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Do kids always say what they actually think in school? Of course not. Young people, like 
everyone else, are inclined to say what they think other people want to hear. Sometimes, 
that’s what they think their teacher wants to hear in order to give them a good grade. 
Other times, it’s what they think will make them more popular with their peers. 

Self-censorship may take place in many social environments. For various reasons, 
individuals decide not to disclose truthful information to others, perceiving that there is 
some potential cost involved. People are liable to censor themselves to avoid revealing 
a viewpoint or opinion that they fear will bring them condemnation or disapproval in a 
social setting. 

An individual experiences at least some inward dilemma when choosing to self-censor 
(Bar-Tal, Nets-Zehngut, & Sharvit, 2017.) The predisposition is to reveal information, 
except when a person realizes that the information may hurt oneself or others. In these 
cases, the individual may decide not to reveal the information possessed and thus 
practice self-censorship. This decision is always dependent on self-deliberation of the 
advantages and disadvantages in revealing information and involves weighing potential 
costs and rewards. 

In their research on “revelation risk,” Afifi & Steuber explain that individuals assess costs 
and rewards for themselves, the ingroup, the outgroup, the system, and the idea. When 
the costs exceed the rewards, the dilemma is resolved in favor of self-censorship (2009; 
Omarzu, 2000). If a person does not experience a dilemma regarding the disclosure of 
withheld information, the person shares it without hesitation. (2009, p. 24.) 
Strategic self-censorship may seem like a prudent move under certain circumstances, but 
what is the cost of hiding one’s true self just to fit in or to please an authority figure? What 
effect might this have on mental health or personal development? To find out, let’s review 
the current psychology literature on self-silencing and self-censorship. 
According to Brian Patrick, Sarah Stockbridge, Heidi Roosa, and Julie Edelson, when 
people feel fear, a sense of vulnerability, or conditional approval, this can lead them 
to protect or defend themselves by masking, suppressing, or otherwise altering their 
self-expressions. They conclude that, to the extent that people find themselves regularly 
engaging in interpersonal strategies that involve self-obscuring, self-distortion, or self-



muting, they are likely to experience psychological ill-being, citing Rogers 1961; Jack, 
1991; and Jack and Ali 2010 (2019.)

Relying on this self-silencing strategy can result in reduced self-esteem and feelings of 
a “loss of self.” When people predisposed to self-silencing find themselves operating in 
social or institutional contexts with particularly strong demands for self-silencing, they 
are likely to be especially vulnerable to depression (Jack and Dill, 1992).

Numerous empirical studies have established a relationship between self-silencing and 
depression, including Carr et al. 1996; Flett et al. 2007; Jack & Dill 1992; and Thompson, 
1995. Self-silencing has also been shown to relate to a wide variety of other negative 
psychological and behavioral outcomes, including insecure attachment (Thompson and 
Hart 1996), poor dyadic relationship adjustment (Thompson 1995), risky sexual behaviors 
(Jacobs and Thomlison 2009), difficulty coping with illness (Dale et al. 2014; Kayser et al. 
1999), and low achievement motivation (Spratt et al. 1998).

Path analysis of self-silencing was significantly negatively related to perceptions of both 
autonomous self-regulation and teacher-student relationship quality. These results 
suggest that self-silencing is related to low behavioral engagement, negative emotions, 
and a lack of school belongingness, to the extent that self-silencing is associated with 
feelings of reduced autonomy and/or poor relationships with teachers. (Patrick et al. 
2019, p. 956.) 
 
As Erik Erikson explains in his seminal theory on lifespan development, personal 
autonomy is one of the basic developmental crises to be resolved in order for positive 
human growth and flourishing to proceed (1998.) Growing research evidence shows the 
effects of both autonomy and teacher-student relationship quality on a variety of valued 
academic and socioemotional outcomes for students. 

For example, autonomous self-regulation and/or student perceptions of autonomy in 
school have been shown to be associated with intrinsic motivation to learn (Garcia and 
Pintrich 1996), engagement (Ryan and Connell 1989), self-regulated learning strategies 
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2012), academic achievement (Grolnick et al. 1991; Vansteenkiste 
et al. 2005), school adjustment (Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2005), positive emotions 
(Black and Deci 2000; Patrick et al. 1993), and staying in school versus dropping out 
(Vallerand and Bissonnette 1992). 

