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Disrupting Deficit:  the power of ‘the pause’ in resisting the dominance 

of deficit knowledges in education. 

 

Deficit ways of speaking about educationally displaced young people are a 

dominant feature in the language educators draw on to make sense of particular 

young people.  This language can have debilitating effects on the lives of those 

young people it is applied to.  Despite well over twenty years of critique, deficit 

truths have remained dominant.  However in one Australian organisation, this 

dominance is being resisted.  The resistance makes its appearance through an 

active silence I have termed ‘the pause’.  The notion of ‘the pause’ came from 

teacher interviews in an ethnographic study of four alternative schools in one 

Australian organisation working with young people experiencing the extremes of 

disadvantage.  I use the Foucaultian notion of silence to explore the suggestion 

that ‘the pause' is one tactic deployed by this organisation, working to both resist 

and disrupt the dominance of deficit knowledges.  I argue that these educators 

deployment of ‘the pause’ demonstrates their formation of a space where new 

language about these young people is engaged. 
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Introduction 

There are times when silence has the loudest voice.  (Brownlow 1961) 

Brownlow speaks here to the notion of silence communicating and influencing as 

powerfully and sometimes even more powerfully than words.  It is this notion of silence 

that I refer to in this paper.  I have drawn on silence to explore how it can be a powerful 

force in resisting the deficit knowledges that seem to be attributed to certain young 

people.  This particular resistance makes its appearance through an active silence I have 

termed ‘the pause’.  The notion came from teacher interviews in a study using 

ethnographic techniques at four alternative schools in one Australian organisation 

working with young people experiencing the extremes of disadvantage.  I have accessed 

the Foucaultian notion of silence to explore the suggestion that ‘the pause’, as an active 

form of silence, is one tactic deployed by this organisation, which works to both resist 

and disrupt the dominance of deficit knowledges.  Silence is therefore not just a space 

of static domination, but a space that shifts and changes with the power accessed within 

it.  I explore the notion that although ‘the pause’ initially acts as a space of dominating 

silence it has simultaneously been drawn on to recreate certain truths concerning certain 

young people, providing a challenge to that silence.  I argue that this deployment of ‘the 

pause’ is also a signifier of a space where different language about particular young 

people is engaged to re-speak them. 

What first attracted my attention to the possible influences of silence is depicted 

by the following quotes.  I had asked every staff member I interviewed to describe the 

young people they worked with.  It was supposed to be one of those questions that 

allowed me to fill in some of the context of the schools I was researching – in this case 

the backgrounds of their students.  However what I kept coming up against were 

significant pauses like these. 

Sharon:  [4 second pause] … Ummm … [4 second pause before I interrupt] 

 

Scott:  [2 second pause] … Oh jeez … [5 second pause] … ummm … 

 

Jeremy:  [1 second pause] … Wow! … [1 second pause] … If I had to generalise 

… [2 second pause] … ahh … [1 second pause] … 
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Meg:  [1 second pause] … Awww … [2 second pause] … Wow, ummm … [2 

second pause] … They’re just … [1 second pause] … Look … 

 

Each of these teachers took considerable time before they began, in a tentative way, to 

describe the young people they were working with.  These lengthy pauses appeared 

repeatedly throughout the staff interviews (16 out of 20 interviews).  Times for ‘the 

pause’ ranged from five to over 10 seconds in length.  If you count out 10 seconds, it is 

an uncomfortable length of time for silence in an interview.  It was the feeling of 

disquiet that these repeated silences gave me that alerted me to something happening.  

From my own perspective at the time, the question I was asking did not appear to be 

difficult.  Given I was interviewing some very experienced educators I had assumed that 

they would quite easily address the question of what the young people they worked with 

were like.  However the apparent difficulty experienced by the staff in answering 

(signified by their lengthy pauses), raised rather than addressed questions.  What ‘the 

pause’ involved and how ‘the pause’ was used in this alternative school environment is 

the focus of this discussion.  What I am proposing is that ‘the pause’ acted as both a 

silence that provided a space for these staff to challenge the truth of a deficit discourse 

and as a signal of something to come.  They appeared to use this space with intent – 

their intent being either an out right rejection of deficit language, or the access of deficit 

knowledges with the ultimate aim of rejecting them.  The space provided by ‘the pause’ 

also seemed to allow time where a different truth was being accessed about young 

people, which stood outside of deficit knowledges.  It was not the uncomfortable, 

vacant silence I had first thought but, I argue, a silence where active and complex work 

was being done.   

 

To tackle this particular silence, this paper will briefly examine a number of 

related notions.  Firstly, I will explore current notions of deficit truths particularly 

concerning how deficit knowledge is located in education.  I will then draw on 

Foucault’s notion of silence as the theoretical basis for an exploration of ‘the pause'.  In 

accessing the notion of silence, I explicate how deficit truths may have been challenged 

within the silence of ‘the pause’; how ‘the pause’ acted as a precursor to the use of 

language challenging deficit notions; and how this challenge was extended into an 

alternate discourse accessed by these particular staff.  Central to this discussion is how 
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‘the pause’ became a supporting tactic, deployed by staff to both resist and disrupt the 

dominance of deficit knowledges in their schools.  I argue that what is happening in this 

particular exploitation of ‘the pause’ is the utilisation of a space where the rejection of a 

dominant language, and the accessing of different language about certain young people, 

is engaged.  This exploitation results in classrooms where language that challenges 

deficit also encourages the construction of different truths and ultimately, different 

practice. 

