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Abstract 

 
The UK Government’s Department for Education has recently issued a discussion paper entitled 
‘School behaviour and attendance: Research priorities and questions’ (March 2014), saying that 
“poor behaviour in the classroom, particularly low level disruption, still persists in too many 
schools” (p.8).  In doing so, the document emphasises the need to communicate a “clear, strong 
message” to teachers, pupils and parents about the need for good behaviour, and it states that the 
“Government’s ambition is for pupils to use the benefits of a military ethos (ME), such as self-
discipline and teamwork, to achieve a good education” (p.9).   

But successful change and intervention generally require a good understanding of practical 
possibilities on the ground, and we must ask how far a military ethos can be expected to succeed 
with students growing up in a consumer culture where authority relations at large are now a great 
deal less formal than before.  Indeed, it is worth temporarily setting judgements of ‘good’ and 
‘bad’ to one side, in order to develop a clearer picture of how interaction in contemporary 
secondary classrooms actually operates, and to grasp what the teachers who work there think of it 
themselves.   

This is the task addressed in this paper.  It draws on ESRC-funded research that produced 
close-up case-studies of classroom discourse which were then discussed with urban secondary 
teachers.  The working environment it describes certainly isn’t either easy or ideal, but ‘poor 
school management’, ‘incompetent teaching’ and ‘disaffected pupils’ aren’t adequate as 
explanations.  The paper places the difficulties facing teacher-led class discussion in a larger 
historical context, together with the relatively recent separation of deference and learning, and it 
argues that teachers need space to reflect free from feelings of failure and shame. 

Originally published in 2010, the paper fed into a set of professional development materials 
for teachers – ‘Urban Classroom Culture: Realities, Dilemma, Responses’.  These can be 
downloaded free at:  
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/education/research/ucc/ucculture.aspx. 

 
 
In a recent discussion of classroom discourse (QCA 2003), a leading researcher proposed that  
 

‘most classroom talk… involves a centralized communication system. Teachers direct the 
talk by doing most of it themselves, combining lengthy exposition with many questions, 
allocating the right or obligation to answer those questions and evaluating the answers. 
The transmission of knowledge creates very unequal communication rights to those who 
know and those who do not. This is why the sequence of (teacher) initiation – (pupil) 
response – (teacher) evaluation has emerged from so many research studies as the 
“essential teaching exchange”.’ (Edwards 2003:38; also Edwards and Westgate 
1994:40,46; Mehan 1979; Cazden 1985) 

 
But if public and political debates are any indication, teaching through the initiation-
response-evaluation discourse sequence – the ‘IRE’ – is rather less straightforward than this 

                                                           
i A version of this paper appeared in: K Littleton & C. Howe (eds) 2010 Educational Dialogues: Understanding 
& Promoting Productive Interaction.  London: Routledge. 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/ldc
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-behaviour-and-attendance-research-priorities-and-questions
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/education/research/ucc/ucculture.aspx
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quotation suggests. In an account of the education policy of the British Conservative party 
from 1979-94, Lawton notes that  
 

‘…by 1979 many [members of the Conservative Party] had gained the impression that 
schools were chaotic and teachers were lax, or - worse still - militant egalitarians who 
used the classroom for subversive political activities. The right wing feared that schooling 
had ceased to be a means for promoting order and obedience, and had taken on the role of 
encouraging the young to be critical of authority and disrespectful… [In general the 
Tories expressed] a wish to return to traditional curricula and teaching methods’ (Lawton 
1994:47, 147).  

 
The perception that schools were faltering in the delivery of traditional forms of instruction 
was echoed by the Labour Party in the run-up to the 1997 British general election,1 and 
indeed, when it came to power afterwards, it introduced a minute-by-minute programme for a 
‘Literacy Hour’ in primary schools, prescribing whole class teaching, with pupils’ eyes and 
ears tuned to the teacher, as the main component (c. 40 minutes) (Harris, Leung and Rampton 
2001:40). 
 
So what is going on here?  Is this a case of populist politicians stoking moral panic to their 
own advantage, or is educational research out of tune with a reality that politicians and public 
are rather more alert to?  This paper tries to provide a nuanced view. Yes, there undoubtedly 
are a substantial number of secondary schools where classroom discourse does correspond to 
the standard patterns described in research, but we also have strong evidence that there are 
quite a lot of others where it doesn’t. But that evidence does not justify a ‘classroom chaos’ 
rhetoric, or warrant a top-down ‘back-to-basics’ policy, premised on the view that teachers in 
these classrooms are lax and/or incompetent. It is vital not to romanticize the kind of 
classrooms we shall discuss, but humans tend to produce some kind of order in their habitual 
activity together – even though it may be hard for outsiders to recognize – and in many urban 
classrooms, rather than chaos, it is more accurate to speak of a different way of operating, or 
a ‘new settlement’. Similarly, efforts to change and improve learning conditions are much 
more likely to succeed if they are based on an understanding rather than on a denial of this 
environment. 
 
In reaching this view, ‘linguistic ethnography’ is our main methodology. Linguistic 
ethnography uses linguistics and discourse analysis as sensitizing tools in the analysis of 
interaction and it combines this with the perspectives and field strategies of ethnography, 
which involve among other things, a commitment to understanding everyday practice in 
context, to identifying patterns and systems without losing sight of local particularities, and to 
extensive data-collection in environments uncontrolled by the researcher.2     
 
Our mode of argumentation is also ethnographic, and moves from particular description to 
wider cultural claims (cf Burawoy 1998; Erickson 1985). The account starts off with what 
Hymes calls a ‘contrastive insight’ (1996:5), the apprehension of a disparity between (a) 
claims about social life circulating in prevailing discourses and (b) what one can actually see 
in social life as it really seems to happen. In our case, this was a gap between on the one 
hand, the views of classrooms in policy and research sketched above, and on the other, our 
own observation of 13-15 year olds in two inner London comprehensive schools. To follow 
up on this initial insight, our account first dwells on a particular set of practices in the data 
from one of these two schools, ‘Central High’, and it describes the non-canonical initiations, 
responses and evaluations of a prominent group of boys in Class 9A (Section 1), their 
embellishment of the teacher’s discourse (Section 2) and the subordinated non-participation 
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of girls (Section 3). In the two sections after that, we attempt to bring these empirical 
observations together in a more general characterisation of local institutional processes 
(Burawoy 1998:14-15,17-19; Erickson 1985:145-53). In Section 4, we propose a model of 
how these elements fitted together during teacher talk, and then in Section 5, we delineate 
this genre’s specificity within classroom activity more generally, concluding with a 
characterization of teacher-centred discourse that is founded on the observation of pupil 
practices and that looks rather different from the one offered by Edwards and others (cf 
Burawoy 1998:5 on reformulating existing theory). In the section after this (Section 6), we try 
to situate our case-study findings in a larger landscape, using historical comparison with 
classroom ethnographies from the 1970s and 80s to identity those aspects of local practice 
that represent cultural change, and then in Section 7, we use other studies and further research 
of our own to assess the wider contemporary relevance of our claims. Our conclusion returns 
to the starting point, drawing out the implications for educational research and policy 
(Section 8).  
 
