
Breaking the Silence – How Speaking Truth to 

Power can Change Teaching and Learning  

Implications 

Abstract 

This research examines the phenomenon of a “culture of silence” in a large 

urban school board in Ontario as experienced by teachers, former 

administrators and students.  The concept of a “culture of silence” is introduced 

through a report presented to the school board by an expert panel examining 

issues of school safety after the fatal shooting of a young high school student in 

the hallway of his secondary school in 2007.  Each research participant brings a 

unique perspective and understanding of this culture to the table, but all agree 

that the culture does exist, particularly at the senior levels of the school board 

and  board administration.  The study looks at the definition of a “culture of 

silence” within the context of this board, and its impact on, and implications for, 

teaching and learning and, therefore, for students and educators throughout the 

system. Finally, the paper reviews the potential for board administrators, 

principals and teachers to acknowledge, disrupt and, potentially eliminate this 

oppressive ethos through a complex synthesis of critical and culturally relevant 

pedagogy, self-reflective and emotionally intelligent leadership practices within 

an equitable outcomes framework and a smaller, more cohesive board 

structure.  
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Methodology 

 

 

Research Rationale and Design 

The purpose of this research is to examine how a “culture of silence” is experienced 

in a large urban school board through a qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological 

study. This type of phenomenology is described as “oriented to lived experience and 

as interpreting the ‘texts’ of life…it is not only a description but also an interpretative 

process in which the researcher makes an interpretation of the meaning of the lived 

experiences” (Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark & Morales, 2007, p.253). Thus, having 

worked for this board for the past seven years and having personally witnessed and 

experienced a “culture of silence” operating at different levels of the organization I 

was motivated to investigate this phenomenon from the perspective of 

administrators, educators and students within the system, their experience of it, and 

their understanding of its implications for teaching and learning.  

The research consisted of a series of semi-structured interviews over a period of four 

months, including one small focus group. Interviewees included two former school 

principals who no longer work for this particular board, one current board employee 

and four former students who have all now graduated. Pseudonyms were used to 

protect identities. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and systematically coded in 

order to detect common themes and concepts for analysis. 

 A concurrent literature search led to topics such as critical pedagogy and anti-

oppressive education, teaching and leading for social justice, activist teaching, 

teacher identity and agency, relational power dynamics, and emotional and social 

intelligence skills.  
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“We should not be scared with being confrontational, of facing people with the wrong that 

they have done.  Forgiving doesn’t mean turning yourself into a doormat for people to wipe 

their boots on… Forgiveness doesn’t mean pretending things aren’t as they really are. 

Forgiveness is the recognition that a ghastliness has happened.” (Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 

2000) 

   Findings and Implications 

It became clear early on in the research that those who had experienced or witnessed silencing within their 

classroom, school or at the central administrative level, felt strongly that such a culture must change if meaningful 

and transformative teaching and learning are to succeed and students to flourish, for no one can learn, nor teach, 

nor lead for that matter, if their environment is not safe, inclusive and respectful.  Not surprisingly, the culture of 

silence also manifested itself where issues of race, gender, class, sexual orientation etc. intersect. All 

interviewees highlighted how the issue of race had been silenced, implicitly and explicitly, and how relational 

power dynamics played a key part in day-to-day interactions. The hierarchical, compliance-based nature of the 

board made people hesitant to speak up out of fear of reprisal, even if they felt decisions being made by those in 

power were unwise or unjust. The resulting oppressive ethos led one former administrator to say: “So…people 

were afraid to speak out even though they agreed, that the way they were treated by this person in a leadership 

role was not acceptable. It was certainly never the kind of way we would treat children in a classroom…” 

(Margaret, 222-230).  Finally, the research fell under six key themes which often overlapped and all of which 

would need to be addressed to begin to eliminate the board’s “culture of silence”: (i) relational power dynamics (ii) 

leadership (iii)systemic inequities (iv) neoliberal policies (v) size of the board (vi) relationships.                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

Research Questions 

Q: How do educators who have 

worked in this school board and 

students who have studied within it 

define and experience a “culture of 

silence”? 

Q: Is the existence and 

perpetuation of such a culture 

inhibiting meaningful change in 

schools?  

Q: Does research and/or 

qualitative data reveal whether the 

potential exists to disrupt, mitigate 

or even eliminate such a negative 

and self/organizational culture?  

   


