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Abstract 
 

Schools are socio-historically situated battlefields about what it means to be a ‘smart student’, and 
about which students come to be viewed as smart. Struggles around smartness are a problem for 
educational scholars and teachers because they can foster social inequity in classrooms. While much 
research accentuates the inequity that occurs when those students who do not fit the “smart” category 
are marginalized, the inequities that emerge when teachers prefer the smart student have not received 
much scholarly attention. Drawing on linguistic ethnographic fieldwork in a primary school in 
Copenhagen, Denmark, and using the theoretical frameworks of social identification and 
participation, this paper explores how one student, over the course of two years and two months, 
comes to inhabit the ‘smart’ role, and must then cope with being favoured by the teachers and 
ostracised by peers. Dual pressures such as these have implications for education and research. 

 
 
1 Introduction 
 
Schools are socio-historically situated battlefields about what it means to be a smart student, what 
smart students should know, and which students come to be viewed as smart (Hatt 2012). This is a 
pertinent problem for educational scholars, teacher educators and teachers because struggles around 
smartness foster social inequity. Several educational studies address this problem through the 
exploration of smartness and comparable indices of school success as socio-historical constructs. 
These studies show how the socio-historical roots of categories such as giftedness (Borland 1997), 
genius (McDermott 2006), intelligence (Sternberg 2007) and student success (Enoma 2006) evolve. 
Other studies show how categories of smart students (Hatt 2007; Hatt 2012; Korp 2011), gifted 
students (Sapon-Shevin 1994), normal students (Bartholdsson 2007), and good students (Thornberg 
2009) are practiced in various educational settings.  
 The vast majority of this complex strand of work show how smartness is a socio-historical 
construction, pointing to its capacity to shape social stratification in classrooms. For instance, Hatt 
(2012: 438) finds that within the culturally predominant structure of an American kindergarten 
classroom, smartness works as a “mechanism of control and social positioning along racial and 
class lines”. Students of colour and working-class background are identified with positions of 
academic failure, whereas white, middle-class children are labelled “smart” and “responsible”. 
While these studies help us understand the social inequity that can occur when smartness works as 
the gold standard against which disadvantaged students are measured, and how students who do not 
fit the smart category may be harmed or constrained in those processes, we know less about the 
social inequity that can emerge from the process whereby the smart student is transformed into a 
favoured identity (though see Bucholtz 2010 and Eckert 1989).  
 An account of this process would assist researchers and educators in understanding how 
students’ trajectories of identification, vis-à-vis socio-historical understandings of smartness, often 
evolve into favoured identities, and how those trajectories can become socially consequential in 
highly unfortunate ways. To this end, I will tell the story of Mohsen, a linguistic minority boy who 
undergoes such an evolution, from fourth through to sixth form classes in a Danish primary school. 



 3 

Over the course of two years and two months, Mohsen comes to inhabit the smart role, but then 
changes from being viewed as smart to an identity that alternates between being favoured by the 
teachers and ostracised by his peers. I will show how Mohsen’s trajectory of identification 
increasingly points toward a local identity model of the smart student. This model includes being 
docile, polite, and collaborating with teachers in constructing desired answers in whole class talk. 
As Mohsen’s trajectory evolves into a favoured identity, he experiences common social 
consequences for teachers’ pets including social vulnerability and “ridicule of one’s peers, and 
greater pressure from teachers than normal concerning academic performance and classroom 
demeanour” (Martin 1984: 89).  
 Beginning with a review of previous research on smartness as a socio-historical construct, I 
show how many studies describe the smart student role as fostering positive consequences, such as 
high social status and educational success. In the subsequent section, I outline a theoretical 
framework that can account for how micro-social processes evolve across time in order to trace 
Mohsen’s identity formation and how it becomes socially significant. This is followed by data from 
the ethnographic study, data analysis and microanalyses of the three phases of Mohsen’s trajectory. 
I conclude the paper by discussing findings and implications for education and research.  
 
