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The interactional management of discipline and morality in the classroom:
an introduction

Piera Margutti (Universita per Stranieri di Perugia, Italy)
Arja Piirainen-Marsh (University of Jyviskyld, Finland)

1. Background

This special issue of Linguistics and Education investigates a specific domain of activities
taking place in classrooms: those in which teacher and students manage expectations
concerning the social and moral order of classroom conduct. In their everyday interaction,
teachers and students display their sensitivity to the social expectations concerning acceptable
behaviour through various verbal and nonverbal means. For instance, teachers may reproach
students by explicitly referring to rules of ‘correct’ behaviour or to their infringement, or they
may express disapproval or criticism of student conduct through more implicit means.
Students also criticise teachers and hold them accountable for appropriate conduct. The
papers included in this volume focus on talk that, either directly or indirectly, deals with
violations of the social organization of classroom interaction. Using conversation analysis the
authors investigate activities through which teachers and students address some forms of
conduct as unacceptable, criticisable or reproachable. The aim of the studies in this volume is
to show how these activities surface in talk in the shape of remarks, comments, irony, forms
of address, and non-verbal behaviour.

A considerable number of studies addressing the social organisation of the classroom
have concentrated on instructional talk, showing how the teacher’s authority resides in the
unequal distribution of the participants’ speaking rights. Drawing on analysis of recorded
lessons, Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) identified the ‘teaching exchange’ (or IRE) as the most
representative type of interaction organization in the classroom. Since their seminal study
appeared, research in this domain has recognized that the teacher’s responsibility for the
initial and final move of the exchange accounts for two main features characterizing
classroom interaction: (1) the teacher is the main director of interaction, who controls and
regulates discourse by allocating turns to students (McHoul, 1978; Lerner, 1995; Iedema,
1996), and (2) the teacher evaluates the students’ replies in relation to the form and to the
content of the answer (Mehan, 1979; Drew, 1981; Levinson, 1992).

Studies within this tradition have focused in particular on the three-part exchange as
the template for classroom interaction embodying its main institutional goal (Mehan, 1979;
Cazden, 1986; Mercer, 1995; Galton et al., 1999; Nassaji and Wells, 2000; Nystrand et al.,
2003). Recent ethnographic and interaction-based research has broadened this view, showing,
for example, how instruction activities can develop through different structures of
participation with or without the presence of the teacher (Sahlstrom, 1999; Thornborrow,
2002; Szymansky, 2003, Seedhouse, 2004; Jones and Thornborrow, 2004). A robust body of
research in the ethnographic field has explored the architecture of the entire lesson (see
Shultz et al., 1982; Erickson, 1982, Green 2008). Studies comparing larger portions of
instruction talk in different settings and also interactions which pupils experience at home
have revealed larger types of organization not captured by the IRE model. These studies have
also shed light on other activities which nevertheless are relevant components of the
interaction that takes place in the classroom (e.g. taking the register, doing lunch
administration, various ‘off task’ activities). From this work, a new perspective on the social
and moral order of classrooms emerges. The teacher is the party held responsible for the



moral order not only in relation to the management of the ‘basic turn-allocation apparatus of
classroom lessons’ (Mehan, 1979: 95), but also in relation to the management of other
activities and unauthorised ways of behaving (Macbeth, 1990; 1991) that may occur as
‘asides’ within instructional sequences or may be enacted per se both by teachers and
students.

Most previous research into discipline management and teacher’s responses to
students’ ways of behaving is based on classifications of conduct into self-explicating
categories of actions such as “criticism” and “praise” (but see Schultz et. al., 1992; Dorr-
Bremme, 1990; and Macbeth, 1990, 1991, who attempt to ‘un-package’ the construction and
interpretation of unprompted and disruptive behaviour). There is extensive literature in the
tradition of educational studies on the way in which teacher’s praise statements can influence
students’ motivation, confidence, success in carrying out a specific task, and even control
misbehaving children (Kounin, 1970; Martin, 1977; Brophy, 1981 and 1983). Actions such as
praise, encouragement or appreciations, and their opposite criticism, are generally linked to
other pre-determined variables such as, for instance, the children’s socio-economic class,
ability levels, and gender, among others.

