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This book is dedicated to two once-silent children who were willing to tell me their stories.

 

 

 

 

In this book I use the pronouns they/them to refer to children in general, and the pronouns she/her and he/him to refer to two specific children who participated in the research programme.
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INTRODUCTION

A brief history of the StoryFrames programme

The StoryFrames programme was originally developed as part of the requirements for a Master’s degree at the University of London (Teaching English as a Second Language) in 2009 in England. 

The research for the programme was carried out in a kindergarten with two children, one (Child A) aged 4 years 6 months and the other (Child B) aged 3 years and 8 months. These two children had not spoken at all at school since arriving in the class, even though they were able to talk at home, in their home language. 

The children both spoke a language other than English in their homes: Child A spoke German and Child B spoke French. Their families had recently relocated to the United Kingdom. Their parents reported that at home they were verbal and sociable, and played with other children who spoke the same language. If they went out shopping or to a playground with their parents they would speak freely to the family. At school, however, these two children were completely silent. 

They did not greet anyone on arriving and did not reply when a teacher spoke to them. They were usually seen standing on the sidelines, watching the other children but not interacting with them, and would play alone when the other children were playing together.

Colette Granger (2004) provides the background to our attempt to understand these children and their silence. She suggests that it is not so much the difficulties involved in the acquisition of the new language, but rather the losses which the child experiences in the move to a new country, which seem to lead to this kind of silence. Not only is their own language not spoken or understood, but the very way in which they have always interacted with other people is no longer the norm. The familiar places and faces are no longer present.

Granger suggests that for these children, “... the traumatic event ... is the loss of the self that dwelled in the first language.” Another researcher in this field talks of the loss of “a feeling of belonging and of participation in the community” (Toohey and Norton 2001).

This book attempts to describe and to understand what it might feel like to be one of these silent children, and how we might be able to support them at school.

A story about how this experience might feel was related to me recently (personal communication) by someone, now an adult, who was ten years old when they arrived in the United Kingdom. This child knew no English, but knew it would be necessary to learn this new language and was happy to do so. The child had however no idea that the English alphabet might be different from the alphabet of their home language. 

When the child first saw the English script being written on the blackboard, they were amazed, and presumed that the teacher had developed some kind of impressive hieroglyphics for the lesson. The child looked around at the class to see the faces of the other students, wondering why they too were not looking amused, or amazed.

We see from this example how even one’s most basic assumptions, as to what is strange or funny or unusual, might not fit in with the culture in which one finds oneself. This child suddenly understood that even one’s sense of humour needs to be adjusted, or re-created. 

This same child was not able to talk to or understand anyone in the school, and therefore memorised a short sentence: “My name is....” and simply produced this sentence every time anyone spoke to them. This then became cause for amusement on the part of the other children in the class, and the new child could not grasp why that would be funny, thinking that being able to say one’s name in a new language must surely be an accomplishment.

The effect of this kind of experience on a child, both cognitively and emotionally, is not to be underestimated.

The research programme which led to the StoryFrames Programme

The two children who took part in the research programme on which StoryFrames is based were at a kindergarten I was visiting regularly in my role as speech and language therapist, in order to provide teacher training related to the needs of children with speech or language difficulties. The teachers asked me to see these two children, about whom they were very concerned. Child A had been attending the kindergarten for 18 months, for two days each week. Child B had been attending for 8 months, every day. 

The children were offered two half-hour sessions of therapy per week, spread over the duration of one school term (six weeks). Due to timetabling issues and public holidays, Child A participated in a total of eight sessions, and Child B had ten sessions. 

In this short time both children made significant gains in three important areas: they become more socially interactive with their peers; they became more confident in their ability to speak to their teachers, and their level of English, as measured for both vocabulary and grammar, developed by an average equivalent of six months in only six weeks.

I witnessed Child B, after the programme had ended, using language assertively in role-play in the classroom: he was playing the role of a teacher, using a confident and fluent voice, telling other children, who were playing the role of students, what they should be doing. This was a very different child from the one observed a few weeks previously, sitting very still and not responding when the teacher called his name for the register.