 
2 The smart student  
 
Many of the above-mentioned studies depict the smart student as well behaved, docile, compliant 
and normal. For instance, Bartholdsson (2007: 135-143) portrays how academically successful 
individuals display subordinate, “emotionally mature”, “positive” and “empathetic” behaviours. 
Hatt (2012: 438) describes how students who act “docile” and “compliant” become labelled as 
smart. Thornberg (2009: 251-252) draws attention to how “good” students are described by teachers 
and students as “benevolent” and “well-behaved”.  
 Moreover, this research depicts the smart student in a role that is likely to foster positive 
consequences for students who fit the category. For instance, Enoma (2006: 179) depicts the 
“successful student” as being in a privileged position that is passed on from one generation to the 
next with “kith and kin” by means of the cultural capital shaped by meritocracy. McDermott (2006: 
184-191) portrays how the concept of “genius” historically makes available a social position at the 
top of the social order. He depicts genius, and related roles, such as smart and intelligent student, as 
“monopole[s] of intelligence” that serve “to keep everyone in place” in society. Thus, genius and 
smartness are imbued with power and privilege. Sternberg (2007: 148) argues that students perform 
well in school when their parents’ conceptions of intelligence match the teacher’s conceptions of 
intelligence. Hatt (2012: 455), in her empirical account of an American kindergarten, portrays smart 
students as imbued with “social power”, popular and “befriended” by peers and likely to become 
high achievers (see also Hatt 2007 and Korp 2011). 
 The present paper builds on this research by showing how Mohsen’s identification compares 
with enduring socio-historical understandings of smart students as docile and compliant. However, I 
expand this research perspective by demonstrating empirically that becoming the smart student does 
not necessarily foster only positive consequences. While students who are socially identified as 
smart by teachers or peers can benefit from such identification, there is also the risk of social 
inequities that can harm and constrain these students (see also Bucholtz 2010 and Eckert 1989). In 
what follows, I push the exploration of smartness into the field of linguistic anthropology of 
education (Wortham and Rymes 2003). I do this by showing how the smart student role can be 
transformed over time, or be overshadowed by other roles.   
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3 Theoretical frameworks 
 
3.1 Social identification  
 
This paper explores smartness from the standpoint of social identification theory (Wortham 2006).  
The social identification approach is useful in tracing how Mohsen’s identity as a smart student 
evolves over time. Drawing on Holland and Lave, Dreier, and others, Wortham (2006: 49) 
conceptualizes social identification as interpersonally and socio-historically permeated trajectories 
throughout which, across time and situations, individuals identify and are identified as habitual 
instantiations of socially recognized models of identity.  
 I understand model of identity as a social identity that people recognize, co-construct, and 
contest in “contentious local practice” (Holland and Lave 2001: 5). The identity takes shape when a 
smaller or larger group of people recognize certain utterances and gesturing as signs of a certain 
type of social persona (Agha 2007: 233-277; Wortham 2006: 37). The model of identity concept is 
useful here in that it can elucidate how teachers increasingly operate with a smart model for 
Mohsen, and then how Mohsen’s peers contest this favoured role. For instance, Mohsen’s action of 
consistently delivering the desired answer to the teacher’s question count as a sign of the social 
persona of the smart student. Local models of identities index socio-historical models (i.e. publicly 
recognized models) and the signs, roles, expectations and ideologies that people associate with 
these models on the socio-historical timescale.  
 Wortham (2006: 31-47) highlights how social identification emerges in the form of trajectories 
of identification, which he defines as “chain[s] of events” throughout which students enact signs of 
identities “that more and more participants” come to presuppose as evidence of a local thickening 
model of identity. For example, the teacher interprets the student’s actions as smart by comparing 
the student’s personal stances and actions with those of other students, and with socio-historical 
models of how smart students should behave and what knowledge they should display. When such 
interpretations occur repeatedly, over time, the attributed social identity becomes consolidated, a 
process that Holland and Lave (2001: 19) call “thickening”. The teacher, the student, and other 
students develop existing socio-historical models into local models of identities, as they come to 
view the individual as smart.  
 Wortham (2006: 6) traces how models of identities evolve in the classroom, as evidenced by 
detailed analyses of whole-class talk. In this paper, I will describe the identity thickening process by 
focusing on participants’ “explicit account[s] of what some people are like”. To do this, I will use a 
variety of data sources, such as classroom conversation, informal talk, interviews with students, 
teachers and the parents of my focal child, and peer talk, as well as “tacit account[s] that analysts 
can infer based on people’s systematic behaviour toward others” through enacted “participation 
frameworks” (Goffman 1981: 137). I thereby demonstrate how models of identities can be derived 
not only from classroom interaction across time, as Wortham does, but also from broader 
ethnographic data that spans the contexts of school and home. This combination of data allows me 
to demonstrate how social practices from Mohsen’s home contribute to shape his smart student 
identification in school.  
 Moreover, my exploration attends to timescales because this concept helps me to grasp and 
explicate how Mohsen’s trajectory connects to social practices and smart student models at micro-, 
intermediate-, and macro levels. Following Wortham (2006: 44), I define timescale as a 
“spatiotemporal niche” in which a process evolves1. Critical in my analysis of how smartness 

