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Abstract: Voice can be conceived of as a project developing across time and situation as 

teachers and students co-construct how voice is locally defined through the social organization 

of classroom interactions. Using sociocultural theory as a grounding framework, this study 

illustrates how sixth grade students “had a voice” in whole class conversations and discusses 

implications for supporting collaborative, democratic, and heterogenous discussion spaces.  

Introduction 
Voice has been conceived of as a project developing across time and situation that can be supported in schools 

and classrooms (Lensmire, 1998). Here I build from Lensmire’s conception of voice as a project to frame voice 

as an interactional accomplishment related to how sixth grade students and a teacher (myself) participated in 

whole class discussions as part of a visual arts unit focused on making art about student-defined social issues (e.g., 

immigration, racism). Within the social organization of the visual arts classroom, I am interested in how students 

“had a voice” in whole class conversations. This poster focuses on how voice developed on the interpersonal plane 

(Rogoff, 1995) with consideration of the research question: How did the teacher and students co-construct voice 

in the local classroom context during whole class discussions about social issues and art making? 

Voice as an interactional accomplishment in a whole class participation frame 
In classrooms, students orient toward one another within different participation frameworks (e.g., Goodwin, 2007) 

that influence what they notice and attend to. Classrooms also operate within historical and cultural frames that 

carry traditional norms of participation (i.e., teachers stand at the front of the class and teach, students sit, listen, 

and learn), yet participant roles and norms are in constant negotiation as students and teachers align with, resist, 

and disrupt these traditional norms in sociocultural interactions. Rogoff (1995) argues that sociocultural 

development operates on “three planes”: the community/institutional, the interpersonal, and the personal. This 

study focuses on the interpersonal plane constituted by social interactions in whole class discussions.  

Methods 
The study site was a sixth grade visual arts class (n=32) at a public charter middle school named Esperanza Prep, 

situated in a working class Latinx community in Los Angeles County. 97% of students identified as Latinx, and 

92% qualified for free or reduced-price lunch. I was previously the kindergarten through third grade visual arts 

teacher at the school and so many participants were my former students. Sociocultural theories of learning 

informed my approach to teaching and instructional design of a 20-lesson visual arts unit in which students made 

art about self-defined social issues. Relevant data sources included lesson activity logs, video transcripts, and field 

notes. For this study, in analysis of activity logs of all whole class discussions, I used an iterative, open coding 

process to find common patterns of interaction that were consequential for how participants “had a voice.”  

Findings 
Table 1: Patterns of interaction consequential for co-construction of student voice in whole class discussions 

Pattern of voice  What did the pattern do for students? What did the pattern mean for voice? 

(1) Bursts of prompted and 

unprompted conversation  

Students could test, elaborate, and refine ideas in a 

smaller group before sharing more publicly  

Voice is collaborative and builds from multiple 

contributions before being public  

(2) Taking up of on-topic callouts  

Students had agency to participate in ways that 

made sense to them and construct new norms 

Voice is democratic; voice is co-constructed on 

the public floor 

(3) Encouraging extension of ideas 
and offering different interpretations 

Students elaborated on existing ideas and offered 
different perspectives based on prior experiences 

Voice is heterogeneous; voice is a collection of 
diverse ideas shared in the public space 

 

Table 1 shows the three salient patterns of interaction, including what they did for students and defining voice. 

Below, I illustrate the second pattern through an example from the third lesson during which students talked about 

social issues to motivate their art making. After sharing with partners, I asked students to make a class list of 

social issues. During this whole class conversation I began by calling on students in a traditional classroom turn-

taking structure. Student contributions included “cyberbullying,” “DACA,” “deporting/la migra,” and “police.” 
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 Students jumped in to add ideas, resulting in a repeated pattern of several students calling out at once. One student, 

Ariel, then offered the example of “Donald Trump” as a social issue, explaining: 
 

The NFL took the knee, they were doing the flag something and what’s going on with Mexico, 

and they had an invitation to the White House, but Donald Trump doesn't want them to go to 

the White House, and now he gave the invitation to some sport that only white people do. 
 

Many students then started talking at once. In moments like these when the class took over, I noticed that students 

were participating in ways that made sense to them; their engagement was evident as some were physically getting 

out of their seats to contribute. In this case, I was aware of students’ desire to be heard as well as my positionality 

as a white woman within Ariel’s comment. Rather than elaborating on Ariel’s contribution, my intentional move 

of stepping back to listen left space for other students to speak. Once the conversation quieted, I offered the floor 

back to Ariel. She elaborated and others continued to make on-topic callouts, including Ken’s declaration that 

Trump is just “a person with a big lengua” in Excerpt 01, turn 02. The continued exchange reified on-topic call 

outs as a legitimate form of participation, strengthening its position as a new class discussion norm. 
 

Excerpt 1. 

Turn Speaker Talk and Action  

01 Ariel It's kind of like that, but like when he speaks, he doesn't know how to stop his tongue 'cause he 

just doesn't think about it. Teacher nods and says okay; many students nod or utter agreement 

 

02 Ken He's a person with a big lengua Ken calls out; many students laugh  

03 Mrs. Dahn I'm gonna put in like a question mark, Donald Trump, to think about-   

04 Benjamin Benjamin calls out -racism   

05 Oscar Oscar calls out He doesn't want Curry to go to the White House   

06 Mrs. Dahn He, he makes us think about a lot- Some students continue talking about the topic  

07 Ariel Ariel calls out -and he wants to create America better again. How is that happening? Many 

students talk at once 

 

Because the topics discussed were meaningful and emotional for students, they felt comfortable calling out, adding 

on, and supporting one another’s contributions in the whole class discussion space. Their overlapping talk and 

collective storytelling became a co-constructed part of the classroom culture and defining voice. By stepping back 

and allowing students to take over conversations, as the teacher, I offered students opportunities to take up space. 

This pattern of interaction allowed for public testing of private ideas. Voice was therefore democratic and about 

bringing individual and privately constructed ideas to the public floor to be further developed. 

Discussion  
The three patterns––bursts of partner talk, taking up of productive, on-topic callouts, and extending ideas about 

art and offering conflicting interpretations–––illustrate broadly how students and I co-constructed voice in whole 

class discussions. The second pattern illustrated here supported the co-construction of having a voice as something 

that was democratic and vetted on the interpersonal plane (Rogoff, 1995). This study has implications for how 

researchers conceive of student voice in classrooms as it takes students’ and teachers’ interactions and norm 

disruptions as part of a process (and project) of co-constructing voice. Additionally, this study has implications 

for design of collaborative, democratic, and heterogenous classroom discussion spaces.  
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