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Introverted children, the “quiet ones,”
pose a problem for every elementary
school teacher. They need to learn to

express their thoughts, to exchange opin-
ions with their peers, to communicate.

In my first-grade class, over the course
of several days I made note of which
children did not participate in class. Day
after day I found myself writing down the
same names. So these were my “quiet
ones.” Why did I call them that? Because
they were the shyest, most restrained,
and most passive in the class. Perhaps
they were so timid because they had not
gone to kindergarten or nursery school.
Certainly it was easy to tell them apart
from the noisy, boisterous children who
had come to first grade via the preschool
route. At first I thought that they just
needed time to get used to school, time to
observe, time to get acquainted with their
classmates and teachers. There were so
many new and unfamiliar things that
they had to deal with.

But time went by, and my “quiet ones”
were still silent in class. They still an-
swered only when called upon. When
they did speak, their voices were almost
inaudible, their eyes downcast. When
I called them to come to the blackboard,
they preferred to answer my questions
from their seats, to avoid having to stand
up in front of the class. Even between
lessons there was no sound from the
quiet ones. They rarely entered into the
playful give and take of their class-
mates—they just walked quietly around
the room or sat at their desks.

I started to become concerned, because
it did not seem normal for children to be
so quiet. I felt I had to uncover the
reason for their silence. I began by
engaging them in simple conversation
after class. I asked what had captured
their attention, what they remembered
most from the lesson and why. When
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I got around to the question, “Why didn’t
you participate in the class?” I received
answers such as the following:

Nelya: I wanted to answer, but a lot of kids
already had their hands up, and Masha
said what I wanted to say, so why repeat it?

That meant she had wanted to answer,
but someone beat her to it!

Sanzhar: You don’t call on me. Once I raised
my hand, but you didn’t call on me.

The tone of his answer told me that he
felt offended. I had to admit that, in the
course of the discussion, maybe I had not
noticed his hand. And this child needed
my attention so much!

On the basis of this experience I re-
solved to devote my attention first and
foremost to these “quiet ones,” never to
lose sight of their needs. The teacher’s
attention, a kind word, an understanding
glance—all these things might serve to
draw them into participating in class.
Even so, it was not enough. With all my
attention, the quiet ones did gradually
begin participating—quietly and hesi-
tantly—when I was leading a general
discussion. But when the class was work-
ing in small groups, they were as silent as
ever. No doubt they were reflecting on the
text we had read, but they did not share
their thoughts with their classmates.

How could I bring them out of their
shells? I felt it was important for all
students to learn to share their opinions,
as this would lead them toward deeper
and more multifaceted analysis, and
develop their ability to consider an idea
or work of art from several points of view.
But my quiet ones refused to engage in
this fascinating process, merely observing
as their more vocal classmates answered
all the questions.

Why were the quiet ones so reticent in
small group situations? Maybe the atmos-
phere of these groups did not afford them
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the opportunity to answer? I proposed to
the children that we reconstitute our class
groups. I began by asking the quietest
girl, Nelya, whom she would like to work
with. She named three other students, the
very children who were as quiet as she.

It is quite likely that shy children need
a social milieu that corresponds to their
temperament: peaceful, unhurried, quiet.
So my five quietest students formed their
own group. What does it feel like for a
quiet child to be thrown into a big, noisy
group? Only that child knows for sure.
How does a quiet child feel in a group of
children like himself? That I could see for
myself as I observed our group of “quiet
ones.” They interacted with such warmth
and kindness! No one was trying to be
the first at everything. They politely took
turns in conversation. They were a model
of considerate, democratic communica-
tion. For the first time I saw them actu-
ally smiling in class.

The group of “quiet ones” worked more
slowly than the others, but I did not hurry
them. I gave them plenty of time to think
things over. And what answers they came
up with! Time after time the most interest-
ing perspectives, the most thoughtful
responses, came from this group. Working
together as a team they helped one
another: their awkwardness disappeared,
they were able to make eye contact, their
voices became stronger, their gazes be-
came steadier and more confident. They
became firm friends, and began to dis-
cover common interests. But they could
not stay in their own little group forever.

As it turned out, this was not a prob-
lem. By the end of first grade the quiet
ones dispersed into other groups on their
own initiative. With their new self-
confidence, they were now welcomed by
their classmates.

Only Nelya continued to concern me.
She was diagnosed with strabismus and
now had to wear glasses. She seemed
reluctant to attract the attention of her
classmates, and became even quieter
than before. But even Nelya had ben-
efited from working and communicating
in the “quiet” group. When the school
year began, she was reading at a rate of
only 15 words per minute, and at first
she disliked reading. But by the end of
first grade she was reading 50 words per
minute, and by the end of second grade
75 words per minute. Now she is a fluent
and voracious reader, and we see her
reading all the time. She loves to talk to

her classmates about the books she is
reading, enthusiastically recommending
her current favorites. The quiet, disen-
gaged little girl has developed into a
thoughtful reader with real personality
and her own distinct opinions. I see this
growth as a tremendous benefit of the
“quiet” group, as well as a personal
victory for Nelya herself.

In every class there are some students
who have an answer for every question.
They seem to be in constant competition
to see who can be first. However, their
ready answers do not display the kind of
real insight revealed in the responses of
Nelya and the other “quiet ones” in our
class. This contrast leads me to another
conclusion: We need to teach children
not to hurry, but rather to think through
each step of a problem and get to the
bottom of the issues. Then they will
become not merely “readers” of a text,
but “thinkers” and “analyzers.”

The elementary school years are an
important stage in personality develop-
ment. The elementary school teacher,
nurturing young learners, is like a potter
molding clay. Depending on how the
potter shapes this clay, the resulting
vessel may be a rough, crude pot, or a
gleaming, graceful urn, perfectly formed
by the master’s hand.

My aim is to mold students who are
considerate, more democratic, more
tolerant toward one another, open, able
to express their opinions, and able to
find answers to all their questions.

An earlier version of this article appeared in a
collection of papers from the First Kazakhstan
National Conference on Reading: A Word to the
Teacher (“Personal approaches, practical experi-
ence,” p. 81). (2001. Almaty, Kazakhstan: Center
for Democratic Education.)
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On a related note. . .
How would you answer the next
Look Who’s Talking question?
There are a couple of students in my class
who are painfully shy. They never volunteer
to answer a question, and they seem com-
pletely overwhelmed by the other students
when we are working in groups. How can I
get them to participate in class activities?

E-mail your response to
bmichaels@reading.org
The editors will select answers for printing.
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