                                                        
1 Other scholars highlight scale as an analytical tool to identify hierarchical ordering (see Canagarajah and 
De Costa 2016 for a review of scalar analysis in educational linguistics). I acknowledge this perspective, but 
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emerges and thickens in the social identification of one child are three such timescales: 1) the 
situational scale, 2) the intermediate scale, and 3) the socio-historical scale. By situational scale I 
mean the spatiotemporal niche bounded spatially by the given classroom context and temporally by 
the interactional moment. By intermediate scale I mean the niche bounded spatially by the various 
places the focal child of the analysis has been in its life and temporally by its life span. By socio-
historical scale, I mean the niche bounded spatially by the institution of schooling, and temporally 
by the decades and centuries throughout which the concept of smart student has attained its cultural 
significance. In what follows, I use Goffman’s (1981) notion of participation framework to further 
explicate how signs of identity and models of identities are consistently applied to individuals in the 
thickening of their trajectories of social identification.  
 
 
3.2 Participation framework 
 
According to Goffman (1981: 137), participation framework refers to the structural relations of 
face-to-face encounters among participants. This includes the statuses of the participants in relation 
to each other, to the activities they engage in, and to the utterances for that moment of speech. 
Participation framework may refer to a recognizable activity in its entirety, to a smaller set of sub-
activities or merely to an interactional sequence (Goffman 1981: 137). Thus, participation 
framework refers to the participants’ interactional work in a given situation and directs the 
researcher to simultaneously operate on the analytical levels of turn taking, activities and relations 
between participants. In the analysis that follows I trace how the teachers and Mohsen collaborate 
to construct the desired answer in whole class talk in one participation framework, and how this 
collaboration is ridiculed and contested by Mohsen’s class mates in another participation 
framework.  
 In this paper, I employ the conceptual tools presented here to trace how smartness emerges, 
thickens and transforms in one student’s trajectory, and how other students subsequently ridicule 
and contest this identity. The goal is to show how teachers and students struggle around what it 
means to be smart, who gets to be viewed as smart, and how such struggles can foster unintended 
inequities in classrooms.  
 
 
4 The ethnographic study and methods 
 
In this section, I introduce the ethnographic study, describing the fieldwork, data, classroom 
contexts, and research participants and data analysis.  
 
 
4.1 Fieldwork and data 
 
This paper is part of a larger study on the construction and contestation of smartness in primary 
school. It draws on almost three years of collaborative linguistic ethnographic fieldwork (e.g. 
Copland and Creese 2015) in and out of a primary school (11 to 13 years old students) in 
Copenhagen, Denmark2. I conducted participant observation in mainstream classes, Arabic 

                                                                                                                                                                                        

in this paper I focus on the temporal scope of scale, as this is most relevant to my exploration of how 
Mohsen’s identity evolves. 
2 See Madsen et al. 2015 for more information about the school. 
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language heritage classes, and in Mohsen’s home. Accessing the field and building rapport with the 
research participants, I deliberately positioned myself as an ethnographic researcher interested in 
schooling and language. The role I came to inhabit, throughout my period of participant 
observation, can be compared to the role Cosaro (1996: 425) coined as an “atypical adult”. The data 
for this study includes fieldnote entries, audio and video recordings of teaching activities, and semi-
structured interviews with teachers, students, and parents, participants’ self-recordings of school-
home conferences, and transcripts of those recordings, children’s exercise books, textbooks, 
photographs and Facebook profiles. All transcriptions and translations of Danish speech are mine. 
All the quotes that I attribute to teachers when talking about students are originally in Danish that I 
have translated to English. All research participants are anonymised.  
 