Child A was, by the end of the programme, talking to other children, joining in their games, and using a wide range of social language functions in talking to her teachers: making requests, answering questions, saying hello and goodbye. Her teacher told me that before the programme nobody in the school had ever heard her voice, and now “I hear her voice everywhere!”

The StoryFrames programme was thus found to be a brief, effective and low-cost way of promoting communication skills in these children who were new to the country, new to the language being spoken in their school, and who were totally silent at school, all day and every day, for several months. 

***

In introducing the programme, it is also important to say what this programme is not. It is not a programme to teach English as a second language. Rather, it is a programme to support the child who, for any of a multitude of possible reasons, has become silent and socially isolated when at school, while remaining fully verbal and communicative in their home, in their home language, and with people familiar to them.

The StoryFrames programme does not need to be carried out by a speech and language therapist. Using this manual, a teacher, teaching assistant or social worker can easily learn to use this programme. In this book I will be referring regularly to “the teacher” but this could equally be anyone who is concerned and involved, and who has some background in working with young children.

The theory behind the programme is presented in depth, and there are clear instructions as to how to carry out the different steps of the programme. The equipment consists only of low-cost and easily available toys and books. 

As a programme which aims to support the silent child to move towards social interaction, it is the quality of the interaction between the teacher running the programme and the silent child which is at the core of the work, and which is the main factor in the success of the programme. Of course, social interaction is largely carried out through the use of language, and during this programme we not only use language, but also support the child in the development of their use of language, but this is not the primary focus.

Since this original research project with children in the Silent Period, I have used the method with many children in my general speech and language therapy practice. These are children with a wide range of communication difficulties: developmental language delay or disability, children who stutter, shy and retiring children, and children on the autistic spectrum. 

I have found the programme to be very helpful with these children, who have difficulty expressing their ideas, wishes and concerns. They may then tend to fall silent because they lack the confidence to speak, knowing they might be misunderstood. Sometimes listeners do not have the time or patience to wait while the child struggles to produce words and sentences. The StoryFrames method has been helpful in giving these children positive experiences in using the language they have, however halting, to express themselves. The step-by-step and stress-free nature of the programme allows the children to experiment with talking, in a safe space, and to gradually build up their confidence. This programme can therefore be a useful adjunct to other teaching or language therapy programmes for children with speech or language difficulties, although this was not the initial purpose of the programme.

The programme as described in its entirety below is tailored specifically for the child at pre-school or kindergarten, or in the early years of education, who is new to the country, new to the culture and the language of the country, and who is going through the ‘Silent Period’ at school. 

The programme can be presented in any language. It is the way the teacher interacts with the child, and not the language which is being spoken wherever these children may find themselves, which is the core of the programme, and which makes the StoryFrames programme so effective.

***


	

CHAPTER 1

The ‘Silent Period’

The StoryFrames programme is designed to support children who are struggling with two simultaneous challenges. 

The first challenge is for those children who do not know the language being spoken at their school. These children would be likely to experience significant difficulty in socialising with other children, as well as difficulty in participating in classroom learning activities. This group might include refugees, children from migrant families, or children in families that have simply relocated from a different country. 

The second challenge is that some children, new to a school, do not speak at all, and they may remain completely silent at school even after having been exposed to the new language for a long period of time. These may be children who are, by temperament, unusually shy or reticent. They can sometimes be described as Highly Sensitive Children (Aron 2002). They may have undergone traumatic experiences during their re-location from their home country. They may simply be overwhelmed by the number of recent changes in their lives: losing their previous homes, and the people they once knew, and coming to a new place with a different climate, a different way of life and a different language.

The StoryFrames programme was tailored for children who fall into both of the above groups simultaneously. Moving away from their home country and familiar environment can result in their feeling shy, confused, and unsure of the social norms in the new place. Add to this the trauma of re-location, the emotional hurdle of not knowing the language being spoken around them, not understanding instructions, and not being able to ask for anything they need, and it is easy to surmise why such a child might remain silent.

This silence, which can last for many months, is referred to in linguistic and educational research as the ‘Silent Period’.

***

Does the Silent Period really exist?