We will start with Class 9A at Central High, where in all, fieldwork lasted about one year, 
and data-collection involved: interviews; participant observation; c. 37 hours of radio-
microphone recordings of the everyday interaction of four youngsters (2M,2F) in a tutor 
group of about 30; and participant retrospection on extracts from the audio-recordings.3  After 
initial observation sitting in lessons for several weeks, we selected students who seemed to 
represent different groupings within the class, asking each of them in turn to wear a lapel 
radio-microphone for several days, starting at the beginning of school and often continuing in 
break and lunchtime periods as well as class-time. This resulted in between 8 and 16 hours of 
spontaneous speech data on each informant, and it was supplemented with audio-recordings 
made with an omni-directional microphone located in the equipment bag carried by Rampton, 
who also sat at the side or the back of the classroom. 
 
 
1. Classroom authority and the ‘IRE’ 
 
On the whole at Central High, teachers seemed to find it rather hard operating the 
conventional 'I.R.E.’ pattern of classroom discourse. Both in instructional and 
regulative/disciplinary talk, authority seemed to have been pluralized, and there was one 
group of boys in particular who took a lot of interactional turns that traditionally belong to the 
teacher. They sometimes jumped in, for example, to complete their teacher’s sentences, and 
they encouraged the teacher to carry on when he seemed to be flagging.  
 

Extract 1 
An English lesson. Mr Newton is about to tell the class about league tables comparing the 
performance of different schools (Radio-microphone (Rm): Simon. Blex 33; n19/210). 
(Transcription conventions can be found in the appendix.) 
 

MrN:  if you look at the big newspapers today (1.0) 

    You'll find that they've all got these erm 

 John: car crashes 

 MrN:  charts: (1.5) 

    [they're called the league tables 

 AnonM: [of schools 

 MrN  about all the primary schools 

 John: of schools 

    good and bad yeh 
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Extract 2 
Tutor period in the morning. There has been an incident in the school and Mr Alcott is 
talking about racism to the class, who are listening quite quietly. (Rm: Joanne. n42:209) 
 

Mr A: (1.5) 

I seem- 

I seem to be doing lots of talking 

((quietly: )) I’m sorry 
Boy:  [ no you’re not 
Anon: [((light laugh)) 

Simon: no go on 

Anon M: carry on 

Anon: ((light laugh)) 

Simon: it’s very interesting 
Boy:  ((in a funny voice: )) go on (          ) 

Simon: ((light laugh)) 

Mr A: okay 

   but you’re the ones who are experiencing: 
   (.) 

   this erm: 

   (1.0) 

   this situation 

 

The students actively back-channelled and provided evaluative feedback, and they also 
sometimes contradicted and criticized what their teacher was saying, contesting the teacher’s 
comments on their conduct, and complaining if he ignored them. 

 
Extract 3 
English lesson. Mr Newton is telling the class about underachievement at the school (Rm: 
Simon; n19:210: BL2:141-2) 
 

Mr N:  most of the students in this school 

   (.) 

    the biggest number of students got Level Four 

    (.)  

 Hanif: ((quite loud:)) eh? 

 Anon: ((quieter:)) huh? 

MrN:  Level 4 in English is the mostpopular level too 

   the- 

   most common level that students got 

Hanif?: >what about now?< 

 
Extract 4 
Tutor period at the start of the day. Mr Alcott is talking to the class about the exams 
coming up. (The radio-microphone is being worn by Joanne. n47:279; BL73:117)   
Mr A  HANG ON 

   there are no: (.) language (.) SA[Ts 

Hanif:                                  [there are 

Several:((chorally: )) there are 

Anon: (              ) 

Anna: (            it) 
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Mr A: thank you (.) there are no: (.)  

language  S:AT:s      

okay 

 
Extract 5 
English. Mr Newton is giving the class guidelines on their oral assessment tasks, and he 
appears to single out John. (Rm: Hanif. n14:290ff; ‘15’:1362) 
 

Mr N:  the way you get a high score (.)  

is by actually encouraging others to speak  

and valuing their opinions (1.0) 

   NOT (1.) 

Girl:((with exaggerated delivery: ))being ru:(de    )  

Guy:  ((funny voice: )) saying (they’re           )  
Mr N: running them down at all 

Boy:  yeh 

Mr N: so- 

John: hey what did I do 

   why are you pointing at me 

Mr N: listen 

   ((sound of other pupils’ voices is increasing)) 
Hanif: [what? 

Mr N: [shshsh 

 

And lastly, these boys often told other pupils to shut up or to do as they were told:  
 
Extract 6 
English lesson (Rm: Hanif. n14:290ff; ‘15’:1330) 
 

Mr N:  is (.) (say back) in 1590 (.) 

AnonF:  ooh ooh ((giggles))  

Mr N:  just suppose (1.5) 

    they [had such a thing as a coroner's inquest 

 Boy:       [(can't) you two shut up 

 ?:   (ooo) 

Mr N:  we gonna do it in groups (.) 
 
 
The relationship between this activity and the IRE is summarized in Table 1:  
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Table 1: The I.R.E, teachers, and Hanif & co 
 
Type of act The canonical 

incumbents 
Non-canonical incumbents and acts at 
Central High  

INITIATION  Teacher a) Students (boys) provide the teacher with 
(unsolicited) ‘utterance completers’ 

b) Students (boys) tell other students to keep 
quiet and do what they’re told 

RESPONSE Student   
 
 

FEEDBACK/ 
EVALUATION  

Teacher c)  Students (boys) evaluate the answers given 
by other students 

d)  Students (boys) provide unsolicited 
feedback on what the teacher is telling them 

 

 
It would be an exaggeration to say that traditional IRE relations had collapsed and that 
teachers and pupils now had an equal role determining the course of each lesson.4  Even so, 
these deviations from the traditional structure were more than just temporary blips in 
instructional interaction – on the contrary, some of them helped to carry the lesson forward, 
and they usually went unreprimanded. Nor, indeed, were these boys particularly disruptive 
and alienated – on the contrary, they were generally very keen in class, and teachers rated 
Hanif as the star student. So can we just attribute all this to their communicative 
incompetence/inexperience, agreeing, for example, with Mr Poyser, their Humanities teacher, 
who kept telling them that they needed to improve their ‘listening skills’?   Unlikely, and this 
becomes clear if we move past the IRE to a more student-centred analysis.  
 
 
2. A contrapuntal aesthetic 
 
In whole class teaching, teachers are supposed to work with their students to try to build a 
cumulative public record of authoritative knowledge (Heap 1983), and although many 
stylistic, interpersonal and institutional dynamics are obviously always also in play when 
teachers teach the whole class, teachers normally attach special importance to the articulation 
of conceptually relevant, lexico-grammatical propositions. But this did not seem to be 
sufficient for some of the boys in Class 9A, and instead of simply taking classroom talk for 
what it contributed to the cumulative-construction-of-intersubjective-mental-models-of-the-
curriculum-topic, allowing it to transport them ‘past the [classroom], the occasion, and the 
speaker into the subject matter upon which the [lesson] comments’ (Goffman 1981:166), 
these boys looked beyond just the content and attended very closely to the talk’s formal, 
interactional and stylistic properties, emphasizing these as additional or alternative points of 
focus for the class. 
 
So, for example, the boys often treated the utterance they had just heard as an opportunity for 
formal linguistic recoding, and they would then pick up pieces of relatively ordinary 
classroom talk and rework them into forms that were conspicuously different from the 
original and often incongruous in the immediate context. These repetitions added little to the 
development of the propositional argument, and instead, they drew out the poetic rather than 
the referential potential of the words that they responded to (Jakobson 1960). More 
specifically, ordinary utterances in instructional and regulative exchanges were transcoded 
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into song, into German, into non-standard accents, into a different tempo, prosodic contour, 
word-stress etc: 

 
Extract 7 5 
In an English lesson. Mr Newton, the English teacher, is calling the class to order. 
 