 
4.2 Classroom context and participants 
 
This paper focuses on data from fourth through sixth form mainstream classes (Danish and 
mathematics lessons). Teaching activities in these classes usually included written assignments and 
whole-class talk around textbook material. Whole-class talk, as well as other teaching activities, 
was usually framed around the initiation-reply-evaluation (IRE) format (Mehan 1979). The students 
had four teachers: Lene, Marie, Sanne and Steve. Sanne, the head teacher, ran joint Danish classes 
with Lene from fourth through fifth form classes, joint mathematics and history classes with Marie 
from fourth through fifth form classes, and joint Danish classes with Steve in sixth form classes. 
The students had different linguistic heritage language backgrounds (several Arabic dialects, 
Chinese, Danish, French, Icelandic, Irish, Pasto and Turkish). 
 Mohsen was twelve years old (fifth form) and from a family with a Lebanese background. He 
was born in Denmark as the second out of four children. Mohsen’s mother, Haifa, had taught 
Mohsen, and his siblings, some basic Modern Standard Arabic at home. Haifa’s parents were 
teachers. The family visited Lebanon every second or third year. During these visits Haifa’s parents 
taught Mohsen, and his siblings, Arabic. Those home teaching practices often included quizzes, 
where adults and children engaged in known-answer-question participation frameworks. Mohsen 
was therefore familiar with the participation framework from home, and it was this framework that 
was frequently used in school. 
 
 
4.3 Data analysis 
 
The analyses of this paper focus on puzzles that I encountered during my fieldwork and while 
reviewing the data. I consistently wondered about why both the teachers and Haifa labelled Mohsen 
as a particularly smart student. What was it about him, and his interactions with the teachers, that 
confirmed this view of him? Moreover, while previous studies, as mentioned, depict the smart 
student as an auspicious role imbued with social status, my data revealed that Mohsen was 
increasingly placed at odds among his peers. With these recurrent puzzles in mind, I thoroughly 
reviewed the entire data corpus in search of “events of identification” (Wortham 2006: 30) that 
included Mohsen. I transcribed a substantial part of the audio and video recordings.  
 As I immersed myself in data and attuned my theoretical tools to attend to temporality, I 
articulated the hypothesis that Mohsen’s identity was in fact changing from smart to favoured 
across time. I selected four examples to illustrate the pattern of how Mohsen’s identity emerged, 
thickened, and became socially consequential. My analysis of teachers’ and students’ face-to-face 
interaction is warranted by ethnographic description of the broader bulk of data. In this paper I ask 
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how one student’s identity can change from being smart to being favoured. In my discussion of the 
empirical findings, I will argue that when a student becomes socially identified as smart, and begins 
to actively collaborate with the teacher to construct desired answers to the teacher’s questions, and 
when the teacher comes to rely habitually on this collaboration in their teaching activities, the role 
of the smart student is then transformed into a new role, which I call the favoured role. Such 
changes in role attribution are likely to place students at odds among their peers.  
 
 
5 How Mohsen changed from smart to alternating between favoured and ostracised 
 
This section illustrates how the social identification of Mohsen changes across the course of a three- 
phased trajectory: the emerging identification of a smart student (fourth form classes), the gradual 
thickening of the smart student identity (March through June fifth form classes) and the alternating 
between being favoured by teachers and ostracised by peers (June fifth form through December 
sixth form classes). The three phases are detailed below.  
 
 
5.1 The emerging identity of a smart student 
 
This section illustrates the emerging identification of Mohsen as a smart student. Whereas the other 
boys in the cohort would regularly display boredom in class by laying their heads on the table, 
throwing paper balls and engaging in physical horseplay or pushing during breaks, Mohsen was 
polite and amenable to the teachers’ expectations. He sat upright in his chair, looked attentively at 
the teachers and laughed at their jokes. Mohsen displayed discrete enthusiasm in classes, for 
instance by reminding the teachers about the relevant page number, or through whispering 
comments like, ‘square roots, yes’. Mohsen did not speak often, but when he discretely indicated 
his readiness to speak, the teachers usually gave him the floor, and both teachers and students 
listened attentively to him. Mohsen delivered carefully timed, measured contributions in whole-
class talk. While other students would ask clarifying questions, Mohsen rarely asked questions, nor 
did he display other kinds of non-understanding of academic content. When Mohsen was unable to 
solve an assignment, he would not ask the teacher.  Instead, he would ask another student or the 
observing researcher3. 
 In interviews and informal talk the teachers labelled Mohsen ‘nice and orderly boy’, ‘sociable’, 
‘friendly’, ‘humorous’, ‘indulgent’, ‘a man of few words’, ‘skilled’ and ‘smart’, whereas many 
other boys were labelled ‘trouble-maker boys’4. In the fourth form classes the teachers noticed that 
Mohsen was ‘popular’ and ‘someone with whom other students want to do group work’. In 
addition, the teachers reported that Mohsen came from ‘such a nice family’. During my 
conversations with Mohsen’s mother, Haifa, she often stated that he was a ‘nice boy’, ‘special’, 
‘friendly’ and a ‘smarter student’ than his brothers5. In the following excerpt, I exemplify how this 
depiction of Mohsen as nice, smart and moderated emerges in classroom talk.  
 The first excerpt comes from one of the first fourth form Danish lessons, at the beginning of the 
school year (August 24th). The teachers, Lene and Sanne, review homework assignments in whole-
class talk. The topic is a Danish fantasy novel One like Hodder. The students have been asked to 
answer the textbook prompt, ‘Is One Like Hodder realism or fantasy, and why?’ In addition, Lene 