 

Deficit Understandings 

‘The pause’ used in this context, appeared to be closely linked to rejecting the 

dominance of deficit language.  So I begin here with an exploration of the current 

discussions around deficit knowledges, what might constitute these knowledges, and the 

implications of its use.  Deficit discourses draw on language that places responsibility 

for problems on the people they are applied to, creating negative, damaging, and often 

incontestable, singular identities.  People ‘have’ a deficit.  Its space of existence is with 

a person or group of people (Artiles 1998; Lawrence 2002).  It places blame and fault, 

yet at the same time as it blames some people, it also deflects blame from others.  

Essentially, those individuals or institutions  holding dominant positions appear exempt.  

For example, schools established in the context of Australian mainstream educational 

tradition can appear blameless (Smyth 2005).  Deficit understandings have been 

attached to the identity positions of students in both schools and universities (Lawrence 

2002; Zyngier 2008), as well as minority groups in racialised, gendered, and classed 

discussions (Artiles 1998), those with ‘disabilities’ and ‘psychopathologised disorders’ 

such as those related to behaviour (Harwood 2006; Hattam and Prosser 2008), and  

 

We should not be surprised to learn that young people from the most 

disadvantaged groups, from cultural and ethnic minorities, are the most 

stigmatised in this deficit discourse (Thomson and Comber, 2003) leading to 

pathologising of students and their local families and their communities when 

accounting for youth failure at school.  (Zyngier 2008:1768) 

 

Deficit is a significant, dominant and damaging component of the primary discourses 

accessed in mainstream schooling. 
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The literature seems to agree on a number of tactics contained within a deficit 

discourse.  Judgements against a perceived ‘norm’ (Artiles 1998), blame for not 

meeting these norms due to character flaws, and/or a lack of resources (Lawrence 2002; 

Hattam and Prosser 2008; Mills and Gale 2010) all become tactics accessed to maintain 

dominant thinking.  Judgement and blame are primarily aimed at young people and their 

families to the detriment of students in educational settings (Mills and Gale 2010, 109), 

“writing over the existing subjectivities with the language of the dominant culture” 

(Lawrence 2002, 5).  

 

Often reflected in this deficit view is the attitude that students and parents were 

neither competent nor capable of taking responsibilities and planning because of 

their ‘background’ (Zyngier, 2007).  Engagement becomes equated with 

compliance with adult-determined and led activities.  (Zyngier 2008, 1767) 

 

In particular, deficit understandings alter perceptions of young people in ways that are 

damaging to them both personally and educationally.  They work to exclude young 

people from education as well as from participation in broader society, reducing life 

chances and life expectancy.  What research agrees on most profoundly, however, is the 

responsibility that educators have in firstly, recognising and secondly, actively 

disrupting deficit discourses (Mills and Gale 2010).   

 

The abundance of research questioning the validity of drawing on deficit 

discourses in educational contexts is not new thinking and has been significantly 

questioned over an extended period of time.  This language and its critique can be 

traced to the beginnings of education in Australia.  Wall (1955), for example, critiques 

the establishment of ‘gutter schools’ for those children living in poverty in the early 

1900s, as a moral protection for the rest of society.  Recent examples include the work 

of Bland (2012), critiquing deficit in education.  These studies highlight critical work in 

education identifying two significant positions.  Rix (2009), for example, traces a 

historical discourse shift from moral deficit, to medical deficit, to a socially constructed 

understanding of deficit, while Grenier (2010) identifies these last two positions as 

currently being the most influential.  The medical model is based on medical and 

psychological understandings of deficit, where individual “dispositions fall outside 

established norms, differences translate into deficits (Davis 1997)” (Grenier 2010, 389).  
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Alternately, social construction models focus on the critique of institutions and push to 

change schooling rather than the individual.  Most of these critical studies heavily 

critique the use of the medico deficit model and the policy supporting it (Araujo 2010; 

Macfarlane 2010; Rix 2011).  Some researchers however, are also taking up Grenier’s 

(2010) challenge to go beyond traditional understandings.  Graham and Harwood 

(2011), for example, discuss the engagement of staff at two schools, with disadvantaged 

young people and their families in ways that overcame alienation and enhanced 

capabilities.  Nayler and Keddie (2007) also report on work with teachers challenging 

current neoliberal practices in schools.  This paper sits with this last group, not just 

critiquing deficit and its effects but working to confront and defy traditional 

understandings. 

 

Methodology 

The data for this paper was taken from a study drawing on the use of ethnographic 

principles and techniques in four alternative schools from one Australian organisation.  

The organisations focus was the provision of services to young people experiencing the 

extremes of disadvantage.  A number of programmes operated alongside these four 

schools including drug rehabilitation, refuge accommodation, food vans, counselling 

and psychological services and outreach programmes – all designed to support young 

people experiencing a range of disadvantage and exclusion.  Each programme operated 

independently but could be drawn on by the other programmes where necessary.  For 

example, young people in the schools might also access refuge accommodation or the 

psychologist. 