8 MrN:  erm DONT WASTE- time everybody  

9    js look this way (1.5) 

10 thank you (.)  

11    er we've     [ finished- ((5.0 till turn 15)) 

12Hanif((quite loud:)) [ danke 

((trans: thank you))  

13 Anon: is that gum or ( ) (.) 

14 Hanif: gu[m 

15 MrN:    [can I please have- 

16 MrN:  can I please have some complete attention   

everybody 

17  cos I want to talk for about 5 or 10 minutes 

 
 
Extract 8 
Humanities lesson with Mr Alcott  
 

Mr A:    shsh, RAFIQ     

THAT WASN’T actually very reli::vent 
Several  

boys 

in chorus: it was (i::relevant) 

Masud?:   yeah IRRelevant 

Hanif:   oo:::::h 

Mr A:   right   okay  erm 

 
The boys also often appreciatively recycled anomalous utterances - musical blurts, bits of 
German, incongruous back-channelling, obtuse comments – and in doing so, they iconically 
revivified a comic or dramatic moment, savouring some aspect of the very recent here-and-
now, attending precisely to the ‘felicities or infelicities of the presentation’ that ought, 
according to Goffman, remain secondary in an academic setting.  

 
Extract 9 
The English lesson. (Rm: Hanif - ‘15’ n14) 
 

Mr N: as I've said before  

 I get a bit fed up with saying (.) 

 shshsh 

John?:  LOU[DER 

Mr N:    [you're doing your SATs now 

Hanif: VIEL LAUTER SPRECHEN  

    VIEL LAUTER SPRECHEN 

    ((German: ‘speak much louder’)) 
MrN?:  [((emphatic: )) sshh 

John: [((smile-voice: )) lauter spricken  (.) whatever 

that is 



 

9 
 

      
 
In both parallel and echoic utterances like these, the students were closely tracking the main 
discourse on the classroom floor. At the same time, both types of repetition impacted on the 
lesson’s momentum. The boys lingered on utterances beyond the point of comprehension 
where words yielded their contribution to the development of a propositional argument, and 
in this way, they appeared to insist that it was not simply the rational and disciplinary 
requirements of the curriculum that propelled the unfolding of activity. Indeed, these 
utterances displayed an interest in artful ‘performance’ as an option within the official 
lesson.6  In repetitions with contrast, students pushed themselves momentarily into the 
spotlight, bidding for acclaim for their quick wits, resourcefulness or droll humour, while in 
‘echoings’ they acted as the responsive audience that performance plays to. 
 
Overall, these practices can be characterized as a kind of contrapuntal aesthetic, pulling 
against the lesson’s prioritization of semantic propositions, working tangentially to the 
normative drive for intellectual relevance to the curriculum topic. Rather than tuning out from 
the main proceedings in class, these boys appeared to intensify their enjoyment by 
embellishing the proceedings, seizing on a wide range of different aspects of the talk they 
were listening to. If we add to this the evidence of the previous section, where we saw them 
finishing sentences for their teachers and peers etc, then rather than seeing these boys as 
generally inattentive, or lacking adequate ‘listening skills’, it looks as though they were often 
actually hyper-involved, positively over-exuberant in their lesson participation.  
 
Indeed, the performance of Hanif and his circle often provided a sharp contrast to others in 
the class. In Mr Alcott’s words during one lesson:   
    

I’m sorry – look, these people are bursting with enthusiasm, 
right 

 I’d like that to happen on this table too... 
 ((a little later:)) 

by the way,  

I- I’ve noticed that these four girls haven’t answered 
((slowly, stressing each word:))  

one   single   question   all  morning (.)  

 ((faster:)) I noticed that 

you’re very difficult to ignore in the centre  
 
In fact, the combination of decentred authority and hyper-involvement was a significant 
factor in the exclusion of most of the girls from whole class discussion.  
 
 
3. The exclusion of girls 
 
The English and Humanities teachers at Central High worried quite a lot that the girls in 9A 
generally kept quiet in their lessons, and whenever there was a class discussion, the two girls 
that we recorded with radio-microphones spent most of their time talking quietly to each 
other about other issues. It was clear that they did not like speaking in front of the rest of the 
class, and there was ample evidence of boys putting pressure on them whenever they had to 
do so. 7 
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Extract 10 
In the corridors. (Rm: Ninnette. nr34:187) 
 

Ninnette: no we ain’t got a test in Humanities today 
we got it tomorrow but we gotta read 

(1) 

today  

(2) 

we gotta report back to the studid idiotic class 

(.) 

Girl:  (and people) are say(in’) 
((half-laughing: )) are you thick or something 

Ninnette: (yes)I know I know 

 
 

Extract 11 
English lesson on Romeo and Juliet with Mr Newton (Hanif wearing the radio-
microphone. Gex4:116; n14)  
 
2 Mr N:  ((light voice:))first of all  

3    can I have a couple of girls hands up (1.5) 

5 John:  the girls are (.) embarrassed 

6 Mr N:  [erm (.) let's try 

7 AnonF: [ (         ) 

8 Mr N:  (we)'ve had the feud already  

9    Ninnette, you (     ) about these characters 

10    Ninnette (.)  

11 Anon: feudal system 

12 Guy:  [Ninnette don’t know 
13 Mr N: [Ninnette (.)  

 
 
In fact, the girls must have often felt that the boys and the teacher were acting in concert – the 
adult using his power to put them in the spotlight so the boys could prance around them (so to 
speak) – and certainly, rather than targeting Hanif and his crew, Ninnette and Joanne directed 
a lot of their discontent towards the teachers when they were being drawn into the main class 
business, or when they were interrupted in their independent conversations.  
 

Extract 12 
Humanities class. Mr Alcott is asking the class to name the four factors leading to the 
abolition of slavery. Ninnette, who is sitting next to Joanne (wearing the radio-mic) has 
evidently been making a (relatively rare) bid for his attention (n42:348). 
 

1 Ninnette: [becau:se 

2 Mr A:   [Joanne’s table 
3      ((to the rest of the class: )) SHSH 

4 Ninnette: becau:se 

5 Mr A:   can you give me another factor 

6 Ninnette: because the slaves rebelled 

7 Mr A:   excellent  

8 Joanne:  ((in a whisper: )) Joanne’s table! 
9 Mr A:   so action by the [slaves 
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10 Joanne:             [((whispering:)) fucking  

 bastard ((light laugh)) 

 
 
Mr Alcott described Joanne as quite alienated, and when Ninnette said Central High was ‘a 
shitty school’ on separate occasions during the recordings, Joanne certainly did not argue. 
Overall, the challenge to school authority presented by Joanne, Ninnette and some of the 
other girls seemed to carry rather different implications from Hanif and co’s. The 
disagreements articulated by Hanif and his friends were part of a more general pattern of 
close attention to what the teacher was trying to do, and this sometimes turned into vocal 
support. So their challenges seemed to be framed within a wider acceptance of the 
importance of the matters on hand. In contrast, these girls’ dissent was off-set by very few 
signs to reassure the teachers of any broader interest and commitment to the proceedings. 
Their challenges seemed more profound, questioning the relevance and legitimacy of the 
classroom enterprise as a whole.  
 