                                                        
3 For instance, I noticed this in the field note entry I collected on 12/6/13 
4 Cf. my field note entries from e.g. 19/4/13, 14/5/13, 16/9/13 & 10/10/13. 
5 Cf. my field notes from 12/9/13 &18/1/14. 
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has asked the students to find out what the ‘overall genre’ is. The participating students are Iman, 
Imran, Mohsen and Narges (LEN stands for Lene, SAN stands for Sanne, INA stands for Iman, 
MOH stands for Mohsen, IMR stands for Imran and NRG stands for Narges, the English translation 
is below the Danish original, transcription conventions are in the appendix).  
 
Excerpt 1: That’s exactly right, it’s an excerpt from a novel  
01 LEN: hvad er det her for en genre? hvad for en sla:gs historie er det her (.) øh  
  what sort of genre is this? what ki:nd of story is this (.) eh                                         
02  [Iman? 
  [Iman? 
03 NRG: [°fantastisk°                                                                                                                 
  [°fantasy° 
04 INA: det er faktisk øh fan [fantastisk 
  it’s actually eh fan   [fantasy 
05 LEN:                                  [det var ikke det (.) nej det var ikke det du  
                                   [that wasn’t it (.) no that wasn’t that you were  
06  skulle svare på (2.7)                               
  supposed to answer (2.7) 
07  < er det et eventyr? er det et digt? er det en sang? er det en avisartikel 
  <is it a fairy-tale? is it a poem? is it a song? is it a news paper paper? 
08  eller hvad er det her for noget? > Imran 
  or what is this? > (.) Imran 
09 IMR: et digt 
  a poem 
10 LEN: >prøv lige igen< 
  >just try again< 
11 IMR: et digt 
  a poem 
12 SAN: [det står under Hodder er det et digt?  
  [it’s under Hodder is it a poem? ((the textbook passage “under Hodder” says, 

“The text you are about to read is an excerpt of the novel Someone like 
Hodder”)) 

13 LEN: [nej det er ikke  
  [no it’s not 
14 MOH: nej 
  no 
15 LEN: Mohsen nede bagved 
  Mohsen in the back 
16 MOH: et uddrag 
  an excerpt 
17  (1.2) 
18 MOH: et uddrag 
  an excerpt 
19 SAN: af hvad? 
  of what? 
20 LEN: af hvad? 
  of what? 
21 NRG: °af en historie historie°   
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  °of a story story°   
22 LEN: uddrag betyder jo bare at det er en de:l af noget 
  excerpt just means that it’s pa:rt of something 
23  [at det ikke er det hele man har 
  [that it isn’t the whole thing you’ve got 
24 NRG: [et uddrag af en historie 
  [an excerpt of a story 
25 MOH: =AF ROMANEN 
  =OF THE NOVEL 
26 LEN: <de:t nemlig rigtigt det er uddrag af en ROMAN> 
  <tha:t’s exactly right it’s an excerpt from a NOVEL> 
 