 

The young people involved in the study were typically experiencing significant poverty 

and social exclusion.  This was due to a range of issues that acted either separately or in 

combination and worked to create incredibly complex life worlds.  The young people 

were homeless; had been incarcerated; were drug addicted; had family backgrounds of 

abuse, neglect, instability, drugs and violence.  They were diagnosed with learning 

disabilities, ADHD, Aspergers, depression and other mental health disorders.  They 

truanted and had been both suspended and excluded from mainstream schools.  They 

were identified as being ‘at risk’ and ‘risky’ and were subject to discourses of zero 

tolerance (Giroux 2010), educational triage (Gilborn and Youdell 2000), 

commodification and waste Giroux 2003; Katz 2008).  What they all had in common, in 
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terms of this study, was severed relationships with all their previous mainstream 

schools. 

 

The staff working with these young people came from a variety of backgrounds and 

took up a range of positions within the organisation.  Many had come from primary 

teaching backgrounds, but these were interspersed with other backgrounds such as 

secondary teaching and law.  Educational experience ranged from people who had 

started their teaching career in the organisation, to teachers who had been principals in 

mainstream schools and others who had worked in industry prior to taking on teaching 

and other roles.  Their roles within the organisation included, teachers, cooks, 

psychologists, youth workers and administrators.  These people were supported by a 

large volunteer presence.  It is the data from the interviews of 20 of these staff that I 

have used in this paper. 

 

The ethnographic principles of immersion and rapport building were employed along 

with the ethnographic techniques of observation and interviews.  This type of approach 

has been drawn on successfully in numerous studies and has been shown to be 

particularly effective when used with a Foucauldian framework (Harwood 2000; 

Vaughan 2004; Saltmarsh and Youdell 2004; Youdell, 2010; Hill 2009).  Tamboukou 

and Ball (2003, 2) argue that the use of ethnographic tools readily “co-exist” with other 

methodologies and, researchers are able to take up Foucault’s ‘toolkit’ (Hill 2009, 309), 

or parts thereof, to explore each context.  In this paper, this toolkit provides the notion 

of ‘silence’ and its connections with power.   

 

Hill (2009) points out that the merge of ethnography and Foucault can be very 

powerful.  Such post-structural ethnographies go “beyond the true and false […] We 

can understand ethnographic writing to be an effect of a contest of discourses; 

ethnography is thus a regulating fiction.” (Vaughan 2004, 400), which, in the case of 

this study, enables the questioning of deficit as it is no longer seen as the only 

unquestionable truth available to describe these young people.  The joining of these two 

methodologies, although not without issues, plays to Foucault’s encouragement of us, to 

“think differently” (Hill 2009, 310) about those things which are accepted as normal – 

in this context, deficit notions.  He encourages us to question, to trouble and to 

problematize, the everyday, familiar world around us and “to identify those discourses, 
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be they prevailing, marginalized or otherwise, that circulate within a particular 

discursive context and to deconstruct the constitutive and regulatory effects of these” 

(Saltmarsh and Youdell 2004, 359). 

 

This study took place intensively over eighteen months, with visits to the four 

schools occurring three to four days a week, with regular contact occurring for two and 

a half years.  Given the backgrounds of the young people, and the intense work engaged 

in by the staff, time for immersion was vital in building the relationships, trust, and the 

rapport required to work with these particular staff and these particular young people.  

Relationships were established through participation in the day-to-day activities of each 

of the schools (eg. cooking breakfast, doing dishes, helping in classes as an extra 

teacher) in my position as a ‘volunteer’.  Despite this immersion, I could still be 

considered an ‘outsider’, having taken to this field for purposes that stood outside those 

of the organisation.  However, Griffiths (1998, 137) explains that no one “is a complete 

insider or outsider” in any context and that there will always be an element of bias 

regardless of your position.  This can also be interpreted as taking an “unapologetically 

biased” position (Harwood 2000, 44), allowing me to become both part of the field and 

remain separate from it. 

 

During the time spent in the schools, the ethnographic techniques of observation 

and semi-structured interviews were employed.  Observations occurred of more than 

100 people interacting within each of the school settings.  Individual interviews were 

conducted with 20 young people from across the four schools and 21 staff members 

with varying roles in the organisation.  Saltmarsh and Youdell (2004) explain that in the 

application of Foucaultian discursive understandings this data becomes a set of 

discursive monuments.  ‘Facts’ are understood as an interpreted truth.  Rather than 

ethnography representing reality, it becomes instead “ideas which can be disrupted in 

the apparent self evidence (or familiarity) and appeal to truth” (Harwood 2000, 400).  It 

allows an understanding of these young people as a construction of deficit discursive 

practices.  Young people as ‘deficit’ becomes a created ‘truth’ that can be questioned 

and defied.  The static knowledge of these young people as deficit therefore becomes 

questionable.  The ethnographic principles of immersion and rapport, and techniques of 

interviews and observation supported the following Foucaultian interpretation of the 

staff’s interviews, and the nuances presented within their ‘pauses’. 
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Silence  