At the same time, it is important not to oversimplify, providing nothing but a picture of over-
keen boys and alienated girls. At this point, it is worth stepping back, first to suggest some 
links between the different elements described here, clarifying the part that gender played in 
all this, and second to emphasize the specificity of the genre we are addressing.  
 
 
4. Power relations and the classroom settlement  
 
There certainly was a broad contrast between boys talking and girls keeping silent, but the 
situation was actually more complex since: 
a)  there were a number of other boys who kept rather quiet in class discussion; 
b)  there were a lot of quiet girls who were far less disaffected than Ninnette and Joanne.  
So the male-female split wasn’t absolute, and as a matter of theoretical principle, it is 
important to consider how this relationship between gender and discourse might be shaped by 
the kinds of activity that they were all engaged in (Goodwin and Goodwin 1987:241).  
 
So far, three features have been identified in teacher-fronted, whole-class talk in Class 9A: 
decentred authority, over-exuberance, and refusal. These three characteristics could well have 
been mutually reinforcing, and the emergence of an at least partial classroom settlement 
might be modelled as follows: 
i) For many reasons - including the school’s commitment to mixed ability teaching - it was 

quite hard for everyone in the class to work together to meet the institutional demands. 
Some kids were keen and very clever; there was a substantial turnover of pupils (with 
new ones arriving at different times); some had only recently arrived in the country; a few 
were seriously disaffected; and all this was set against a background of the material 
disadvantage which often intensifies conflict over educational power-relations (Davies 
2000:3-22).  

ii)  For one reason or another, the traditional IRE structure of classroom talk did not work 
very well at Central High. Maybe the teachers had tried it but found it unworkable with 
such a mixed group of students, or maybe it ran contrary to their professional 
philosophies – there is obviously a long tradition of educational thought that sees the IRE 
pattern as a constraint on authentic communication (e.g. Barnes, Britton and Rosen 1969; 
Edwards 2003), and freed up from the IRE, there certainly were some really scintillating 
intellectual debates in these classrooms.  
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iii)  But if you give students more space to express themselves, they often say things that 
either don’t fit the official agenda, or fit it only tangentially. In Class 9A, there was a 
group of boys who attended very closely indeed to whole class discussion, but rather than 
sticking strictly to thematic relevance and lexico-grammatical propositions, they milked 
the main line of talk for all its aesthetic potential, recoding the official discourse into 
melody, German, non-standard accents etc etc. On top of that, these hyper-attentive 
youngsters also made noisy, disparaging comments about others in the class, some of 
whom did not want to participate at all.  

iv) Rather than putting a stop to this over-exuberance, the teachers seemed much more 
preoccupied by the conduct of the youngsters who were conspicuously disengaged. 
Indeed, faced with their persistent refusal, it is easy to imagine the teachers becoming 
increasingly dependent on the hyper-involved ones for reassurance. More than that, in 
situations where interested students felt that the teacher was getting distracted, it is not 
hard to understand them lending a hand (in whatever way) to get the lesson back on track, 
exacerbating the alienation of the classroom’s ‘others’. 

v) In sum, we can see the teacher and the keen students developing a strategic alliance that 
managed to hold the lessons more or less on course. Within the alliance, teachers were 
inclined to be tolerant of the excesses of apparently keen students, and this is likely to 
have intensified the exclusion of the disengaged, but as long as the alliance held up, at 
least some sense of progress and value could be derived from the lessons. 

 
Certainly, gender was factored into this interactional ‘system’ in very significant ways. 
Culturally gendered dispositions may well have made it harder for the girls to participate; it 
was fairly obvious that quite a bit of the boys’ attentiveness to the girls was animated by 
sexual interest; and participants sometimes invoked gender to try to make sense of what was 
going on. Even so, it seems unlikely that either sexism or gendered dispositions per se can 
explain the development of this classroom dynamic, and instead, the main source of this 
interactional polarization can be very plausibly located in the pressures, opportunities and 
constraints of the institutional activity in which they were all engaged.8   
 
That is a hypothesis about how the elements of classroom discourse we have described hung 
together. It is now worth turning to the generic specificity of whole class instruction fronted 
by the teacher. 
 
 
5. The generic distinctiveness of whole-class teacher talk 
 
Ninnette and Joanne generally chatted to each other during whole class discussion, but when 
they had written tasks to do, they were a lot more attentive to curriculum business.  In fact, 
this was quite general, and as their German teacher declared to the class as a whole:  

 

‘How come every time we do oral work, you get out of hand. 
The only time this class can actually be manageable is when 

we do writing’ 
 

There was also a good deal of structured role-play at Central High, and when students 
watched their peers as an audience, they were also much more attentive. So there are 
significant contrasts here: the class was either over-exuberant or obdurately disengaged when 
it came to whole-class discussion, but they were much more compliant with curriculum 
demands when it came to writing and role-plays. In the first instance, this contrast helps once 
again to rule out certain explanations for the patterns of classroom discourse described earlier 
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on: Joanne and Ninnette were not completely alienated, and under different conditions, they 
were perfectly capable of participating in activities that involved an element of semiotic 
narrowing, capable of following the logo-centric rationality of the curriculum, capable of 
focusing their minds on curriculum ideas and turning these into writing. Equally, any 
suggestion that there was an endemic inability to participate in orderly collective events can 
be discounted by referring to the evidence of role-play. 
 
But maybe more important, it invites reflection on what features of writing and role-play are 
most likely to have influenced these differences in students’ conduct, pointing to the 
properties in teacher talk that are likely to have made it particularly problematic (cf Rampton 
2006:Ch.2.6). Assessment is one factor. Whereas writing results in recorded assessments of 
individual performance that accumulate over time and are consequential for students’ overall 
school careers (and beyond), the Evaluative acts in a fast-flowing IRE are relatively fleeting 
and trivial, and comparatively inconsequential for the documentary profile of individuals. 
The demands of audienceship are another. During whole class-teacher-talk, you may think 
that what has just been said is ridiculous, dull or stupid, but you are expected to subordinate 
your assessment to the evaluative criteria and curriculum knowledge possessed by the 
teacher. In role-play, you can attend to many different aspects of the performance and there is 
leeway to respond as you want to the proceedings (rather than being disruptive). Laughter, 
gasps and maybe even comments can enhance the general activity, and if you are asked for 
your views at the end, the aesthetic framing of the activity gives more scope for a take-it-or-
leave-it response. And the expectations of linguistic production are a third. During teacher-
talk, the IRE involves you in cycles of spotlighting, performance and evaluation that are both 
rapid and insistent, not just cramping you within evaluative criteria you do not control but 
also nagging you to participate. In contrast, in writing on the one hand, individuals are not 
generally made the single focus of attention for the whole class, and there is time to review, 
revise and indeed even enjoy one’s own product prior to both its completion and its 
assessment by somebody else. And on the other, while role-plays are in progress, the 
boundary between performance and audience is fairly clear and you have a better sense of 
how long you can relax in an audience identity. Indeed, moving on from this itemization of 
teacher-talk’s generic differences from writing and role-play, we can suggest that in its 
canonical, unadulterated form, teacher-led discussion involves a jostling but expressively 
depleted style of communication which marginalizes students’ own judgement but threatens 
to drag them onto the platform with curriculum-scripted performances that in the end do not 
actually count for very much.9 
 
This description is obviously rather different from the characterization of whole class 
discussion provided by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975), Mehan (1979), Edwards and Westgate 
(1994) or Edwards (2003), but it builds on the evidence of how students actually did and did 
not participate in Class 9A, and it attempts to reflect their experience and perspective on this 
genre. Most obviously, it suggests that in its canonical form, whole-class teacher-fronted 
discussion was rather distasteful to the students, and this raises a larger question. Is there now 
a new kind of pedagogic settlement in contemporary urban classrooms, represented by the 
kinds of the communicative practice we saw in Class 9A? Or was what we have seen simply 
business-as-usual in working class education in Britain? 
 