The Silent Period is a phenomenon which is sometimes encountered when children attend a school where the language of instruction and of social interaction is different from their home language. Krashen (1981) describes this as a characteristic and even necessary part of the process of second language learning in children: the silence is part of the process of learning the new language, and does not mean that the child is not listening. During the Silent Period, according to Krashen, the child is absorbing the new language and achieving a level of understanding of this language, after which the child will be ready to begin speaking. 

The Silent Period is so variable in degree and duration that it is difficult to come to any general conclusions. Some children learning a second language hardly undergo a silent period at all; they use non-verbal communication to socialise with other children, and very quickly begin to pick up the new language. Others are silent in some circumstances and not in others; they may talk to one specific child, or may respond if a teacher asks them a question, even if they may not yet initiate conversation. Some overcome the Silent Period in a few weeks or months, and others do not. Most researchers agree that it is not possible to set an average duration for this Silent Period, as the variability is so large, with many other factors coming into play as possible causal factors, and possible maintaining factors.

There is indeed some debate as to whether there is any validity at all in the concept of the Silent Period. For example, Roberts (2014) suggests that there is limited evidence of such a period occurring, and that some of the research studies have used inconsistent criteria. Different studies define the Silent Period in different ways. In addition, there are various types of simple classroom support techniques which have been found to be effective in helping these children to overcome their initial difficulties in a short time.

Saville-Troike (1998) presents evidence that the Silent Period is actually never completely silent, and that many of these children do sometimes engage in “private speech”; they may start to use the new language but in a non-communicative way, for example, repeating a phrase or word that someone else has said, or privately rehearsing something that they might wish to say.

It may be helpful to view the silence of these children as being positioned on a spectrum of silence. Some do indeed begin speaking and interacting with teachers and children at school in a very short time. Some, who fall in the middle of the spectrum of silence, may be silent most of the time, for a few months, but if spoken to gently, by a sympathetic teacher or child, they may reply using short sentences or one-word answers. Other children, at the other extreme edge of the spectrum of silence, remain completely silent for many months, and do not interact with or play with other children at all.

The research dealing with the Silent Period appears to fall into different groups, according to the academic discipline of the researchers: linguistic, socio-cultural and psychological.

The linguistic view

In the ‘linguistic’ explanations, the reasons for the child’s silence are considered to be basic to the process of learning the new language (Krashen 1981). In these theories, it is suggested that the child is actively processing the second language as ‘input’ and that silence is a necessary and normal stage before the child can begin to speak the language. In such theories, the silent period is sometimes called the ‘pre-production’ period, on the assumption that it is a normal, necessary and time-limited stage towards learning a second language.

The theory proposes that learners of any language (whether learning their home language or learning a second language, and whether they are children or adults) need first to focus on extensive listening and comprehension (i.e. input) before they can produce output (spoken language). According to this explanation, the child will, in time, pick up enough language simply through being exposed to the language, and will start to communicate. It is, after all, well-known that young children can learn two, three or even four languages, simply through adequate exposure, something which adults find much more difficult (Byers-Heinlein and Lew-Williams 2013). There has been much discussion in the research about the “critical period” for language learning; generally there is consensus that the younger the child begins exposure to the new language, the better (Byers-Heinlein and Lew-Williams 2013). There seems to be general agreement that a child of preschool or early school age is usually able to learn a second or even a third language using the same emotional and cognitive mechanisms involved in learning a first language. 

Taking the purely linguistic input position (that all the child needs is sufficient exposure to and interaction in the new language) has led some researchers (for example, Clarke 1997) to the conclusion that the Silent Period is a normal and temporary process which the child should overcome in time without any additional support. This kind of theory is often referred to as a ‘wait and see’ theory. If after some time the Silent Period does not end, then it can be dealt with later.

This position has been confirmed to a significant extent by recent research about “language usage” (Tomasello 2003, 2019). What Tomasello adds to the discussion, however, is the idea that it is not just the exposure to language which matters, but the fact that the exposure occurs in a very specific kind of context - a context of meaningful and interactive communication, in which the adult speaker holds a conscious intention to make the language comprehensible to the child. It is this which is the essential precursor to language learning, whether the child is acquiring their first language, or learning a second language. 