The extended condemnation of deficit notions has done little to change the way society 

in general, and education in particular, has drawn on deficit language to the detriment of 

young people.  Brown (1996) suggests that the lack of change to a dominant discourse, 

such as deficit, is not uncommon as silence is a significant tool in the enforcement of 

any dominant discourse.  She argues that when silences are broken they, 

 

do not shatter the moment their strategic function has been exposed but must be 

assaulted repeatedly with stories, histories, theories, discourses in alternate 

registers until this assault finally triumphs such that the silence itself is rendered 

articulate as an historically injurious force (Brown 1996, 186) 

 

The repeated battering of deficit understandings of young people has yet to shatter its 

use.  However its critique appears to be gaining momentum and while silence does act 

to enforce this dominance it can also be used to contest it.  I draw on this dual role to 

explore both how silence comes to dominate and how it can be used to resist. 

 

Foucault’s notion of silence as a mechanism of discourse has significant 

implications for questioning the power relations and truths produced by such 

knowledges.  In Birth of the Clinic, Foucault (2003) speaks of silence not as a singular 

notion but as a ‘double silence’ that includes both the “absolute silence of all language 

that is anterior to that of the visible”, as well as “the relative silence of theories, 

imaginings, and whatever serves as an obstacle to the sensible immediate” (2003, 108).  

Silence can therefore be seen as both the absence of sound and the absence of ‘theories’ 

and ‘imaginings’ within discourse, particularly those ‘theories’ and ‘imaginings’ that 

could oppose “privileged, dominant discourses”  (Simpson and Lewis 2005, 1261). 

Foucault explains that by identifying this ‘double silence’, “things seen can be heard at 

last, and heard solely by virtue of the fact that they are seen” (Foucault 2003, 108).  

Silence begins to speak purely by what is absent.  Silence exists just as the words of a 

discourse exist, because silence exists between, within and around words making strong 

connections between discourse and power.  We can therefore begin to hear what is 

contained within a silence as it becomes visible through the act of being identified.  

‘The pause’ is indicative of the ‘absolute silence of all language’, and contains within it 
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not just the lack of sound, but also the absence of missing theories and imaginings 

excluded by the discourse of deficit.  Through the recognition and exploration of ‘the 

pause’, the space that this silence fills can become visible.  

 

In The History of Madness, Foucault (2006) links silence to power, speaking of 

silence as a mechanism of domination and a pedagogy that becomes unthinkingly 

applied through an unopposed ‘sovereignty’. 

 

I would say that it [silence] is a historically well-determined little pedagogy, 

which manifests itself here in a very visible manner.  A pedagogy which teaches 

the student that there is nothing outside the text, but that in it, in its interstices, in 

its blanks and silences, the reserve of the origin reigns; that it is never necessary 

to look beyond it, but that here, not in the words of course, but in words as 

crossings-out, in their lattice, what is said is ‘the meaning of being’.  A 

pedagogy that inversely gives to the voice of the masters that unlimited 

sovereignty that allows it indefinitely to re-say the text. (Foucault, 2006, 620) 

 

These silences hold the power to marginalise others.   

 

It follows that to be powerful and privileged, dominant discourses must be able 

to suppress and silence other, contradictory or competing meanings.  Therefore, 

as Gabriel et al (2000) point out, meanings and assumptions created by a 

discursive regime are inevitably based on omissions and evasions.  By 

foregrounding and privileging some interpretations, others are silenced as 

unsuitable or excessive. (Simpson and Lewis 2005, 1261) 

 

For ‘the pause’ to exist as a challenge to silence, the use of silence to dominate had to 

exist first.  To this end, in the next section I explore how the staff seemed to be, 

initially, forced by a dominating silence into using ‘the pause’. 

 

Domination through silence 

Although my aim here is to argue that silence can be used to resist deficit knowledges, 

the existence of resistance is contingent on the existence of the dominance that deficit 

knowledges hold.  Resistance cannot exist if there is nothing to resist.  The staff 
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interviews demonstrated the underlying domination of deficit knowledge contained 

within ‘the pause’.   

 

During the staff interviews it quickly became apparent that in describing the 

young people, staff were giving me far more than just ‘background’.  There was 

something in their answers that pointed to a very different understanding of the young 

people they were working with.  I anticipated that a typically deficit notion of young 

people would be particularly concentrated in this setting, and had expected staff to 

launch into descriptions drawing on words such as behaviour problems, disrespectful, 

ADHD (and all the other D’s (Baker 2002)), bad backgrounds, drug addicted, abusive 

and violent – painting a common picture concerning this particular group of young 

people.  However, what I was confronted with was ‘the pause’.  It suggested a number 

of things.  It could have been that the staff just couldn’t think of anything to say, but I 

discounted this as every teacher was – subsequent to ‘the pause’ – quite articulate in 

describing the young people.  What happened initially during ‘the pause’, suggested the 

presence of the domination of deficit understandings. 

 

I return here to the four quotes I used as the beginning of the paper – the staff’s 

responses to the question of how they would describe their students – to begin exploring 

the significance of ‘the pause’.  Initially, ‘the pause’ appeared as a quiet contemplation 

before speaking, as Sharon’s response indicates. 

