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Abstract

This study explores the concept of student voice through various philosophical lenses within the
field of education. It seeks to evaluate differing theoretical positions concerning the core
assumptions underpinning the notion of student voice, ultimately identifying the perspective most
aligned with these foundational principles. The study employed three sequential methodological
stages. The first stage consisted of a deductive content analysis aimed at identifying the
fundamental assumptions about student voice as articulated in key scholarly literature. In the
second stage, selected educational theories were examined in light of these assumptions. The
third and final stage utilized Frankena’s practical inference model, as adapted by Bagheri
Naoprast (2019), to contextualize agency theory within Iran’s specific socio-cultural and Islamic
educational context. The findings reveal that each philosophical tradition—existentialism,
pragmatism, Habermas’s theory of communicative action, critical pedagogy, postmodernism,
symbolic interactionism, and agency theory—emphasizes distinct dimensions of student voice.
These perspectives variously conceptualize student voice as a means to foster student autonomy,
empowerment, and participatory engagement in educational settings. Through comparative
analysis, the study demonstrates how each theoretical stance aligns with the underlying
assumptions of student voice and how they may inform curriculum development. Among these,
agency theory emerges as the most congruent with the foundational assumptions of student voice.
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Its emphasis on students as active and interactive agents, its sensitivity to socio-cultural context
and power dynamics, and its recognition of individual authenticity in the learning process
underscore its superior alignment with the concept of student voice.

Keywords: Student voice, philosophy of education, agency theory, curriculum.

Synopsis

This study analyzes the concept of student voice from various educational philosophical
perspectives. It aims to evaluate these perspectives against the assumptions underlying the
concept of student voice and to select a viewpoint that aligns with those assumptions. Ultimately,
the goal is to identify the educational implications that arise from students' involvement in the
decision-making processes related to curriculum design. The term "student voice" refers to
students' active participation in sharing their personal experiences, insights, and perspectives
regarding their educational journeys. This involvement has a significant impact on educational
methods, policies, and curriculum development (Cook-Sather, 2020; McArthur, 2016). Since its
emergence in educational discussions during the 1990s and early 2000s, student voice has
evolved into both a well-established theoretical concept and a set of teaching practices aimed at
making education more democratic and personalized. However, effectively integrating student
voice into education presents considerable challenges, especially when addressing entrenched
power dynamics, structural constraints, and broader cultural and social contexts (Beane, 2024;
Reay, 2018).

The findings indicate that various philosophical perspectives—such as existentialism,
pragmatism, Habermasian communicative action, critical pedagogy, postmodernism, symbolic
interactionism, and agency—each focus on different aspects of the concept of student voice.
These perspectives interpret student voice as a means to enhance autonomy, power, and
participation within the educational environment. The existentialist perspective emphasizes the
significance of student voice by underscoring individual authenticity, the process of personal
meaning-making, and the self-directed exploration of identity. From this perspective, each
student’s unique voice embodies personal authenticity and existential freedom, both of which are
essential for genuine educational growth (Sarmadi & Masoomifard, 2018). Pragmatism,
particularly influenced by Dewey's educational philosophies, regards student voice as essential
for addressing real-world problems and facilitating experiential learning. This perspective
stresses participatory inquiry and the active role of students as constructors of knowledge
(Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2016; Mazaheri, 2020).

Communicative action theory, developed by Habermas, highlights the importance of rational
discourse and consensus-building. It positions student voice as a vital mechanism for achieving
mutual understanding, equality, and democratic participation in educational discussions
(Habermas, 1984, 1987). The critical perspective, heavily influenced by Paulo Freire and Henri
Giroux, views student voice as essential for empowering learners. This approach encourages
students to critically engage with and challenge oppressive educational structures, ultimately
promoting transformative practices that foster social justice in education (Freire, 1970; Giroux,
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2014). Postmodernism critically examines dominant narratives in education, emphasizing the
importance of pluralism and diversity in student voices. This perspective highlights students as
active participants who challenge and transform traditional educational norms and practices,
foster democratic participation, and question established power dynamics (Taylor & Robinson,
2009). Symbolic interactionism, rooted in the works of Blumer and Mead, considers student voice
primarily in the context of social interactions and the symbolic construction of educational
experiences. This approach emphasizes how students’ identities, learning processes, and levels
of participation are influenced by the social contexts and symbolic meanings present in
educational environments (Blumer, 1986; Mead, 2015).

An examination of these perspectives reveals how each positions itself on the principles of student
voice and how they can promote student engagement in the curriculum. A comparative analysis
shows that agency theory aligns most closely with the assumptions surrounding student voice due
to its emphasis on the active and interactive role of students, its consideration of the socio-cultural
context, its focus on power dynamics, and its advocacy for individual authenticity in enhancing
learning. Agency theory integrates concepts of existentialism (individual authenticity),
pragmatism (practical interaction), communicative action (dialogue and consensus building),
critical education (social empowerment), and symbolic interactionism (awareness of social
context). This combination creates a balanced framework that effectively encompasses
autonomy, empowerment, democratic participation, and sensitivity to cultural context.
Bandura's concept of agency highlights students' ability to consciously and actively participate in
their education. It emphasizes the importance of self-regulation, informed decision-making, and
positive influence on their educational and social environments (Bandura, 1997, 2001). Agency
theory advocates for empowering students by creating environments that value their insights in
areas such as lesson planning, classroom management, and overall decision-making. This
approach promotes self-directed learning, encourages students to set their own goals, fosters
active participation in social and civic activities, and provides opportunities for innovation and
critical thinking. The implications of agency theory in education suggest that students should be
recognized as important stakeholders and active collaborators in decision-making processes.
Finally, the theory of agency was identified as suitable for the concept of student voice, and
educational strategies for implementation were presented based on this theory. These strategies
included promoting agency in areas such as identity and valuing, empowering students,
enhancing learning management, strengthening cultural development, curriculum planning,
classroom management, supporting civic development, and advancing educational innovation in
alignment with national educational policies.

Conclusion

In conclusion, while each philosophical perspective explored in this study offers valuable insights
into the concept of student voice, agency theory emerges as the most robust and comprehensive
framework for addressing its multiple dimensions. By integrating principles of autonomy,
empowerment, democratic participation, and cultural sensitivity, agency theory presents an
adaptable and pragmatic model that not only amplifies student voice but also enriches educational
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experiences and supports transformative learning outcomes. Despite its theoretical and practical
strengths, the integration of agency theory into existing educational systems—particularly within
Iran—encounters significant challenges. These include the rigidity of a centralized educational
structure, limited institutional flexibility, resource constraints, entrenched hierarchical power
relations, and cultural resistance rooted in traditional teacher-centered pedagogies (Vaissi &
Ahmadi, 2024). Nevertheless, aligning agency theory with the core values articulated in national
educational policy documents, such as the Fundamental Transformation of Education Document
(2011), holds considerable promise for advancing the role of student voice within the Iranian
educational context.
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