This example shows how the two teachers, Lene and Sanne, and Mohsen co-construct Mohsen as 
the smart student by collaboratively constructing the desired answer (novel) to the teacher’s 
question. From lines one through eleven, one of the teachers, Lene, and three students, Narges, 
Iman and Imran zoom in on what is expected from students in this activity. Lene frames the activity 
as teaching with utterances falling within the IRE format. At the beginning of the excerpt it is 
unclear what information she aims to elicit from the students. Her question may refer to the 
textbook prompt, or it may refer to her own additional prompt (what is the overall genre?).  
 Situated in different places in the classroom Narges and Iman interpret Lene’s question as 
referring to the textbook prompt (1:3-4). By delivering the correct answer to this prompt (fantasy), 
Iman positions herself in accordance with expectations at the level of the IRE format and at the 
content level (providing the correct answer to the textbook prompt). Thus, Iman acts in accordance 
with expectations to a competent student participating in a teaching activity (Mehan 1980). Lene 
rejects Iman’s answer, however, and adds a known-answer-question (MacLure and French 1980) to 
the activity (1:5-8). Thereby the teacher makes it clear that the desired answer is a specific literary 
genre label. It appears that Imran does not understand the structure of the known-answer-question 
participation framework. If this were the case, Imran would not have reused a label (poem) from 
one of the teacher’s rhetorical questions (to which the correct answer is ‘no’). But Imran’s answer 
shows that he accepts being part of the same participation framework, and that he would like to 
answer.  
 From lines 12 through 26 the two teachers and Mohsen collaboratively produce the desired 
answer to Lene’s initial elicitation (novel). The other teacher, Sanne, asks, ‘it’s under Hodder is it a 
poem?’ Thereby Sanne explicitly directs the students’ attention to the passage in the textbook where 
the answer can be found. Lene interprets Mohsen’s ‘no’ as a potential sign of success and elicits 
Mohsen to speak. Mohsen retrieves information from the textbook (an excerpt). Although this is not 
the desired answer both teachers further direct Mohsen’s search for the answer in the text by 
providing additional information (1:19-20). In lines 22 through 23 Lene explains the meaning of an 
excerpt. This seems to be a response to Mohsen, as he is offered further help to identify the correct 
answer. Narges twice demonstrates that she would like to answer the question (1:21 and 1:24). The 
teachers ignore Narges. Mohsen delivers the appropriate second part to the teachers’ elicitation 
(1:19-20), ‘=OF THE NOVEL’. Mohsen’s latched and loud speech shows that he is diligent in 
providing the correct answer. At this point Mohsen has impropriated the teachers’ repeated hints of 
what is expected in order to identify the required label in the textbook.  
 Lene evaluates Mohsen’s answer as ‘exactly tha:t’s correct’. Her choice of adverb, slow speech 
and use of emphasis underlines that this is indeed a positive evaluation. Thus, the teacher positions 
Mohsen as knowledgeable and compliant. Next, she adds a strip of reported speech, ‘it’s an excerpt 
of a NOVEL’. Reported speech is a powerful indicator of alignment or dis-alignment with other 
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participants (Goffman 1981). Lene does not merely voice Mohsen’s response, or the correct answer 
(novel), she also conveys the textbook sentence thereby summing up the result of the teachers’ and 
Mohsen’s collaboration in zooming in on the correct answer. In this layered strip of reported speech 
Lene aligns Mohsen’s voice with the voices of Sanne and herself, and with the textbook. Lene 
thereby interprets Mohsen’s actions of accepting her own and Sanne’s repeated hints of retrieving 
the desired answer from the textbook as signs of the smart student.  
 This excerpt, in conjunction with several comparable situations, demonstrates the emerging 
identity of Mohsen as a smart student. Mohsen, unlike Iman and Imran, demonstrates hyper-alert to 
retrieving and reproducing the required answer (novel), from the textbook in collaboration with 
Sanne and Lene. According to MacLure and French (1980: 76) such action works as a well-proven 
student strategy to produce correct answers. The teachers treat Mohsen differently than other 
students. Like Mohsen, Narges is alert to the known-answer-questions, yet the teachers overlook 
her efforts (1:21-26). Although the teachers and Mohsen collaboratively produce the correct 
answer, Lene gives full credit to Mohsen for this action. The teachers thus arrange a significantly 
better face (Goffman 1967: 6) for Mohsen than he would otherwise have been able to take. Thus, 
the enacted participation framework indexes a successful teacher – student relationship in which the 
teacher and the smart student collaboratively construct the desired answer and the student’s display 
of the academic content is limited to few words. A year and eight months later, Mohsen’s smart 
student identity thickens, as evidenced from excerpts analysed in the following section.  
 