 

Sharon:  [4 second pause] … Ummm … [4 second pause before I interrupted] 

 

In Sharon’s case there was almost 10 seconds of silent pause time, punctuated only by 

‘Ummm’ in the middle of the silence, before I interrupted.  My interruption then gave 

her even more time before she started to describe the young people. 

 

However when this happened repeatedly, it appeared that an active and complex 

work was occurring within this space, including a struggle with subservience to the 

dominance of deficit understandings.  This struggle could be identified by the use of 

two different responses these staff chose to use within ‘the pause’.  Scott and Jeremy’s 

responses indicated one message. 
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… how would you describe them? 

Scott:  [2 second pause] … Oh jeez ... [5 second pause] … ummm ... 

 

Jeremy: [1 second pause] Wow! … [1 second pause] … If I had to generalise … 

[2 second pause] … ahh … [1 second pause] … 

 

It appeared that not only was my question not as basic as I had thought, but the staff’s 

responses of ‘Oh jeez’ and ‘Wow’ indicated that it was actually hard work to answer 

and they were not sure where to start their description. 

 

At other times, ‘the pause’ was highlighted with multiple ‘fill in’ words as can 

be seen by Meg’s response.  Like Scott’s and Jeremy’s responses, Meg seemed to 

signify the difficulty she had in finding the right words to describe the young people. 

 

…these kids ... can you describe them for me?  

Meg:  [1 second pause] … Awww ... [2 second pause] … Wow, ummm … [2 

second pause] … They’re just … [1 second pause] … Look ... 

 

Meg also took over 10 seconds to begin to respond.  Her ‘fill in’ of ‘the pause’ is 

particularly indicative of a search for what she considers an appropriate response.  She 

and Jeremy try out different words and phrasing (‘They’re just…’, ‘Look…’, ‘If I had 

to generalise…’) that will allow them to enter into a description of the young people. 

They both seem to find it difficult to access words that represent the young people in the 

way they perceive them. 

 

Overall, the act of pausing appeared important as it preceded a very careful, 

deliberate, and purposeful choice of words and phrasing.  But to begin, it seemed the 

staff were missing the words that they could readily draw on to express what they 

wanted to say.  The dominance of deficit language appeared to be making the staff’s 

intent to challenging it, extremely difficult.  There was little common language they 

could utilise that would allow an alternative description to be entered into. 

 

Resisting a dominant silence through ‘the pause’ 
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In this particular context, the silence contained in the act of pausing can also be seen as 

an act of resistance.  Here, ‘the pause’ was always antecedent to a resisting discourse; it 

held significant power as a mechanism in resisting deficit knowledges of young people.  

In mainstream settings, the dominance of deficit can be seen through educators having 

at hand a number of commonly used and understood educational terms based in deficit 

knowledges.  Descriptions drawing on words such as those I used above – criminal, 

behaviour problems, ADHD, drug addicted, deviant, abusive, violent, – are easily 

accessed descriptions that educators (and others) can quickly understand and which 

would identify these ‘types’ of young people in the Australian education context 

generally.  However, despite the links I have just made between silence and dominating 

power, Foucault (1978) states that silences are not always just subservient or dominant 

in a power relation.  Instead they exist as “complex and unstable processes” (1978, 

100), which can also act as  

 

a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point or an 

opposing strategy.  [...] silence and secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its 

prohibitions; but they also loosen its hold and provide for relatively obscure 

areas of tolerance. (1978, 100-101) 

 

‘The pause’ seemed then to have a dual purpose.  Contained within its space was the 

dominance of deficit knowledges, but there was also the challenge and resistance to this 

domination.  ‘The pause’ was not just about acknowledging the subjugating dominance 

of deficit understandings but was also a tactic drawn on to resist these same 

understandings.  ‘The pause’ became a part of the ‘hindrance’, ‘stumbling block’ and 

‘opposing strategy’ identified by Foucault.  In its ‘tolerance’, it provided staff the time 

to find alternate, yet uncommonly used words that allowed them to paint an alternative 

picture of their young people.  What I was seeing in the staff’s struggle to describe these 

young people was people encountering a demanding task – one which required careful 

consideration of the language to be accessed before it was spoken. 

 

Silence, then, goes beyond just existing as a passive, impotent state.  Gal’s (1989, 

1) acknowledgment of silence as not only producing powerlessness, but as “a strategic 

defence against the powerful”, supports this.  From a Foucaultian standpoint, power is 

seen as a relationship where, “For each move by one adversary, there is an answering 
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one by the other” (Foucault, 1980, 57); it is “an action upon an action, on possible or 

actual future or present actions” (Foucault 2000, 340).  Silence therefore constitutes a 

powerful tactic within both a dominant discourse to maintain dominance, and a resisting 

discourse to challenge dominance.  One form of silence (the passive which allows for, 

and is created by, the existence of the silence) can be answered by another form of 

silence (the assault which exposes and challenges silence); while both forms rely on 

each other to speak and become visible.  In this way ‘the pause’ as a form of silence can 

be both subservient and dominant.  It becomes an equally powerful mechanism in 

maintaining deficit’s dominance as it is in defying deficit knowledges. 