 
6. Historical change in the genre? 
 
In the 1970s and 80s, the British sociology of education produced a flurry of classroom 
ethnographies.10 How far do their portraits of classroom life resemble the descriptions in this 
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chapter?  Has the discursive organisation of classroom discourse in urban secondary schools 
stayed much the same over the last 30 years, or were there new ingredients in Class 9A which 
pointed to cultural change? 
 
Although there are methodological issues complicating the comparison, 11 a number of 
similarities show that there were continuities between the classrooms described in the 1970s-
80s and Class 9A in 1990s. So, for example, both in the 1970s and late 1990s, work and non-
work activity were often closely intertwined in class, and a certain level of routine non-
conformity was treated as acceptable –  ‘laughter, talking in class, running in school, jostling 
in line, fidgeting, staring out of windows, not listening to teacher, failure to hand in work, 
failure to “try your best” etc’ (Pollard 1979:83).12   At the same time, two quite substantial 
differences stand out. In British classroom ethnographies of the 1970s and 1980s,  
a)  there was generally a basic contrast between, on the one hand, lessons as a place/period 

for work, and on the other, the high priority that young people attached to enjoyment. In 
working class areas, pupil peer-groups were seen as normatively oriented to pleasure and 
amusement, to the extent that keen students felt pressure to conceal their commitment to 
schoolwork.  

b)  In addition, ethnographies in the 70s and 80s painted a picture in which academic work 
went hand-in-hand with orderly talk along the lines directed by the teacher. In general, 
when pupils prioritized their own concerns, moving outside the terms of 
reference/engagement offered by the teacher, this was open to interpretation as 
‘deviance’.    

In contrast, at Central High in the late 1990s,  
 
i) instead of being defensive about an interest in the lesson, pupils were often quite 

aggressive in trying to keep the lesson on track, making space for curriculum work by 
challenging the unofficial activity of other pupils.   
 

ii)  Rather than following a teacher-led IRE lockstep, students displayed their interest in 
academic work by taking over a lot of the speech turns that are traditionally reserved for 
their teachers 

 
In the 1970s and 80s, British classroom ethnographies assumed or reported a set of normative 
oppositions and links which can be loosely described as: 

 
lessons + work  versus  peer-group + fun 

 
and 

 
orderly talk  deference to teachers  respect for knowledge & learning  

 
At Central High in the late 1990s, these patterns appeared to be less stable. Talk among peers 
could be aggressively school-oriented, while at the same time, there was often a noticeable 
lack of deference in the way that pupils spoke to the teacher about session topics. Valued 
classroom knowledge was no longer inextricably tied to a procedural decorum managed by 
the teacher.13  
 
So even though comparison with the 1970s and 1980s shows that classroom interaction in the 
late 1990s at Central High had not changed beyond all recognition, there seemed to be a 
noticeable difference in the interactional demeanour with which students approached the 
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business of learning. How far, though, is it possible to generalize beyond this particular 
dataset? 
 
 
7. How typical was Central High, and how significant is this non-deferential 

commitment to learning? 
 
As well as studying inner city Central High in the 1990s, we also investigated Westpark, a 
suburban school with a rather different demographic profile. At Central High, more than half 
of the students received free school meals, almost a third were registered as having free-
school meals, and in 1999, when our informants eventually took their school-leaving exams 
at 16, less that 20% got five or more ‘GCSE’ A*-C results. In contrast, at Westpark only 
about a quarter of students received free school meals, only 15% were registered as having 
special educational needs, and 60% of the cohort we investigated achieved five or more A*-C 
at GCSE in their school-leaving exams in 1999. These demographic differences were 
matched by discursive differences in class. In contrast to the patterns described above, 
Westpark teachers could generally talk to the class for substantial periods relatively free from 
interruption or distraction by the pupils; there were few difficulties maintaining the 
conventional IRE pattern of classroom discourse; unauthorized talk between students was 
largely hidden from the teacher; and pupils generally maintained a public show of willingness 
to participate in class as directed. So does this mean that the claims and descriptions above 
are really only relevant to Central High, or at best, to a small group of the most disadvantaged 
schools?   
 
Certainly, there could have been a range of local contingencies shaping the particular 
settlement identified in Class 9A (relationships, personalities, interactional histories etc) and 
it seems unlikely that decentred authority, over-exuberance and refusal would be found in 
every other class at Central High, or that they would coalesce in the same way. Nevertheless, 
there are very good grounds for saying that IRE problems, routine disengagement and non-
deferential enthusiasm are not simply confined to only the most underachieving schools and 
that they extend quite far beyond. 
 
During 2005 and 2006, we used the same methodology to study 13-15 year olds at another 
secondary school, ‘London Community School’ (LCS), where GCSE results were twice as 
good as those at Central High.14  Although we have not systematically analyzed the teacher-
centred classroom discourse in this location, observation over two years suggested that 
discourse practices broadly similar to Class 9A were very common. Indeed, much more 
relevant to the question of generalizability, we also used the radio-microphone recordings 
from LCS to elicit the perceptions of a wider group of urban school teachers. 
 
Deliberately excluding more spectacular episodes (e.g. watching music videos during Art; 
looking at internet porn during IT), first we selected four relatively routine 2-4 minute 
extracts that raised issues about the boundaries between teachers and students, and/or 
involved teachers trying to elicit class- and task-participation from pupils who did not offer 
immediate compliance.15  Then we played these extracts to 39 professionals with over 500 
years of classroom experience in predominantly urban areas (mean:13 years; median:11), 
eliciting their reactions in seven groups. When they first heard the extracts, these teachers 
quite often criticized the staff involved for their classroom management shortcomings, but 
this soon gave way to more general reflections: 
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‘[the relationship between] staff and students is so different than it was ten years ago. The 
difference is that you can’t get in their faces. I remember when I started teaching … 
seventeen years ago and you got in [a] kid’s face and that was accepted as the norm. You 
could not do that here and I’m so glad they would be- they’d be quite entitled to go and 
complain about you. You would lose respect, you would lose all- you know, that would 
spread and you would be seen as this person and would stand out amongst this school as 
this- as someone who tried to rule by fear and we cannot do that again’ (Tom, 40-50. 
MFL (Asst. Head) 17 years classroom experience)  
  
‘In my experience, any lesson in which the students come in and you start off saying “we 
are going to pick up from the last lesson” is bound to be unsuccessful in this school, in an 
environment where teachers are- have to be most of the time red-hot. You have to be- it is 
all a continual performance. My unsuccessful lessons this week ((laughs)) are ones where 
I am quite happy to say “right we’ll continue from last lesson”’  (Gethin, 20-30. English. 
3 years’ experience) 

 
‘I think it [the relationship between adults and children] has become far less formal, you 
know, the idea that you know, the adult is right and the students do what they are told has 
broken down in wide areas of society – certainly in my little bit’ (Caroline, 40-50 EAL. 
24 years’ classroom experience) 

 
Traditional order might still be found in some schools: 

 
‘I can remember teaching at grammar school – humanities, you know, you could have 
lively discussions but they’d be as strict as hell, and once the discussion’s over you work 
in silence and nobody’s gonna mess about, you know, nobody would be leaning over the 
radiator or anything like that’ (Joe aged 50-60 English 31 years’ classroom experience) 
 

But this experience of an environment where there could be ‘lively discussions… strict as 
hell’ was very far from typical in the accounts provided by these teachers. Overall, they said, 
classroom relations had changed over time; communication with pupils relied on negotiation 
rather than authority; pupils knew their rights; lessons had to entertain; and digital culture 
presented a continual challenge. Indeed, when the teachers were asked to indicate whether 
they were familiar with episodes like the ones we played them, 86% of their 149 responses 
indicated that they saw them as either ‘fairly’ or ‘very’ recognizable. 
 