The self-silencing problem in school begins early: Previous studies suggest that students 
may be particularly vulnerable to developing motivational and engagement difficulties 
in school in the mid-to-late-elementary school years, and that these difficulties may be 
related to decreases in opportunities to satisfy needs for autonomy and relatedness. 
Gnambs and Hanfstingl (2016) showed that intrinsic motivation in school declines from 
the ages of eleven and sixteen, and that this decline is related to insufficient satisfaction 
of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Patrick et al reference 
such findings that suggest the years between the ages of nine and eleven may be 
particularly sensitive when it comes to the effects of autonomy and relatedness on school 
engagement (2019, p. 956.)
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The quality of teacher-student relatedness has also been linked with outcomes such 
as academic attitudes and feelings of school belongingness (Lopez 1997), social and 
emotional adjustment (Arbeau et al. 2010; Baker 2006; Murray and Greenberg 2000), 
positive coping strategies (Ryan et al. 1994), engagement (Furrer and Skinner 2003; 
Roorda et al. 2011; Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2006), and school completion (Reio et al. 
2009; in Patrick, Stockbridge, Roosa, and Edelson, 2019, p. 946-947.)

Self-silencing in school was shown to be related to several negative academic outcomes, 
including low behavioral engagement, negative emotions (i.e., sadness, anxiety, anger), 
and maladaptive strategies for coping with failure. The results of path analyses suggested 
that self-silencing relates to poor academic outcomes through reduced student 
autonomy and poor teacher-student relationship quality (Patrick et al. 2019.) 
 
Previous studies also demonstrate connections between self-silencing and maladaptive 
coping (Kayser et al. 1999) and poor interpersonal relationship quality (Thompson and 
Hart 1996). School self-silencing is strongly associated with internalizing and denial 
strategies as well as feelings of disconnection from teachers and reluctance to seek 
teachers’ support in times of distress. Self-silencing in school was also related to 
feelings of emotional distress and low levels of behavioral engagement consistent with 
feeling depressed in school. This result is in keeping with previous studies showing the 
relationship between self-silencing and depression (e.g., Carr et al. 1996; in Patrick et al. 
2019, p. 955.) 

Jack (1991) in her book on Silencing the Self articulates a no-win, either/or tension 
between sacrificing personal needs and preserving an important relationship. This bind 
involves dependence, pleasing, anger, accommodation, self-censorship, low self-esteem, 
and depression. 

Patrick, Stockbridge, Roosa, and Edelson correlated both college and fourth-grade 
self-silencing with important school outcomes, including engagement, emotions, school 
belongingness, and strategies for coping with failure. Strikingly, they found that even 
fourth-grade students proved to be sophisticated enough both to use this self-silencing 
strategy and to report on it. 

Ryan and Deci conducted a series of path analyses which revealed that self-silencing 
was correlated with important school outcomes primarily through its association with 
reduced feelings of autonomy and the perception of poor teacher-student relationship 
quality (2017)

According to Jack, people who are personally predisposed to self-silencing will be 
most vulnerable to negative outcomes (e.g., depression) when they find themselves in 
social and/or institutional contexts that provide especially salient self-silencing cues or 
demands. Hence, Jack posits the expectation that when a given school context serves to 
heighten students’ awareness of their lack of empowerment and the need to subjugate 
their own interests and needs relative to those of teachers and other school authorities, 
those who are predisposed to self-silencing would be especially vulnerable to negative 
outcomes (1991.)
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Patrick et al. recommend further research to address the characteristics of school 
contexts that tend to increase the likelihood that students will self-silence and suffer the 
negative outcomes associated with this strategy. By the same token, it is also important 
to begin to explore possibilities for creating school contexts that support self-expression 
and genuine connectedness in student–teacher relationships (e.g., Oldfather and Dahl 
1994), thereby reducing the need for self-silencing. Patrick et al urge recognition of the 
fact that self-silencing is a relational coping strategy, however maladaptive, and note 
that discouraging its use in the absence of instituting meaningful changes in the way 
power is handled in the school context would be irresponsible and potentially harmful. 
(2019, p. 962.)

From this theoretical perspective, self-silencing is harmful because it is associated with 
loss of autonomy coupled with failure to establish authentic relatedness with important 
others. Because autonomy and relatedness represent basic human psychological needs, 
this loss associated with self-silencing represents a serious threat to human well-being 
and healthy development (Ryan et al. 1995). This viewpoint has been borne out by 
numerous studies in the academic domain (See Reeve et al. 2007; Roorda et al. 2011) 
illustrating the importance of both autonomy and relatedness for positive academic 
outcomes (Patrick et al. 2019, p. 962.) 
   
Studies of academic interactions have already illustrated the value of autonomy 
supportiveness for promoting outcomes such as engagement (Jang et al. 2010), intrinsic 
motivation and perceived competence (Ryan and Grolnick 1986), staying in school 
(Hardre and Reeve 2003; Vallerand et al. 1997), well-being (Levesque et al. 2004), 
and achievement in school (Grolnick and Ryan 1989; Vansteenkiste et al. 2005). Future 
research could address the possibility that one of the mechanisms through which 
autonomy support has its beneficial effects on academic outcomes is through reducing 
the need for self-silencing in teacher-student relationships (Patrick et al. 2019, p. 963.)
 
