal ability and/or confidence in discussion may have been helpful for verbally reticent students. Quiet students were placed in a small group of typically eight to ten students and since they were similar in verbal loquacity, they did not have to compete with more vocal students. As a result, discussions became less intimidating for these students. Although placing similar students in groups helped eliminate some of the peer culture influence, it was still very evident. The study also concluded that the group of more reticent students was deprived of the opportunity to observe and be involved with students who were more confident, loquacious, and stronger in communication skills.

How Might Teachers be Inhibiting Students from Participating in Discussions?

Dillon's finding that teachers' high frequency of questions can inhibit students from participating in discussions (30) was supported in Townsend's study. (31) In her interviews, 11th graders reported that their desire to express ideas they were in the process of formulating was reduced by teachers who overly directed and sustained discussion through a long series of questions. In an earlier study, Klinzing and Klinzing-Eurich also found that teachers excessively controlled discussions by tending to move discussions back to themselves. (32) They inadvertently did this by reacting to almost every student response, question, or comment in one way or another. Instead, they recommended teachers should only intervene with a comment or question at key points during the discussion and should encourage students to listen to one another, and ask questions and make comments. Encouraging more student-to-student interaction would also give students more freedom to converse.

Summary and Implications

Calling on non-volunteers is considered more of a democratic imperative than a misguided invasion of privacy. Democracy, though, is probably not on the minds of anxious students who are overly stressed by what their peers think. The primary reason students do not participate is because of the fear that their responses may be considered unworthy, disapproved, or even ridiculed by their peers, or even by their teacher.

What can a teacher do to encourage reticent students to participate in class discussion? Information drawn from studies involving elementary, high school and teacher education students suggests several general guidelines that increase the probability reticent students will participate:

1. Create a positive social emotional classroom climate in which the teacher overtly demonstrates caring for students as people and respect for their ideas during issue-based discussions. Students of different cultures that do not emphasize active participation in classroom discussion need individual and, perhaps, long term encouragement to assume a more active role. The idea is for you to promote students' collective feeling of worthiness within a learning community.

2. Design, practice and model essential rules for democratic classroom discussion. Involving students in the formation of your classroom's rules is very appropriate. Kelly devised rules that set "nurturant norms" for discussion with the understanding they can be easily adapted to classrooms at different educational levels:

* You have permission to be uncomfortable.

* Please leave all putdowns outside the door.

* If you're not confused, you're not trying hard enough.

* Everyone, without exception, has something valuable to contribute, including genuine questions and half-baked thoughts.

* Please expect to share your contributions, and, if needed, to be called upon to do so.

* To broaden participation and perhaps new perspectives, new participants to the discussion, as a general rule, have priority over previous contributors

* Look for the good and the reasonable in others' comments.

* Seek to understand before you critique.

* It's okay, indeed expected, that you will disagree at times. It's NOT okay to attack or blame because doing so polarizes and shuts down caring communication.

* Try to be specific rather than global about agreements and disagreements. Specificity sustains engagement.

* Each person is responsible for her/his own learning, though every other person can contribute to it.

* Learning and discussions are processes. Be open to each. (33)

3. Prepare students for the discussion. While students obviously need to be fully prepared for an issue-based discussion they also need to have the opportunity to review their notes immediately before the discussion begins. You might form pairs of students to create open-ended discussion questions they would like to have answered during the discussion. Students could be encouraged to "rehearse" their thinking and questions with their partner prior to the discussion. Preparation builds confidence to participate.

4. Select issues with students' interests and experiences in mind. Perhaps have students do research to select an issue. Work very hard during the discussion to make connections between the issue and students' lives through your questions and comments.

5. Balance large group discussion with small group discussions. Use small groups to achieve large group discussion goals. Group students by discussion verbal ability or confidence level so that small groups made up of students who are shy and reticent will have the opportunity to develop and practice communication skills. Other times, try heterogeneous small groups made up of reticent/shy and more confident/vocal students. Rather than assigning roles (leader, recorder, reporter, etc.), allow the norms for group work to develop within each group. You could also try appointing roles to encourage reticent students to assume discussion leadership responsibility.

6. Apply sound issue discussion practices. While encouraging all to participate, demonstrate equal opportunity in selecting discussants. Call on non-volunteers who have been particularly attentive before calling on those who appear to have been less focused. Use 3-5 seconds of wait time after asking a question or making a statement before calling on a volunteering or non-volunteering student. Follow up with more wait time after a student's response to encourage further thought and an extended response. Do not ask a high frequency of questions and statements so as to keep the focus on the students and not on you. Try to keep the discussion from coming back to you by not acknowledging or rewarding every student response.

So, what should the civics/government teacher have done in the introductory scenario? Realistically he or she should have waited several seconds and then called on a non-volunteer who seemed to have been paying attention. After a response, the teacher might have then called on several other non-volunteers to communicate the expectation that participation by all in discussions of issues is essential if democratic principles are to be valued and practiced in the classroom. Even if reticent students are called on but do not have a response ("I don't know," "I don't have anything to say," etc.), don't give up. Have all the students take a moment to write out one question they would like to have answered as a result of the discussion so far. Circulate and make sure everyone has a question. Then call on the first reticent student who originally said "I don't know." You can continue the discussion based on the questions students have.

More importantly, though, it is within the power of the teacher to create a caring and respectful classroom climate, prepare students for issue-based discussions, practice appropriate questioning techniques and discussion strategies, and use small groups to increase the probability reticent students will begin to actively participate.