Turning to non-deferential enthusiasm for learning as a fairly new classroom phenomenon 
(Section 6 above), the last 10-15 years have produced a number of studies describing students 
whose curriculum interest combines with a lack of respectful obedience to their teachers – 
this is reported among 14-15 year-olds in Los Angeles (Gutiérrez, Rymes and Larson 1995), 
among 15-16 year-olds in Perth Australia (Lee 1996), 10-11 year olds in Mexico City 
(Candela 1999), and 9-10 year olds in the US mid-west (Kamberellis 2001). In fact, if we 
want to understand what keeps urban teachers going in the school environments where they 
find themselves, then this combination of an interest-in-learning with disregard for traditional 
classroom decorum may be particularly important. In environments where interest equates 
with obedience, it is likely to be rather hard reconciling the personal mission to educate with 
problems operating the IRE, holding the class’s attention or establishing a working silence, 
but this certainly was not the situation at Central High, and even in the absence of canonical 
order during whole-class teacher talk, the hyper-exuberant kids showed that they were 
listening/engaged. Their involvement might not be disciplined in quite the ways that 
governments might dream of, but at least teachers were not talking in a vacuum. And 
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although there was no question of their being wholly at ease in these conditions, there were 
signs that our 2006 teacher-informants were adjusting to this: 

 
‘Children are bright now. You know, we have got a whole different climate now. 
Children know what they are entitled to. Children will tell you “that was a crap lesson, it 
was boring, you read that story with no feeling”. But they are right to do that if we are 
crap, you know, whereas I wouldn’t have dreamed of saying anything. I would have sat 
and be bored’ (Deborah, 50-60. R.E./Humanities. 20 years’ classroom experience)  
 
‘Some kids are responding to that [curriculum topic], even if not ((laughs)) very 
enthusiastically, and here yeah the teacher’s a bit disappointed, but nobody gets sort of 
really upset about it ,do you know what I ((laughs)) – you know, if… it’s sort of like a 
social occasion in some ways’  (Maureen, 50-60. English & Drama. 29 years’ classroom 
experience) 

 
So a comparatively unruly interest in the lesson topic is, it seems, at least one of the newer 
elements in contemporary classroom culture that was far from unique to Class 9A. What 
could account for its emergence?   
 
Logically anyway, growing attention to students’ non-deferential curriculum involvement 
could just reflect a shift in academic fashion, and there are parallels here to the move in the 
Humanities and social sciences from ‘structuralism’ to ‘post-structuralism’, particularly with 
the latter’s concern for the carnivalesque, the agency of subordinates, and the co-construction 
of social systems (cf Rampton 2006:Ch.1.2). But to attribute all this to academic fashion, we 
would first have to dismiss what Fairclough calls the ‘conversationalisation of public 
discourse’ (1995:137-8), ignoring the growing separation of formality and seriousness in 
public culture generally, both in Britain and elsewhere. Second, to hold to a no-change, 
business-as-usual view of classroom discourse, we would have to assume that sociolinguists 
and language educationalists who have advocated the value of pupil talk and oracy – scholars 
such as Labov (1969), Trudgill (1975), Barnes, Britton and Rosen (1969) – have had 
absolutely no impact on schooling over the last 30 years. This is counter-intuitive, and 
certainly at Central High, it is objectively at odds with the history of local curriculum change. 
And third, we would have to ignore the influence of digital new media, which, in the words 
of one of our teacher-informants, generates  
 

‘the issue of us playing catch up with young people today, realizing that they inhabit a 
world in which we are always uh playing catch up with, you know, the mobile phones. 
Five-six years ago, it was clear cut – mobile phones were not allowed. But they are so 
ubiquitous that we have to give in, and we haven’t accommodated them properly. So 
every now and then the school takes a hard line on it, and everybody’s singing from the 
same hymn sheet - all members of staff – and they know that it’s gonna to be okay for a 
while. Then, you know, priorities shift cos we’ve got other things to do, and then like 
Daryl’s saying no [to handing over his mobile phone] to me a couple of weeks after, and I 
was instrumental in putting this policy forward. (laughing) So I feel a right idiot, uh to 
some degree we’ve just gotta learn how to accommodate it.’  (Tom aged 40-50 MFL 
(Asst. Head) 17 years’ classroom experience) 

 
 
According to Holmes and Russell, new media and the internet are ‘much more decentred, 
democratic and empowering than an adolescent’s subjection to… institutional life via… 
classrooms’ (1999:71), and Sefton-Green suggests that ‘young people who regularly “surf the 
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Net” at their own pace may well find the regimented structure of a teacher-led curriculum 
tedious’ (1998:12). Since we have not specifically investigated the links between digital 
culture and interactional learning styles, we cannot engage empirically with proposals like 
these, but with Caroline Dover, we did conduct quantitative surveys of students’ classroom 
media engagement practices in the radio-microphone datasets from 1997-8 and 2005 and 
2006, and this provides clear evidence of the increasing classroom significance of interactive 
media technologies.16     
 
In the 80 hours of recordings we surveyed from 1997-98, there were only 19 episodes where 
students used or talked about digital media (PCs, pagers, mobiles, email, internet, electronic 
games) – 7% of c. 275 popular and new media cultural engagements, averaging out at about 
once every 4 hours.17  In contrast, in the 80 hours from 2005 and 2006, there were 138 
references to digital media (mobiles, mp3s, PCs, internet, MSN, electronic games) – a quarter 
of all popular cultural engagements, on average about once every half-hour.18  Indeed, when 
2005 and 2006 are compared, there was also a noticeable shift in the classroom presence of 
portable digital hardware – in 2005, a mobile phone was audibly used just a couple of times 
in class for texting (by one informant), but in 2006, there were 22 instances of the non-
coursework use of mobiles, PSPs, mp3 in class (3 informants), an increase that can be at least 
partly linked to the availability and uptake of media products on the market.19  The 
classrooms we examined in 2005 and 2006 did not appear to be ‘swamped’ by new digital 
hardware – at least, not audibly – but there was clear evidence of innovations in 
communications technology working their way into young people’s classroom lives, 
validating the attention our teacher-informants gave to this.  
 
Were lessons and learning being undermined?  In the 80 hours of radio-microphone 
recordings from 2005 and 2006, there were only nine episodes where students themselves 
volunteered a link between the curriculum and popular and new media culture. But this lack 
of an active link does not mean that curriculum learning and popular digital culture are 
necessarily at odds, or that commitment to one entails rejection of the other. Of the five 
young people we tracked in our survey, Nadia talked about popular culture and used digital 
technologies far more than anyone else – on average, she audibly engaged with popular and 
new media culture about 15 times an hour. But she was seldom challenged or reprimanded by 
teachers, and she was also the highest achiever among our informants, included in the 
school’s ‘Gifted and Talented’ programme.  
 