 

In this section, following Brown (1996) and Gal (1986), I return to Foucault’s 

notion of silence to explore how this resistance might occur – how staff had been able to 

disrupt and resist deficit understandings.  The basis of the disruption could be clearly 

seen when the silence encapsulated by ‘the pause’ was immediately followed by the 

staff’s negotiation of language after ‘the pause’.  The words that followed ‘the pause’ 

were indicative of an apparent internal challenge to deficit understandings via a re-

speaking of these young people.  It appeared that this talk could shed light on the active 

work being conducted in this space of silence. 

 

In the same way in which mainstream schools have silenced alternate knowledge 

of young people while drawing primarily on deficit discourse, this staff had turned the 

tables and were both silent and challenging of deficit knowledge.  Directly following 

‘the pause’ staff drew on a more expansive and less common language as they establish 

a different truth around the young people.  Firstly, the staff drew on language that 

described the young people in positive ways using words such as ‘stunning’, 

‘refreshing’, ‘effervescent’, ‘really good kids’ in the space following their pause.  They 

also drew on words such as ‘courageous’, ‘amazingly resilient’ and ‘misunderstood’ to 

describe young people’s responses to their lives.   

 

These words exposed a very different understanding of these particular young 

people.  In terms of resisting the silence created by deficit, they acted in two ways.  

Firstly, they balanced the overtly negative descriptions that were typically ascribed to 

these young people by drawing on overtly positive language.  Secondly, there also 

seemed to be an element of wanting to present these young people in a different way.  
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The staff's expectation seemed to be that the young people would automatically be 

judged according to ‘deficit’ standards.  Therefore these descriptions provided a 

challenge to a deficit way of speaking purely by the act of being spoken aloud.  

Simultaneously they replaced deficit language, giving access to an alternative and 

perhaps more beneficial set of words to draw on. 

 

Having identified ‘the pause’, I was interested to see if the challenge to deficit 

and the re-speaking of young people through a resisting silence went beyond these 

initial responses.  It required a closer examination of where else in the staff’s interviews 

this disruption might occur.  On further exploration, it became evident that ‘the pause’ 

was just one in a range of tactics that the staff drew on to challenge the silence created 

by deficit understandings.  In combination these tactics gave credence to an “opposing 

strategy” (Foucault 1978, 100) by filling in the “omissions and evasions” (Simpson and 

Lewis 2005, 1261) of a privileged interpretation.  These tactics gave voice to 

“contradictory or competing meanings” (Simpson and Lewis 2005, 1261) and defied 

“that unlimited sovereignty that allows it [deficit] indefinitely to re-say the text” 

(Foucault, 2006, 620).  They had moved from ‘the pause’ to permeate the staff’s talk 

and influence their practice. 

 

The re-speaking of these young people, accessed four other tactics concerning 

the language that staff either chose or excluded in order to break this silence.  The first 

was to challenge deficit language used by others.  The second was a deliberate and 

outright rejection of deficit.  Thirdly, staff negated deficit, and finally, staff employed a 

deliberate, considered use of deficit in specific circumstances and contexts.  These four 

tactics continued the work of ‘the pause’ to subvert deficit practices. 

 

Challenging deficit 

An example of this sustained challenge to deficit understandings was evident in a 

presentation at an Open Day for the organisation.  One of the staff was explaining a 

residential treatment programme set up to treat the ‘sexually problematic behaviours’ of 

young people who had been convicted of a sex offence.  An invited DOCS (Department 

of Community Services) worker next to me questioned her: 

 

 DOCS Worker: So they’re sexual offenders? 
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 Staff Psychologist: No they have sexually problematic behaviours. 

 DOCS: But they’ve abused someone. 

 Staff Psychologist:  No they display sexually problematic behaviours. 

 DOCS [mumbles under his breath]: But they’re still sexual abusers. 

   (Fieldnotes 2009) 

 

In this exchange the organisations psychologist deliberately and publically challenged 

the DOCS worker’s use of deficit language in accessing ‘sexual abuser’, although 

clearly not changing the DOCS Worker’s understandings.  However in speaking in this 

way the psychologist did far more than just challenge the notion of deficit.  She was 

able also to distance the behaviour of the young person from the identity of the young 

person.  As the psychologist continued to explain, the programme (and by extension, the 

term) was based around the notion that it was about “good people who have made bad 

choices” (Fieldnotes 2009).  This way of knowing these young people had the added 

bonus of allowing a space to open for the young person to be known differently and 

therefore to be different.  The silence established by the knowledge contained in ‘sexual 

abuser’ is broken by this psychologists challenge.  It allowed these young people NOT 

to be tied to one action by an identity that had been constructed around deficit.  A 

deficit way of knowing was rejected and replaced with words that reframed the way 

these particular young people were known.  In drawing on a term like ‘sexually 

problematic behaviours’, there was never an acceptance or condoning of the act of 

sexual abuse but there was acceptance of the person, allowing space for that person to 

be spoken of differently; not just by the identity consuming term of ‘sexual abuser’ used 

by the DOCS worker.  It allowed for the recognition of the young person’s own life 

experience within the context of their unique life circumstances and allowed for the 

possibility of change.  The deficit notion of ‘sexual abuser’ only allows a response of 

punishment and a locking in of the identity of ‘sexual abuser’.  ‘Sexually problematic 

behaviours’ uses language that is not as common or straightforward but which has been 

carefully conceived to promote a certain way of thinking about these young people 

separate from deficit knowledge. 