A slightly different explanation for the silence of the child learning a second language is that of Parke and Drury (2001) who postulate that the exposure to a language different from the home language causes “an interruption in the process of normal development of language” in the young child; such an interruption could be the result of replacing one language with another, or adding one language system to another already acquired, and thereby imposing a heavy cognitive load on the child.

It is important to keep in mind another aspect of linguistic development: that a bilingual child may have a co-occurring speech and language delay or disability, which is unconnected with their second language status. Distinguishing whether this is the case can be a matter of some difficulty. If such a child has an intrinsic language difficulty such as Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) this would affect the development of both their home language and the second language (McGregor 2020).

Developmental Language Disorder is a significant, developmental and on-going difficulty in understanding and/or speaking in the child’s home language. DLD was previously known as Specific Language Impairment (SLI). There is no known cause of DLD; it is not caused by emotional difficulties or by limited exposure to language. DLD is also not caused by other conditions such as hearing loss, physical impairment, Autism, severe learning difficulties, or brain injury (McGregor 2020).

Tests of comprehension and of expressive language in the child’s home language, as well as careful observation of the child in their home setting, would therefore be important in providing a precise picture of the silent child’s language development in their home language. However it is often difficult to find the resources to carry out a full speech and language assessment for every child at a school. In addition, it is sometimes difficult to find a competent speaker of the child’s home language who is able to do such an assessment, and as a result some children with DLD might not be identified early. In such a case, I suggest that participation in the StoryFrames programme might serve as a diagnostic tool in deciding which children to refer on to speech and language therapy. Those who make good progress in this programme would possibly not require further intervention.

If it is found that there is indeed a significant delay in the child’s home language, then speech and language therapy would be indicated. The StoryFrames programme described in this book might then be used as part of that therapeutic programme, but would not be sufficient in itself to address the difficulties of such a child.

The socio-cultural view

Socio-cultural theories take a wider view than the solely linguistic view, and see the child as at all times existing in a world of interaction with other people. Learning is seen as a mostly social, and not individual, process; development results from interaction with the people close to the child. In these views, language is an aspect of social interaction and not something which exists as an isolated modular skill.

The socio-cultural position emerges from the work of Vygotsky (1986), Lave and Wenger (1991), Wenger (1998) and Rogoff (2003). This approach brings to the fore issues about social participation and integration, and around ‘making meaning’ within a social space. In this view there is no separating the language being spoken from the person in the society, or from the culture in which that language is being used. Language is not something to be learned in isolation from social interaction and then used for social interaction; rather, language is one aspect of social interaction.

Wenger talks of the child attending a new school in a new language as needing to “construct [an] identity” in relation to the community they are newly entering. It is not so much a matter of learning the language as of learning to participate in this new social world. Such learning requires the child to repeatedly “negotiate meaning” in this new culture (Lave and Wenger 1991), to accept and in time adopt social practices that are initially new and unknown, and to gradually overcome the strangeness of this new world and learn to live as a social member of the new culture.

Another socio-cultural aspect to consider is that cultures can differ widely from one another in relation to their attitudes to silence. Some ethnographic studies (for example, Yamamoto and Li 2011) highlight the vastly differing attitudes to quietness, and to behaviours which are retiring and less verbal, in non-Western societies as compared to Western societies. Those who come from a culture where children are not encouraged to be verbally outgoing are more likely to be classified, when attending a school in the West, as shy or socially avoidant, while in fact they are simply acting according to the social norms for children in their own culture. 

In traditional families in China and Japan, children who are quiet and retiring are seen in a positive light, as being sensitive to the needs of others, and acting politely and respectfully towards their teachers and elders. Attentive listening is preferred to vocal assertiveness. Chen et al (1992) describe the outcomes of comparative research carried out in China and in Canada. It was found that in these countries, the kinds of children who were seen by others as desirable playmates were very different. In China, those children who were seen as more desirable were quiet and almost unassertive, while in Canada, the most desired playmates were those who were outgoing, talkative, and gregarious. 

In some cultures, it is considered rude for a child to make eye contact with an adult. In some African cultures, one’s name is considered sacred and symbolic, and people are not addressed by their formal name; such a child would be alarmed and upset if a teacher called them by their formal name. 