Quite how and with what consequences teachers and students like Nadia negotiate the 
different demands and attractions of schooling and popular digital culture requires a good 
deal more analysis, not only judiciously looking for links between the details of interaction 
and the kinds of wider issue raised by our teacher-informants (including the discourse of 
consumer rights), but also attending, of course, both to youngsters who are relatively 
successful/engaged and to youngsters who aren’t. But to conclude, two larger points stand 
out. 
 
 
8. Conclusion 
 
Our central argument is that in contemporary urban secondary classrooms, the patterns of 
discourse described as typical by education research and canonized in government policy are 
often highly problematic. Schools are hard to isolate from wide-spread cultural change, and 
we have adduced a range of additional sources of evidence to propose that the kinds of 
interaction seen at Central High were not unique. Nor are these patterns likely to be restricted 



 

19 
 

to very low-achieving institutions – our teacher-informants had experience of working across 
a range of urban secondary schools – and although pupils at the school we studied in 2005-6 
engaged with popular and new media culture with greater average frequency than the 
youngsters at Central High, their GCSE results were twice as good.  
 
This leads to two conclusions.  
 
First – and more interrogatively, as this lies well beyond our own areas of expertise – it 
would seem to be something of a weakness, at least prima facie, if educational and 
psychological research committed to ‘understanding and promoting productive interaction’ 
screens out classroom dynamics like those we have described. Packer and Goicoechea 
maintain that ‘mind is not from the outset a distinct ontological realm, but a cultural and 
historical product’ (2000:235), and they quote Lave (1988:1) saying that cognition ‘is a 
complex social phenomenon… distributed – stretched over, not divided among – mind, body, 
activity and culturally organized settings’ (2000:229). Indeed, according to Packer and 
Goicoechea (2000:238), Vygotsky himself referred to ‘the atmosphere of tense social 
struggle’ in classrooms, declaring that ‘education and creativity are always tragic processes, 
inasmuch as they always arise out of “discontent”, out of troubles, from discord’. If that is 
correct, then the kinds of cultural and interactional environment found in Class 9A are 
potentially rather significant for socio-cognitive studies of dialogue. Though their neglect 
may simplify the practice of research, it may also undermine the theory.  
 
A second, much more emphatic set of implications relates to professional development and 
education policy more generally. We are certainly not suggesting that interactional dynamics 
like those in Class 9A generate ideal learning environments, and recommendations for 
practical action lie well beyond the scope of what we have investigated. Even so, a lot of easy 
explanations for the behaviour in this class fall by the wayside when we look at the 
proceedings more closely. ‘Defective listening skills’, ‘gender and sexism’, ‘student 
alienation’ and ‘an inability to handle context-reduced’ communication might all be invoked 
to account for what went on, but when we try to look at how things work in such 
environments, we can see that these explanations are either wrong or at best only partial. 
More obviously and most crucially: if you do not have a realistic account of the ways in 
which teachers and pupil actually manage to get by in their everyday lives, pedagogic 
interventions are bound to flounder. At present, public debate and official policy treat 
contemporary urban classrooms as nothing more than the chaotic outcome of incompetent 
pedagogy, or describe them with euphemisms like ‘challenging’, and there is no space for 
teachers to reflect on their work with anything other than feelings of failure and shame. 
Social science research can help to reset some of the terms of public debate by pointing to 
how things actually seem to operate. In the process, we can recognize the difficulties that 
students and teachers work under, give some credit to their hard-won achievements, and start 
to understand the adaptive utility of the strategies they develop in their interactions. Effective 
educational intervention depends, in short, on open and intelligent discussion tuned to the 
realities of the urban working environment, and in this chapter, we have tried to make a 
contribution towards this. 
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Notes 
 
1 “The Labour Party intends to launch a back-to-basics drive in the classroom if it wins the next 
election. More emphasis on basic skills, classroom discipline and whole-class teaching will become 
part of a drastic overhaul of teacher training” (Times Educational Supplement 31.5.96). 
 
2 Linguistic ethnography draws on a number of traditions in applied and sociolinguistics -  
Ethnography of communication, Interactional Sociolinguistics, New Literacy Studies, Conversation 
Analysis, Critical Discourse Analysis, Multimodal Semiotics. The UK Linguistic Ethnography Forum 
provides an arena for researchers pursuing this line of work (www.ling-ethnog.org.uk) and the 
‘Ethnography, Language & Communication’ programme provides training for interested social 
scientists, funded under the ESRC Researcher Development Initiative (www.rdi-elc.org.uk).  An 
account of linguistic ethnography’s coherence, and of the ways in which some of the methods and 
perspectives in US Linguistic Anthropology have been adapted and changed in the process of 
appropriation in the UK, can be found in Rampton 2007 (also Rampton 2006:Ch.10) 
 
3 The data come from a 28-month ESRC project entitled “Multilingualism and Heteroglossia In and 
Out of School” (R-000-23-6602; 1997-99). 
 
4 It was the teachers who knew most about curriculum requirements, who had planned the lesson, who 
gave out marks, and who could quickly call on institutional punishments; students never spoke to the 
whole class for a protracted period on their own initiative, unlicensed by the teacher; and indeed in the 
extracts above, even if the names had been removed from the transcripts, it still wouldn’t be very hard 
to identify who the teacher was. 
 
5 Here and in a number extracts in this section, underlining points to the elements being transcoded 
while bold indicates the new form. 
 
6 ‘Performance’ in Richard Bauman’s sense: “[p]erformance in its artful sense may be seen as a 
specially marked way of speaking, one that sets up or represents a special interpretive frame within 
which the act of speaking is to be understood. In this sense of performance, the act of speaking is put 
on display, objectified, lifted out to a degree from its contextual surroundings, and opened up to 
scrutiny by an audience. Performance thus calls forth special attention to and heightened awareness of 
the act of speaking and gives licence to the audience to regard it and the performer with special 
intensity. Performance makes one communicatively accountable; it assigns to an audience the 
responsibility of evaluating the relative skill and effectiveness of the performer’s accomplishment” 
(Bauman 1987:8).  
 
7 In Extract 11, for example, Mr Newton calls for girls to participate and nominates Ninnette. John 
flags up the girls’ potential embarrassment (line 5), and then he and others ‘embellish’ Mr Newton’s 
questions with disparaging comments on Ninnette’s knowledge (line 12), proceeding from there to 
facetious remarks about dating, competing for her speaking turn (see Rampton 2006:Ex 2.21). 
 
8 Indeed, if we refer to pressured situations rather than types of person to account for the kinds of 
classroom discourse we have seen, it is possible to conceive of other social category memberships 
becoming salient in these processes of micro-institutional polarization, and in fact, loosely 
comparable accounts where ethnicity gets foregrounded can be found in e.g. Foley 1990:Chapter 4 
and in McDermott and Gospodinoff 1981. 
 
9 Rampton 2006:Chs.2.6 and 3.7 & 3.8 give a much more extensive account of whole-class teacher-
talk as a genre, drawing on linguistic anthropology (cf Hanks 1987, Bauman 2001). 
 