 

Rejecting deficit 

This incident between the organisations psychologist and the DOCS worker is also an 

example of something more.  Not only did the psychologist’s language challenge the 
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use of deficit language and open up possibilities of other identities for these young 

people, but within her talk there was also a deliberate rejection of deficit  – which was 

one of the more common tactics drawn on by staff to silence deficit discourses.  Staff 

would often stop and either question or reword the way I and other people spoke of the 

young people if we ‘slipped’ in to deficit language.  The psychologist’s outright refusal 

to access ‘sexual abuser’ as a label for the young people she worked with is an example 

of this rejection.  It was supported by her open and forceful replacement of  ‘sexual 

abuser’ with an alternate term, ‘sexually problematic behaviours’, which can be argued 

is from outside a deficit language.  This rejection did three things to break the silence of 

deficit.  It confronted and defied the access of deficit terminology by the DOCS worker.  

It provided a replacement terminology that could then be used by others to extend the 

challenge presented by this rejection.  Finally, the psychologists rejection exemplified 

how this rejection might take place. 

 

Negating deficit 

When I spoke to Grace concerning the more technical deficit terminology used about 

the young people (eg. ADHD, conduct disordered, emotionally disturbed), her response 

was: 

 

We hardly use those terms.  We know.  We know they are all troppo and we 

don’t look forward to windy August and the full moon, I’m telling you.  But at 

the same time they are good kids.  Really good kids.  

 

The pattern of drawing on deficit terms to explain the deficit view of the young person 

but then countering the deficit language by drawing on an alternate view concerning the 

contextual uniqueness of each young person was very common and was used with great 

warmth and care.  This became consistently obvious when the staff’s use of terms such 

as ‘troppo’ and ‘really good kids’ were used almost synonymously.  Another example 

was Helena describing how the young people had been doing service learning at a 

retirement village and had broken into the office and stolen the cash box.  At the end of 

telling me this she said: 

 

 The little bastards, and I say that with all affection. 

     (Fieldnotes, 2009) 
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Sometimes the repudiation was not quite so obvious, but was still present as can be seen 

in the following example. 

 

John:  Most of our kids have missed a lot of school.  Most of them will tell you 

that from a very early age they spent all their time in the principals office or in 

the corridor or being expelled from one school going to another, so their idea of 

a teacher isn’t a good one to start with.  Their idea of a teacher is someone they 

have seen has bullied them or looked down on them so they bring those feelings 

here and you can’t blame them because that’s how they feel. 

 

For John, the idea of a truanting child who doesn’t like teachers is countered by “you 

can’t blame them because that’s how they feel.”  However there appeared to be more 

than just a negation of a derogatory term in the staff’s use of this process. 

 

The use of ‘little bastards’ or ‘they are all troppo’ or speaking of ‘poor 

behaviour’ was rarely derogatory.  While not a technical element of deficit language 

such as those terms drawn on in mainstream education and educational psychology, 

there appears to be what Butler (1997) has termed an affectionate “re-appropriation” of 

what would be considered derogatory language in other contexts.  The staff’s usage 

seemed to be almost deliberate so as to gain an opportunity to explain and often exempt 

the actions of the young people and their perceived deficit.  Hannah, for example, 

rejected my statement that there was much that explained but perhaps did not excuse 

what the young people sometimes did, saying “No.  It excuses them as well” (Fieldnotes 

2009).  This ‘excusing’ by the staff should not be misinterpreted as their letting the 

young people act as they pleased without consequence.  The consequences could be 

quite severe but rarely left the young people without support.   

 

The staff’s negating of deficit language was still constantly present throughout 

their talk of the young people.  This re-appropriation attacked silence by twisting 

common understandings of derogatory language to diminish its effects.  It worked to 

detach the blame and negativity of such terminology by attaching it to affection and 

care, resulting in a devaluing of the harshness of such language. 
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Using deficit 

Challenging, rejecting and negating deficit were also accompanied by a deliberate use 

of deficit knowledges to subvert deficit language and practice, although in limited 

contexts.  There seemed to be certain circumstances, contexts and places where deficit 

language would be drawn on by staff.  In this organisation it was predominantly 

internal, private conversations that accessed deficit language and then, only in certain 

circumstances, for example: with affection (as above); to debrief after a critical event; 

or when they had no other options as there was not a widely accepted, alternate and 

accessible language to draw on. 

 

There were also circumstances where deficit practice was deliberately drawn on 

for the benefit of the young people, as can be seen in the following excerpt.  Deb was 

explaining where much of the schools’ funding came from. 

 

Because we don’t have any fees or anything, we depend a lot on funding.  And 

unfortunately the AIS [Australian Independent Schools Association] people will 

only fund young people that have got a diagnosis.  So if we can ... not that we 

stop them if they don’t have the paperwork, but if we can get something like that 

for them.  We rely heavily on the school that they come from […] we try and get 

all that, cause that just makes it so much easier.  And it’s quite a good amount of 

funding for a child.  I know it sounds terrible, but its reality. 