The way people greet each other in African and Asian countries is often completely different from the greeting norms in Western countries. There may be different types of greetings for different places, times of day, times of religious festivals, and for people of different ages and social status. There may be rules about who initiates the greeting: often the child or the person of lower social status has to be the person to make the opening greeting. The specific forms of greeting may differ according to kinship and occupational roles. In some countries it is considered impolite to talk during meal times. Different cultures also have a wide range of social norms for gender-appropriate behaviour (Tannen and Saville-Troike 1985).

Non-verbal behaviours in the act of greeting are also socially prescribed: the distance at which one stands from another person, whether one offers a handshake, whether one is required to sit down while greeting an elder (Omar 1991; Ntuli 2012; Sommer and Lapapula 2012; Ameka and Breedveld 2004).

We see therefore that different cultures attach different meanings to speech as well as to silence. As a result, the adjustment of such children when moving to a Western country might be very difficult, and the vast amount of social learning which needs to take place in order to cope with apparently simple everyday tasks such as greeting must be daunting for a newcomer. The kind of support such a child might benefit from would need to carefully and respectfully take into account these aspects of their home culture. 

This is not to suggest that cultural attitudes discouraging children’s assertiveness do not appear in the West too. In some schools in Western countries, children are still required to be “seen and not heard” and to engage in minimal verbal classroom participation (Shaik 2015) in order to maintain classroom discipline and to adhere to norms regarding the rights of children when in the presence of adults. 

In some cases, such attitudes are applied more stringently to girls than to boys (Houston and Kramarae 1991, Doey et al 2014) although attitudes have changed somewhat since their earlier research of 1991. These attitudes might play a part in the silence of young girls at school; Houston and Kramarae talk about some of the ways in which women are silenced in the wider society, such as family hierarchy ‘rules’, and lack of representation in politics and in the media. The high levels of domestic violence should also be mentioned here, in connection with the hierarchies of power in society and the silencing of abused women and children.

When we think from a social-psychological point of view about what language is and what language does, it is important to remember that language is not simply a skill that we either have or do not have; it is also one of the main ways in which we relate to other people. If we are not able to speak the language which the people around us are speaking, we are limited in the ways we can relate to them, and they to us. 

This is possibly one of the primary factors in the silence of these children: they can no longer relate to others through language, as there are not likely to be children in the new country who speak their language; and they have not yet learned a new way. 

In some cases, especially with immigrant families (Arizpe et al 2014) there may be pressure put on the child to avoid using their first language, and to speak only in the language of the new country. This is sometimes the case when the immigrant family is going through arduous bureaucratic processes of trying to be granted leave to remain in the new country. 

The silence of the child might therefore be the only possible choice they have. Granger (2004) puts it well in describing such a child: “With the door to expressibility in the first language closed behind her, and confronted with a not-quite-open door in the second language, she must simply do the best she can.” 

The psychological approach: Intrinsic personality traits linked to silence 

A different point of view seen in the research is one which looks at the silent period as linked to traits such as shyness and introversion, that is, as something intrinsic to a child’s individual personality. A very comprehensive summary of current thinking about shyness can be found in an article by Scott (2006).

There is no denying that many children are able to easily enter into a new language-culture and to find their place socially. They begin to participate actively and to learn the new language remarkably quickly. There is a vast difference between the child who does not know the language of their peers but has the type of temperament which enables them to use gesture, to join in the play of other children, and to actively participate in school activities, as opposed to the silent child who stands on the edge of the group, who watches but does not join in, and who is too shy to ask to go to the toilet. 

Why is it then that some children in this situation remain silent, for weeks or months, and do not adapt? In these ‘personality’ theories, shyness is defined as “a temperamental trait characterized by a fear of novel social situations and self-consciousness in situations of perceived social evaluation” (Doey et al 2014). Shyness includes “over-concern with social evaluation ...[which] leads to the shy person inhibiting social contact, withdrawing, and avoiding social situations” (Zimbardo 1977). 

In the case of such a temperament, a child who is not fluent in the new language might be so concerned about failing to express themselves correctly that they fall silent rather than risk such failure.