10 e.g. Hammersley 1974, 1976; Furlong 1976, 1985; Pollard 1979, 1986; Turner 1983, Measor & 
Woods 1984; Hammersley & Woods (eds) 1984; Beynon 1985; Woods 1990 

http://www.ling-ethnog.org.uk/
http://www.rdi-elc.org.uk/
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11 The studies being referred to generally relied heavily on field-note observations, and without radio-
microphones, they were unable to gain the kind of intimate insight into classroom life we achieved at 
Central High (cf Edwards & Westgate 1994:44). Beyond that, there was very little systematic 
discourse analysis in these studies, since discourse analysis itself was only in a very rudimentary stage 
of development in the 1970s. Instead, they relied very heavily on what pupils said in interview, taking 
folk categories at face value and using them for the description and analysis of classroom practices.  
 
12 Classroom discourse at Central High in the 1990s also resembled the patterns reported in the 1970s 
and 1980s to the extent that the latter showed  
 how classes were often split between those who wanted to work and those who didn’t; 
 how both the most deviant and the most conformist students varied in the extent to which they 

conformed or deviated, with lots of people in the middle; 
 how quite a lot of pupil acts looked both ways, satisfying the demands of both school and peer 

group - either doing the work without any show of enthusiasm, or putting on shows of enthusiasm 
that peers understood to be digressive, ironic and/or subversive; 

 how teachers drew the line differently, with different classes at different moments (deliberately 
ignoring a lot of the goings-on).  

 
13 Ethnographers in the 1980s were certainly interested in the possibility of a respect for learning 
getting separated from deference to school as an institution, and Hammersley and Turner suggest, for 
example, that “with recent changes in attitudes to children and in the social organisation of the family, 
there may be a mismatch between the way pupils are treated in school and outside: outside, certainly 
among some strata, they are increasingly treated as ‘semi-adults’” (1984:169). Even so, it is difficult 
to find anything similar to the combination of disorderly talk with intellectual engagement that 
emerged at Central High, though there is an early glimpse of the destabilisation of these normative 
patterns in the accounts of black girls at school provided by Furlong 1976, Fuller 1984 and Mac An 
Ghaill 1988  (see Rampton 2006:84-85 for elaboration). 
 
14 Urban Classroom Culture and Interaction (ESRC, 2005-8, RES-148-25-0042). 
 
15 The episodes included sequences like these: 
 
Extract 13 
Thursday morning, 10 minutes into Period 2 of a Year 10 GCSE Maths class with Mr Graves. Otis is 
sitting in front of Jerome and Jermaine who have both recently purchased Sony PSP (Play Station 
Portable) consoles, and he wants them to tell him how to use Photoshop to import images. 
 

1. Mr G:((loudly, to the whole class:))  
2.    Oh guys I wanna sign where you’ve got to today 
3.    ((some side comments from students)) 

4. Otis ((to Jermaine in a low voice)):  

5.    I wanna do Photoshop 

6.    do some graffiti writing on my thing, innit (2)  

7.     for my- 

8. MrG: ((moving closer to Otis and co)):  
9.      guys (.)     [I’ve asked you (.)  
10 Jermaine ((to Otis)): [if we can get in your website  

11.                  we can sort it out 

12.MrG: three times now to get your coursework out    

13.   if you don’t you’ll all be staying behind at  
break  

14.    ok? 
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15.Jerome: Sir-[(                ) 

16. Otis:     [oh:: sh- don’t tell me I lost my  
17.                                           coursewo- 

 
Extract 14 
Wednesday morning, Period 3, in a Year 9 Humanities lesson focusing World War II. Mr Ross is a 
long term supply teacher from Australia, standing in for Mrs Barrett. Basheera, Lola and Joel are 
friends (aged 13 & 14), and they are supposed to be working with Nita and Zane on rationing: 
 

1. Mr Ross: alright Nita might do her, uh part of  

rationing (.)  

2.           through a diary entry 
3. Girl:  ((giggles)) 

4. Mr Ross: [ok         

5. Basheera: [why do we have to do [that 
6. Mr Ross:                       [shshsh 

7. Basheera: (with) Ms Barrett,we had to do just like a  
normal essay 

8.      why do you keep making it harder for us 

9. Mr Ross: this is what every other- 

10.Joel:  it’s true 
11.Mr Ross: this is what every other [class is doing 

12.  Boy:                           [where’s Mrs  
Barrett man 

13.Zane:  she got pregnant       

14.Basheera: ((laughs)) 

15.Mr Ross: thank you 

16.Basheera: ((laughing) she had a baby        

17.Joel:  (oh my days) 

18.Basheera: the baby’s a boy     

19.Girl:  what’s his [name 
20.Mr Ross:            [guys I wanna see some work  

actually done today 

21.Girl:  (             ) 

22.Mr Ross: or you’re not going to lunch 
23.Basheera: it weighs a stone  

24.Lola:  you want it finished? 

 
 
16 For details, see Rampton, Harris & Dover 2002, Rampton 2006:Ch.3, Rampton, Harris, 
Georgakopoulou, Leung, Small and Dover 2008. The surveys sought to describe who engaged with 
what aspects of popular and new media culture, how, when, where at school, and against what 
background obstacles and opportunities. To achieve this, Dover listened to c. 80 hours of the radio-
mic recordings of 9 informants from two schools in the 1997-8 dataset, and to c. 80 hours from the 
radio-microphone recordings of 5 informants in 2005 and then 2006. In both cases, she identified 
episodes in which the informants audibly used, referred to or performed music, TV, mobiles, mp3s, 
PSPs, PCs, internet, electronic games, magazines, or newspapers. In all, she identified c. 275 episodes 
in 1997-98 recordings, and 531 episodes in the datasets from 2005 & 2006. An episode was defined as 
a sequence of talk introducing and often sustaining a popular or new media cultural theme, bounded 
by periods of talk and activity devoted to other matters, and as silent media engagements (e.g. reading 
text-messages) might well have been undetected in our radio-microphone recordings, actual 
engagements might well have been more numerous. The research was carried out over the course of 
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two projects: Interaction, Media Culture and Adolescents at School (Spencer Foundation, 2001-2002) 
and Urban Classroom Culture and Interaction (ESRC, 2005-8). 
 
17 This was just before the massive uptake of mobile phones among young people. “In October 1999, 
one in three young people aged 13-16 had their own mobile, up sixfold on the previous year” Annual 
Childwise Monitor (Childwise Insights: Boys Kick the Reading Habit. 
www.childwise.co.uk/reading/htgm. Consulted 9/5/02) 
 
18 In fact, this was mirrored by a decline in the proportional salience of TV in young people’s talk. In 
1997/98, about 25% of the episodes orienting to popular and new media culture referred to TV (68 out 
of 275 episodes), whereas in 2005 & 2006, this dropped to just 7% (36/531). 
 
19 3G mobiles have been available in the UK market since 2004 but did not become very popular or 
affordable until 2006, after the first phase of our fieldwork. Similarly, PSPs (PlayStation Portables) 
became available in the UK at the end of 2005. In fact it was also during the second phase of 
fieldwork that social network sites started to take off amongst young people in the UK in the latter 
period of our fieldwork - Hi5 (referenced by one student) launched in 2004, Bebo launched in 2005 
and Facebook became available to everyone in 2006 
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(.)   pause of less than a second 

 

(1.5)  approximate length of pause in seconds 

 

[    overlapping turns 
[ 

 

CAPITALS loud 
 

>text<  more rapid speech 
 

( )   speech inaudible 
 

(text)  speech hard to discern, analyst’s guess   

 

((text:)) ‘stage directions’ 
 

bold   words and utterances of particular interest to the analysis 

 

text   words and utterances subsequently repeated by someone else in an  
utterance (in bold) that is of particular analytic interest 

 
 
 