Similarly, a number of studies in the field of sociology of education have addressed
classroom discipline by searching for causes of disruptive behaviour as tied to a number of
measurable socio-psychological variables, all external to and somehow pre-determined with
respect to the teacher-students interaction in vivo (Descombe, 1984 1985; Cicourel and
Kitsuse, 1963, 1968;; Cox and Boyson, 1975;). Typically these studies treat students’
disorderly behaviour as a self-evident phenomenon, whose causes are researched through
accounts provided by teachers, parents, and students affer the events have taken place and
elicited by means of interview or questionnaires and ethnographic observation. Only few
studies so far have employed systematic and detailed empirical observation of classroom
interaction in which teachers actually deal with the problem of addressing, referring to, and
evaluating students’ disruptive conduct, or in which students express criticism or challenge
the teacher’s authority.

One seminal work in this latter line of research is the work conducted by Schultz,
Florio and Erikson (1982) on the disruptive behaviour of American children with an Italian
background in pre-school classes in Boston. Drawing from previous ethnographic studies,
they adopted a micro-ethnographic approach and a comparative methodology similar to the
work by Heath (1983) and Philips (1983), which enabled them to compare sequences of
interaction in which children were involved at school and at home with similar participation
structures. The study claims that the children’s ‘interruptive’ behaviour at school is evaluated
as ‘collaborative’ in the family context; a circumstance which accounted for the children’s
‘interruptive’ behaviour at school. More recently, Dorr-Bremme (1990) analyzed the social
organization of interaction in a primary grade classroom from an ethnographic perspective.
He explains the occurrences of students’ ‘misbehaviour’ as related to the absence of specific
contextualization cues which teachers inadvertently omit during transitions from one activity
to the other. Other, more linguistically oriented studies have explored how teachers’ authority
or power is enacted through regulative discourse such as different types of directives
(Iedema, 1996; Manke, 1997; He, 2000; Buzzelli and Johnston, 2001). Finally, the type of
interactional work which teachers and students do when dealing with breeches in the
classroom order has been addressed in the work of Macbeth (1990, 1991), which investigates
teacher’s authority in relation to specific practices that deal with the management of
classroom discipline, in particular reproaches. This special issue addresses the same domain
of practices. Drawing on data from diverse educational environments and applying the
conceptual and methodological framework of conversation analysis, the studies in this



volume investigate how teachers and students invoke, accomplish and manage moral
evaluations of classroom conduct through reproaching or criticising others.

2. Conversation analysis

Conversation analysis (CA) takes as its starting point the fact that social interaction is orderly
and methodically achieved through a set of interactional practices and that these practices can
be analysed through close attention to naturally occurring interactions. The focus of attention
is on observable patterns in the data; the linguistic and non-linguistic practices (e.g. gazes,
facial expressions, gestures, body movement as well as the use spatial resources and
artefacts) through which social actions are accomplished and managed. These investigated in
order to understand how the core activities of specific settings get done and become
recognisable, orderly and acceptable for participants. Conversation analysis is currently used
to analyse a wide variety of settings, including classrooms. An extensive body of research is
now available which describes patterns of interaction in judicial settings (see e.g. seminal
study by Atkinson and Drew, 1979), broadcast media interaction (Clayman & Heritage, 2002;
Hutchby, 1999), medical interactions (Heritage and Maynard, 2007) and various
technologically mediated work settings (see Nevile, 2004, Arminen, 2005), to mention but a
few.

As one of its key methodological principles, conversation analysis avoids abstract, a
priori theorization and categorisation of phenomena. The aim is to ground analytic categories
and claims in observable details of interaction. The focus is on the locally produced order by
which “social and institutional realities are occasioned, maintained and managed” (Arminen,
2005: 5). This basic tenet in CA methodology enables the analyst to identify and make
observable the techniques through which social activity in these settings is organised as well
as the resources used by the participants in shaping and interpreting such activity.

Accordingly, studies of educational settings have demonstrated how classrooms
function as arenas for participation in activities focused on the construction of knowledge
through specific forms of turn organisation (e.g. McHoul, 1978; Lerner, 1985; Seedhouse,
2004) and repair (McHoul, 1990; Macbeth, 2004; Hall 2007); how practices of questioning
are oriented to the institutional tasks of teaching and learning as well as to particular
classroom agendas and educational values (Jones and Thornborrow, 2004; Sahlstrom, 1999;
Margutti, 2006); and what kinds of resources are drawn upon in negotiating what constitutes
acceptable behaviour (Macbeth, 1990, 1991; Thornborrow, 2002).