There has been extensive psychological and developmental research into issues relating to children who are shy or retiring. Shyness has been associated with negative responses from others towards the child, such as exclusion or victimisation in peer relationships (Sugimura 2018). Shyness has also been linked to other problematic aspects such as anxiety and poor outcomes at school, as well as poor outcomes in both cognitive and social aspects in later years (Cordier et al 2021, Prior et al 2000). 

Similarly, Gardner and MacIntyre (1993) describe some children who have “language anxiety” which is “the propensity for an individual to react in a nervous manner when speaking…. in the second language” (p 5). 

Granger describes the possibility of a deeper underlying fear around the use of this new language: the silence is “symptomatic of a kind of fear not of making but rather... of being a mistake” (Granger 2004) [own italics].

Kagan (1989) similarly approaches the issue of the silent period from an individual child’s point of view: he suggests that these children might be temperamentally “inhibited”, and will present in general (not only in the school setting) as cautious, retiring, and retreating from social interaction. This kind of temperament will then affect them significantly at school, where they might not only be fearful of making a mistake in the way they speak, but also reluctant to draw attention to themselves in any way. For these reasons, Kagan suggests, these children will take much longer than average to emerge from the Silent Period. 

What could be the aetiology of such shyness? Evolutionary theories suggest that once humans began living in bigger groups, hierarchies of power developed, and shyness or introversion or just ‘taking a back seat’ was one way to manage these social pressures. For example, William James (1890) following Darwin and taking an evolutionary view, viewed shyness as a basic human instinct with a self-protective function in relation to power hierarchies in prehistoric societies, in which case this is an adaptive feature of evolution, and is simply a reflection of the wide variety in human personality. 

We need also to take into account the possibility of the child having experienced a high level of trauma if, as refugees, they have experienced the shock of displacement, danger, and fear (Dangmann et al 2022; Arizpe et al 2014). In such a case, the silence can be a reaction to the fear and uncertainty surrounding these experiences.

Any family re-locating to a new country and a new culture will have gone through some stress and anxiety. Parents having to re-make their lives, perhaps searching for new employment opportunities, and themselves feeling that everything around them is new and strange, will certainly find that their stress is felt, and shared, by their child. 

Ellis et al (2006) refers to “condition sensitivity”. This is a response of extreme sensitivity on the part of some children to developmental experience, to changes and to discontinuity. The child with such sensitivity will perceive new situations as more threatening than a child with a more resilient personality. Kagan (1989) refers to the sensitivity of some children to any change in routine, or anything new and unusual in their environment. He uses the term “neophobia” for the fear of anything new or novel in their circumstances, and describes the dread such a child might feel for anything unanticipated or previously not encountered. A child who is highly sensitive to novelty, and who has moved to a new country, whether due to the family’s choice or as a result of traumatic circumstances, is surrounded by an entirely new and unanticipated environment, and as a result may respond with shock, possibly accompanied by silence. 

The traits of introversion, shyness, social anxiety and social phobia are differentiated in the research and have been documented extensively, although there is often much overlap in these diagnoses. There is also a wide spectrum of severity for each, with Selective Mutism generally considered to be a subtype of social phobia (Hoffman and DiBartolo 2014). In daily health and educational practice, however, it seems that the differentiation is not as precise (Peterson 2019, Brown 2022). In psychological theories and in the therapy professions, the borders between shyness, extreme shyness and social anxiety or phobia have often become blurred. 

A very simplistic distinction holds that social anxiety and social phobia are similar, and include a fear of a wide range of social situations. For the silent child at school, who usually only has difficulties at school, and only when faced with the need to communicate in the new language, but does not show any difficulties at home and with their wider family, a diagnosis of social anxiety or social phobia may be less likely; their problem seems to be specific to the school setting and language.

It is useful to add to the discussion the concepts of shame and embarrassment. Lewis, in his extensive investigation into the emotion of shame (Lewis 1995) tracks the earliest evidence of embarrassment in children at age 2-3 years. Reddy (2008) would place this even earlier in the child’s life. These concepts are useful in gaining a wider understanding of the child’s experience of the Silent Period. Whether or not the silent child is by nature, or by temperament, shy or anxious, there might certainly be cause for a feeling of embarrassment and shame when a child, who was previously able to make their ideas, thoughts and feelings known through language, is now suddenly prevented from doing so. 