 

Deb clearly draws out one site where the schools were compelled, to draw on a deficit 

discourses due to its dominating influence.  Government funding processes required the 

organisation to enter and operate within a deficit discourse.  Without doing so, the 

funding required from external bodies would not be available for the organisation’s 

schools and numerous other programmes to operate.  The external bodies were 

entrenched in deficit knowledge as can be seen by the requirement for ‘a diagnosis’ – a 

tactic of deficit discourse (Harwood 2006) – in exchange for financial support.  The 

schools were forced to draw on the language and consequently the procedures and 

systems surrounding them which reify deficit.  Deb’s statement that “I know it sounds 

terrible, but its reality”, indicates they did so with full knowledge but not acceptance of 

the stance.  They attempted to avert what they saw as ‘damage’ via a diagnosis by: 

accessing previous documentation; enrolling young people without documentation; or, 
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as Deb explained later, they used their own psychologists once a relationship with the 

young people was established.  Once funding was gained they steadfastly rejected the 

attachment of deficit to these young people, drawing on the above tactics.  This was a 

practice the staff deemed tolerable but not necessarily ‘right’ 

 

As stated previously, it was in staff’s resistance to dominant truths that options 

for different knowledges could begin to break the silence that ‘deficit understandings’ 

engendered – while recognising that at the site of resistance the dominant knowledge 

still existed.  There was a compulsion for use of deficit as the dominance of a deficit 

discourse still operated externally to the organisation.  Therefore, there was an 

obligation to engage on some level with the ‘deficit’ language until such times as a 

resisting discourse becomes far more established and this silence ‘shattered’.  By 

accessing deficit in contained ways, the staff were able to use it against itself.  However, 

this was done while maintaining a protective barrier around the young people to shield 

them from the effects of this language. 

 

Conclusion 

The refusal to give power to a deficit way of knowing young people was a common 

thread throughout the responses given by the staff.  ‘The pause’, in this context, acted in 

three ways.  Firstly, it identified the presence of an uncontested understanding.  

Secondly, it acted as a signifier that some type of work was being done.  Thirdly, it 

worked as a precursor to a language that challenged, resisted and replaced deficit.  The 

staff had used this silence to access alternate language that challenged deficit 

understandings of the young people they worked with.  It was through the resistance of 

this dominant truth that options for different knowledges were exposed. 

 

‘The pause’ is also indicative of silence being accessed in different ways for 

different purposes.  It indicated that silence was much larger than the mere lack of 

words that bow to a discourse of deficit.  This was a silence in which the privilege of 

deficit understandings had made mute other ways of understanding young people in the 

educational context.  However this first notion of silence has been shown to be 

challenged and defied through the second notion, that ‘the pause’ constitutes one of 

Brown’s ‘assaults’ on deficit as “the silence itself is rendered articulate as an 

historically injurious force.” (Brown 1996, 186).  
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The use of ‘the pause’ therefore, has implications for the practice of education.  

Its deliberate and successful use in this limited context, suggests that its transfer to other 

contexts could be beneficial.  The active, deliberate use of ‘the pause’ could allow the 

disruption of dominant and damaging knowledges within both education and wider 

society.  It also indicates the possibilities of being able to enter into different and less 

damaging, or even beneficial ways of framing others.  In this particular context the 

staff’s use of ‘the pause’ in relation to disadvantaged populations was especially 

helpful.  It allowed them the space to consider the language they drew on concerning 

the young people they worked with.  The accessing of different words and tactics 

worked to overcome the disadvantage created by deficit knowledges. 

 

‘The pause’ in this instance, is a silence that acts as both subservient to (as is 

indicated by the dominance of the limited language staff have at hand to draw on) and 

dominant over a deficit discourse.  The alternate discourse takes time to access – hence 

‘the pause’.  But more significantly, ‘the pause’ has allowed these educators to 

challenge commonly held understandings of young people who have been educationally 

displaced and allows different thinking to inform different practice.  Despite these 

apparent benefits, I would conclude with a warning from Hattam and Prosser (2008) 

that any resistance needs to be done in a highly critical way to avoid replacing one 

damaging perspective with another. 

 

If the positive experiences that are identified to rewrite identity are only those 

that reinforce dominant notions of school success, then there is a risk that the 

result will be little more than manipulation, deeper subjugation and reaffirmation 

of deficit.  Teachers […] must maintain a sense of criticality.  (Hattam and 

Prosser 2008, 100) 

In educational contexts there is a great need for this ‘criticality’ to be observed.  What 

happens within the space of ‘the pause’ needs to be done in a highly critical way.  This 

allows us to avoid replacing harm with harm or indeed resisting something that may 

well be beneficial.  However, these educators have, it would seem, drawn on techniques 

that address the destructive power embedded in silence.  They have moved from 

operating in a debilitating, powerless silence to a silence that can resist and question and 
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ultimately challenge and replace the dominance of deficit knowledges for the support of 

the disadvantaged young people they work with.  By doing so they challenged and 

defied the traditional understandings applied to these young people. 
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