The papers in this special issue focus on the domain of practices associated with the
management of discipline and (co-)construction of the moral order of classroom activities.
They draw on video-recorded data of classroom interaction in different settings in terms of
school grades (ranging from primary to high school), types of classes (second language
teaching, literacy classes, biology lessons and others) languages and local cultures (Finland,
Sweden, Italy). All authors use Gail Jefferson’s standard transcription conventions, as
described in Atkinson and Heritage (1984). When additional symbols are employed, authors
have explained their meaning in notes and appendices to each article. All papers apply
conversation analysis as the conceptual and methodological framework within which to carry
out the analyses, highlighting both the verbal, linguistic and nonverbal, multimodal and
sequential aspects of classroom talk. In addressing the specific practices in focus, they also
draw from research in linguistics, discourse studies, education and sociology to situate their
work within a broader context, and in order to present a multifaceted, yet detailed view of the
phenomena they study in situ.

3. Contributions



The papers in this volume address the management of the social and moral order of
classrooms by analysing and describing actions that display disapproval or otherwise
negatively evaluate some (course of) conduct in the classroom. The actions are accomplished
in a variety of ways, by verbally addressing the participant(s) responsible for such conduct or
by showing attention to it through nonverbal actions. The participants can address breeches to
the moral norms and values of the classroom either retrospectively, e.g. through reproaching
or criticising some prior conduct, or prospectively, e.g. through directives through which they
seek to change a particular course of action. Studies reported here address a variety of
interactional phenomena, including gaze, verbal formulations, address forms, irony and
shushing, as resources through which teachers — and sometimes students — attend to and
display disapproval of some prior or ongoing conduct.

Like previous research on the moral dimension of everyday talk (Pomerantz
1978, Giinthner 1996, Drew 1998, Bergman 1998, Edwards 2005), studies in this volume
share the view that the moral order of classrooms is intertwined and embedded in the social
organisation of classroom life. They examine moral norms and values as interpretative
mechanisms which enable the evaluation of people’s conduct and attitudes in terms of what
is ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘right or ‘wrong’. Such norms are constructed, negotiated and reconfirmed in
social interactions. Classroom talk, as well as interaction in other institutional types of setting
is rich in moral elements (see e.g. Macbeth, 1990, 1991; Bergman 1992; Sahlstrom, forth.).
To shed light on the detailed practices through which the normative order of classroom
conduct is managed, the papers aim to provide a detailed and technical specification of the
actual practices of criticism and reproaching as they are employed in specific local
environments in a variety of educational settings. They seek to contribute to the
multidisciplinary field of studies on classroom discourse by describing some of the practices
through which moral evaluations are accomplished in Italian, Finnish and Swedish
classrooms. Practices analysed here reveal the boundaries of acceptable behaviour in
classrooms often in quite subtle ways. The full range of these practices as well as their
implications to the orderly management of lessons is yet to be discovered. We hope the initial
observations documented here will generate more interest in comparing similar practices
across settings and cultures.

Margutti’s paper investigates one specific format of reproaching whereby teachers
address students with explicit descriptions of action to display that the type of behaviour
being described has been noticed and is not approved of. This format differs from other
reproaching practices used in the classroom in that it makes an explicit reference to the action
being reproached through a description of the offence and of its effects. The data come from
Italian secondary classrooms. Margutti’s analysis shows how reproaches with a description-
format exhibit teachers’ orientation to a reproachable action as obviously ‘wrong’ either by
emphasizing the consequences of the designated conduct, or by ironizing some of its aspects.
In this way the behaviour is portrayed as self-evidently offensive and problematic. Margutti
shows that reproaches in the description-format that ‘states the obvious’ are rather ‘extreme’
actions, almost edging into accusations. And, as such, they are designed to preempt any
response from the recipient. In other words, through a specific formulation of the students’
conduct, teachers convey the stance that the problematic action should not have occurred, it
has already produced its negative consequences, and the offender or offenders were in the
position of avoiding them.

Tainio examines data from Finnish junior secondary classrooms (students aged 13-15)
focusing on reproaches that are used in order to silence students and in which gendered
address terms are included. Tainio argues that through reproaches including the address term
‘boys’, the teachers contribute to the construction of the gender category of ‘boys’ in



classroom interaction. Thus practices of reproaching are no only tied to institutional
identities, but also gendered identities in the joint construction of the moral order of
classrooms. Tainio’s contribution also investigates the students’ responses to the teacher’s
use of address terms. In their own turns-at-talk, the students sometimes adopt and repeat the
address terms for specific interactional ends. These include constructing entertainment by
teasing the addressed students as well as the teacher in a humorous way and thus implicitly
criticizing the use of gendered address terms in the classroom. The analysis contributes to
previous research on gendered order in the classroom by showing that students as well as the
teacher actively attend to gender categories, and may also adopt the teacher’s practices for
playful purposes, thus showing their own agency in interaction.