An important concept in the research into children’s behaviour is that of the “Highly Sensitive Child” (Aron 2002). This is the child who typically responds with extreme sensitivity to changes in the environment, to noise, to over-stimulation, and to anxiety in themselves and in their family. This trait of high sensitivity can lead to a wide range of behaviours, influencing how the child interacts when in a large group, or with people who are unfamiliar. Aron points out that “They may refuse for a few minutes, hours, days or even months to speak to adults, strangers, or in class” (Aron 2002 p 11). 

Boyce (2019) recommends, for such sensitive children, that the family try to maintain predictable day-to-day routines to prevent the sensitive child from responding adversely. Boyce suggests that it is not vulnerability, but rather a heightened sensitivity to the circumstances around them, that defines the Highly Sensitive child.

Aron’s research has found that as many as 20% of a population might be described as Highly Sensitive: this is not a disorder to be treated, but rather just one aspect of the wide range of personalities we might find in any classroom.

If therefore we take a wider view of the recent experiences of the silent child, new to the country and to the language, we can factor in a combination of stresses: their parents are themselves suffering from stress and anxiety; the child is placed for several hours a day in a school where not only is everything unfamiliar, but their parents are unavailable to talk to and to protect them; and even the home language which the young child has so recently acquired is no longer of any use. We can then see a crushing combination of stresses on the child - a kind of ‘perfect storm’ - where the number of unfavourable circumstances is simply too much to cope with. And so the child becomes silent. It is perhaps more a matter of being silenced, than of choosing to be silent.

A useful way to see this silent period is through the psycho-analytic approach of Colette Granger, who views the silence as “a message in itself”, and attempts to understand what meaning the silence holds for a particular child. She suggests that traumatic loss of identity may accompany the loss of a first language, and proposes that the silence of the student learning a second language may signify a process not so much of moving from one language to another as “from one self to another” (Granger 2004).

This approach, which parallels the words of Winnicott (2018) who talks about “the right not to communicate”, is based on the conviction that the child who is being silent is not just unable to communicate in the new language, but is also making a choice and expressing their sense of agency in deciding not, at this stage, to try to talk.

A similar view is presented by Hoffman (2008) who writes about the trauma of feeling that her entire self was a different self in the country of her childhood, and that she needed to discover, or create, a new self in order to live in the country they had moved to.

Other writers see the issues around shyness as explained by the very fundamentally human “need to belong” (Baumeister and Leary 1995). The child who is both new to the school and new to the language may feel that they lack a sense of such belonging, that they are outsiders and do not have the right or the option to join in.

In response to these issues, the StoryFrames programme is designed to promote in the child a sense of attachment and belonging - in this case, attachment to one specific teacher at the school. In the programme, the teacher running the programme provides the child with consistent and responsive interpersonal attachment, situated within the school premises. This in some way can satisfy the child’s need to belong, as the teacher becomes an agent of safety in the school space and a bridge towards communication with a wider range of people. 

An integrated view of the silent period

The issue of the Silent Period is thus not a simple one. Taking into account the variety of theories and the wide range of presenting behaviours and outcomes, we see that this is not an issue where one explanation will suffice. 

The various explanations presented above emerge from different theoretical backgrounds: linguistic, cognitive, social, anthropological and emotional. However, the very tendency to divide the issue of the Silent Period into separate academic disciplines tends to hide the real issues at stake for the child. Gregory (2002) speaks of rejecting these categories, and accepting that the issue “transcends disciplines, as it focuses on the inextricable link between culture and cognition through engagement in activities, tasks or events.” 

Similarly, Spence and Rapee (2016) in their analysis of social anxiety disorder, take a wider view, and see these difficulties as a result of a complex combination of several possible causative factors: the impact of genetic and biological influences, cognitive factors, emotional and temperamental factors, peer relationships, parenting, adverse life events and cultural variables. Although their research is about social anxiety disorder in general (and not specifically in relation to the Silent Period) they point to the importance of one factor which some silent children have experienced: recent negative life events in the child’s personal experience, and the impact of these on the child’s ability and desire to interact socially.
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