SILENCING THE SELF IN SCHOOL SCALE

The Silencing the Self in School Scale  (STSIS) is an adaptation of the Silencing the 
Self Scale (Jack and Dill 1992), a 31-item, self-report measure designed to assess the 
tendency to suppress or sacrifice one’s needs and self-expressions in service of the 
maintenance of relationships with important others. Reviewing this instrument reveals 
important components and constructs that underlie and comprise self-censorship 
decisions. 

The 31 items from the STSIS measure include several subscales. The “Self-Silencing” 
subscale addresses student’s tendency to suppress self-expression in the event of 
disagreement or conflict between his/her interests, needs, and opinions and those of 
the teacher; the “Putting Teacher First” subscales addresses the belief that the teacher’s 
agenda, including his/her thoughts, needs, feelings, and judgments should rightfully 
be valued more than that of the student, and the “Divided Self” subscale reflects the 
student’s belief that in order to preserve a relationship with a teacher, s/he would need 
to conceal his/ her “true self” and/or create a persona or “false self” while enacting the 
role of “student” (Patrick et al. 2019, p. 950.) 
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Sample items include:

• I don’t speak my feelings to my teacher when I know they will cause disagreement. 

• I don’t talk to my teacher about what I think about things if I know the teacher won’t 
feel the same way.      

• In order for my teacher to accept and appreciate me, I cannot reveal certain things 
about myself to him/her. 

• In order for my teachers to like me and think that I’m okay, I can’t let them know 
some things about me.        

• When I make decisions in school, my teachers’ thoughts and opinions influence me 
more than my own thoughts and opinions. 

• When I decide about things in school, what my teachers think matters more to me 
than what I think.   

• When I make decisions in school, my teachers’ thoughts and opinions influence me 
more than my own thoughts and opinions 

• I often feel responsible for my teachers’ feelings 

• I find it hard to know what I think and feel in school because I spend a lot of time 
thinking about how my teachers are feeling 

• In school my responsibility is to make my teacher happy  

ROGERIAN AUTHENTICITY

Humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers suggests that it is only when two people are able 
to take the risk of honestly revealing themselves to each other that genuine relatedness 
can develop. He refers to this condition as “authenticity” and poses it as an essential 
part of unconditional acceptance, which is foundational and a necessary precondition for 
any “helping” relationship, including education.  “Do I dare to communicate myself as I 
am, or must my communication be somewhat less than or different from this?” (Rogers 
1961, p. 345). This, according to Carl Rogers, is the fundamental question in all human 
interpersonal relationships.

However, the fear and sense of vulnerability that accompany self-revelation in some 
relational circumstances (e.g., conditional approval) can lead individuals to protect or 
defend themselves by masking, suppressing, or otherwise altering their self-expressions. 
Rogers argues that to the extent that people find themselves regularly engaging in 
interpersonal strategies that involve self-obscuring, self-distortion, or self-muting—
forms of “inauthenticity”—they are likely to experience psychological ill-being (Rogers 
1961).

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY (SDT)

According to Patrick et al., Self-Determination Theory posits that human beings have 
basic psychological needs for both autonomy and relatedness (as well as a third 
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need for competence). Ryan and Deci (2017) assert that these needs are present 
throughout life, motivating healthy development through increased differentiation and 
integration, both intrapsychically and interpersonally. To the extent that human beings 
are afforded opportunities to experience themselves as agentic and volitional—in 
other words, possessing autonomy—and genuinely, meaningfully connected to other 
persons, development will progress optimally. However, to the extent that social and/
or intrapsychic contexts undermine autonomy and/or relatedness, development will be 
impeded, and well-being compromised. (2019.) 

As we examine the repercussions of self-silencing, SDT offers a useful language for 
understanding how to create a relational context that reduces the need for self-
censorship. From an SDT perspective, autonomy supportiveness involves “...tak[ing] 
the partner’s internal frame of reference, conveying a sense of empathy and respect for 
the partner, and ...thus facilitat[ing] self-initiated expressions and actions” (Ryan and 
Deci 2017, p. 306). As such, an autonomy supportive relationship would be expected to 
reduce the need to silence one’s self- expressions and subjugate one’s needs in order to 
achieve meaningful relatedness (Patrick et al. 2019, p. 962.) 

In an attempt to explain the relative lack of evidence of gender differences in self-
silencing, Jack and Ali acknowledged that, “...the need for authentic connection to 
others is a human need, not only a ‘female need,’ so a silencing that leads to social 
disconnection is detrimental for both women and men” (Jack and Ali 2010, p. 10). Patrick 
et al explain that using SDT to conceptualize self-silencing as a failed attempt to achieve 
relatedness to powerful others by sacrificing autonomy opens the door to exploring self-
silencing not only in school, but also in any relationship in which one person holds power 
over another (2019, p. 963.)