Also Lehtimaja’s study deals with forms of addressing. Building on Macbeth’s (1991)
analysis of address terms used by the teacher, Lehtimaja focuses on the way in which
students use forms of address to criticize or express disapproval of the teacher. Her data
comes from videotaped lessons of Finnish as a second language in lower secondary school.
Two types of address terms are distinguished: self standing ones and those embedded in
different challenging turns. In their interactional contexts the address terms acquire very
different meanings and functions. Lehtimaja shows that the difference between the two
formats and the rationale behind their occurrence in different sequential contexts is that in the
first practice the address term is usually prosodically marked and doesn’t require a response
by the teacher, whereas in the second practice the teacher often reacts by aligning with the
student or by switching to a non-serious mode. According to the way in which address terms
are delivered, they seem thus to serve as signals of mitigation and distance, reducing the
seriousness of the challenge turn. Like Tainio’s paper, the analysis highlights the functional
complexity, the situatedness and the social implications of addressing.

Despite their frequent occurrence in classrooms, shushing (i.e. a single or repeated
“ssh”, done in order to silence someone or something) has received little if any explicit prior
research attention. The paper by Sahlstrom studies what classroom shushings sound like,
where they occur, how they are produced, and what their action import is. The analysis is
primarily based on Swedish classroom recordings, in first grade and in eighth grade, with
additional materials from US classrooms. The paper approaches classroom shushing from an
interactional point of view, taking as its starting point an understanding of overlap in
conversation, and its resolution. Sahlstrdom elucidates how shushing emerges as most
commonly — although not exclusively — the teacher’s resource. His analysis shows that
shushing is a remarkably precise and economical resource for resolving overlap, i.e. dealing
with violations to the norms of participation in the classroom. The analysis identifies and
compares different types of shushings, showing that, in terms of the relative success rate in
achieving silence, multiple shushings are remarkably more effective than singles. Sahlstrom’s
study breaks new ground in classroom research in addressing a previously largely unexplored
phenomenon, which is both frequent and intricately tied to the core of practices through
which the social order — and the moral order embedded in it - is accomplished in the
classroom.

The final paper by Piirainen-Marsh focuses on highly implicit forms of reproaching,
describing how irony is used to negatively evaluate student behaviour in sequences where
students challenge the teacher’s authority through disrupting or resisting the official business
of the lesson. The data come from videorecorded Finnish secondary school classrooms where
English is the medium of instruction or target of learning (EFL classes). Irony-implicative
utterances are examined from two complementary perspectives: (i) the intricate interactional
work utterances involve; how utterances are hearable as ironic and how participants negotiate
their implications within the sequences of action in which the utterances are occasioned and
used, and (ii) the use of irony in the local management of moral orders in the classroom.



Irony emerges as a flexible resource for dealing with challenging student conduct because of
its highly implicit nature. The findings reveal that irony-implicative utterances are used to
deal with designedly cheeky utterances by students and invoke the boundaries of acceptable
conduct especially at transitional phases during lessons. Irony can also be embedded in
instructional questioning sequences, where it serves to convey disapproval or criticism for
inappropriate student action. Finally, irony or sarcasm is used in conflictual exchanges to
build opposition and manage resistance.

5. Conclusion

The studies attempt an initial description and account of social actions, other than those
occurring in canonical instruction activities, that normally occur in classrooms, when teachers
and students are busy in carrying on their everyday life and institutional activities. Research,
so far, has investigated instruction sequences in depth, overshadowing the details of actions
in other domains, such as the management of classroom discipline and order. Collectively,
the papers argue for conversation analysis (as distinct from other methods for analysing
discourse data) as an approach for analysing the way in which teachers’ authority and the
moral order of the classroom are produced and understood in everyday classroom activities;
thus detracting from the view of teacher/student interaction and, in particular, of successful
discipline management in the class as being merely the product of the application of abstract,
pre-defined norms (Wootton 1986; Maynard & Clayman 2003). We hope this issue will
encourage more researchers to adopt an interactional perspective on the investigation of these
domains and contribute to further study of the previously largely neglected, moral dimension
of classroom interaction.
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