POWER

Numerous education scholars and critics have remarked on the student-teacher 
relationship as one that is typically characterized by a considerable power differential, 
with clear role demands that can enforce a dynamic of social inequality (hooks 1994; 
Kohn 1993; Shor 1996, and Freire, 2018). Recalling her own educational experiences in 
her book, Teaching to transgress, bell hooks comments, “During [school], the primary 
lesson was reinforced: we were to learn obedience to authority...The vast majority of our 
[teachers]...used the classroom to enact rituals of control that were about domination 
and the unjust exercise of power” (hooks 1994, pp. 4–5.) Similarly, Ira Shor (1996) 
argues, “Power in society is like power in schools, colleges, and classrooms—unilateral, 
unelected, top-down, hierarchical, patriarchal, not democratic” (p. 23; in Patrick et al. 
2019, p. 946.) 

According to Jack in the original formulation of her theory of self-silencing, when 
relationships are defined by such social inequality, this enhances the likelihood that 
persons who are characterologically predisposed to self-silencing will, in fact, use 
self-silencing strategies (1991.) If we extrapolate this logic to the student-teacher 
relationship, when people who are predisposed to self-silencing find themselves enacting 
the role of “student” in a school context in which teachers hold power over them, they 
would be expected to be especially susceptible to silencing themselves in school. In 
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Self-Determination Theory terms, it would be predicted that students faced with the 
perception of threatening power relationships might be especially likely to be willing to 
sacrifice autonomy as an ill-fated strategy for preserving relatedness with the powerful 
other, the teacher (Patrick et al. 2019, p. 946.) 

CONCEALED STIGMA

Similarly, the research on concealed stigma—socially devalued identities that can be 
hidden from others—also indicates that the feeling of being unable to reveal facets of 
one’s authentic self in interaction with important others or superiors can carry a heavy 
psychic toll. These can include increased anxiety and intrusive thoughts related to the 
suppression of a “secret” (Smart & Wegner, 1999), heightened subjective feelings of 
psychological distress, such as depression (Quinn, et al., 2014; Quinn & Chaudoir, 2015), 
and raised perceived stress (Sedlovskaya, 2016.) 

SPIRALS OF SILENCE

Another angle to consider in this discussion of free speech and mental health comes 
from the Spirals of Silence literature. The theory of the Spiral of Silence states that one’s 
perception of the distribution of public opinion motivates one’s willingness to express 
opinions (Noelle-Neumann, 1977.) Individuals who feel they are in the majority become 
louder, more confident, and dominant over time, while those in the minority become 
increasingly silent. 

According to Taylor, “The appearance of strength becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy; 
those who think they are in the majority are more willing to speak out, those who think 
they are in the minority have an extra incentive to remain silent. The description of the 
plight of those who believe they are in the minority gives the name to this theory: the 
spiral of silence” (1982, p. 311.) Taylor goes on to explain that, “The Spiral of Silence 
begins with the premise that the individual assesses the distribution of opinions in the 
social environment by evaluating the strength, commitment, urgency, and the chances of 
success of certain proposals and viewpoints...If the individual discovers he agrees with 
the prevailing view it boosts his self-confidence and enables self-expression without the 
danger of social isolation. If he finds his views are losing ground he will become more 
uncertain and therefore less inclined to express his opinion to others...the self-interest 
that people protect by monitoring the environment and shaping their expression of 
opinions is their fear of social isolation (1982,  p. 314.)
 
The theory of the Spiral of Silence is an important, empirically documented principle that 
helps answer the more general question of how people's perceptions and expectations 
can anticipate and possibly influence the outcome in collective situations (Taylor, 1982, p. 
334.) This fear of social isolation, which motivates people to monitor their environment or 
the news media for cues about the majority position, facilitates a spiraling process which 
makes certain positions heard and others unheard in spite of their actual distribution in 
a society. For an enhanced understanding of the potential deleterious outcomes of this 
effect, see Janis’ explanations of the phenomenon of Groupthink and its role in various 
preventable, real-life disasters (1991.) 
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Findings confirm the dynamic processes predicted by the Self-silencing theory, including 
Glynn, Hayes, & Shanahan, 1997; Glynn, Shanahan, & Hayes, 2007; Matthes & Hayes, 
2013; and Scheufele & Moy, 2000). What we know from this large body of research is that 
the perception of majority public opinion has a small, albeit significant, impact on the 
willingness to express one’s own opinion (Glynn et al., 1997; Glynn et al., 2007).
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