 
5.2 The thickening identity of a smart student 
 
This section illustrates how Mohsen’s identity as a smart student thickens into a favoured role 
resembling that of the teacher’s pet (Martin 1984). I have identified more than 30 situations in 
which the teachers explicitly or implicitly treat Mohsen as smart and favoured. Many of these 
situations occur from March through May when Mohsen is in the fifth form. In interviews, informal 
talk and whole-class talk the teachers increasingly report or indicate Mohsen to be particularly 
smart. For instance, after one lesson Sanne mentions that Mohsen has become the ‘smartest student’ 
in class6. In whole-class talk the teachers make comments such as ‘you’re so smart Mohsen’, 
‘Mohsen I’m so glad you’re here so you can say it [the correct answer]’, ‘it would be nice if the rest 
of you would wake up, otherwise I’ll think Mohsen is the only one who learned anything this year’, 
or ‘good you’re here Mohsen because everybody else is sleeping’7.  
 Moreover, the teachers begin to provide Mohsen with the desired answers, when he does not 
deliver those himself, and they award Mohsen special privileges that other students do not have. 
Amongst others, Mohsen is allowed to speak more frequently than other students. For instance, in a 
Danish lesson on June 21st the teachers, Lene and Sanne, review grammar homework in whole-class 
talk. The teachers initiate forty-five questions falling within the IRE format. Several students 
recurrently mark their readiness to respond. One student, Iman, raises her hand fourteen times. The 
teachers ignore Iman’s attempts to get the floor eleven times out of fourteen, whereas they 
acknowledge Mohsen’s responses to nineteen of their initiations8. Mohsen is thus granted the floor 
more often than all the other students. In what follows, I show how the identifying of Mohsen as 
smart thickens in classroom talk.  
                                                        
6 Cf. my field note entry from 14/5/13. 
7 The teacher Lene makes these comments in whole class talk (cf. my stranscription of audio recording 
collected on 21/6/13). 
8 Iman and Mohsen’s trajectories of identification are thereby linked. This becomes socially consequential 
for Iman who encounters limited participation possibilities (see Lundqvist 2017). 
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 Excerpt two is from a mathematics lesson on April 23rd where Mohsen is in the fifth form. The 
teachers, Sanne and Marie, are reviewing homework in whole-class talk. The assignment is to 
calculate the surface area of a living room with eight corners: (2m x 5m) + (3m x 2m) + (3m x 8m) 
= 40 m2. This is a difficult task for the students. Many students, including Mohsen, have solved the 
assignment incorrectly in their exercise books. Before excerpt two begins Sanne and several 
students have zoomed in on what is expected from students in a way that compares with the 
previous excerpt (1:1-12). The participating students are Mohsen and Naveed, and Marie is also 
present (MAR stands for Marie). 
 
Excerpt 2: Let me guess was it like this?  
01 SAN: ↑jo (.) har du forslag hvad gør jeg?  
  ↑yes (.) do you have any suggestion what I should do?   
02 MOH: jeg delte dem op i tre tre          [rum   
  I divided them into three three [rooms 
03 SAN:                                                   [du delte den op i  
 
04 

                                                   [you divided it into  
tre (.) okay må jeg høre? 
three (.) okay let me hear? 

05  hvad det var for tre du  d[elte den op i? 
  which three did you      d[ivide it into? 
06 MAR:                                         [Naveed 
                                          [Naveed ((Marie snaps fingers)) 
07 MOH: altså den øverste 
  well the upper 
08 SAN: må jeg gætte var det sådan her? 
  let me guess was it like this?  

((Sanne divides the figure on the board into two rectangles, my field note 
entry)) 

09 MOH: ja 
  yes  
10 SAN: >ja< 
  >yes< 
11 MOH: <og så den til venstre nederst> (1.2) ja    
  <and then the one at the bottom to the left> (1.2) yes 
  ((Sanne adds another rectangle to the figure, my field note entry)) 
12 SAN: okay nu har vi da i hvert fald tre pæne firkanter  
  okay at least now we have three neat squares  
 
This example illustrates how the teacher interprets Mohsen’s actions as signs of the smart student 
by assuming him to know the desired answer although his actions do not justify this interpretation. 
In fact, Mohsen delivers only a small part of the answer. Sanne elaborates her elicitation. Mohsen 
responds more minimally. He is demonstrating compliance to the known-answer-question 
participation framework. However, it is unlikely that Mohsen knows the correct answer9. Sanne 
divides the figure on the board. Simultaneously she asks Mohsen, ‘let me guess was it like this?’ 

                                                        
9 As mentioned, Mohsen has miscalculated the assignment in his book. Moreover, throughout participant 
observation I regularly observed that Mohsen delivered the desired answer to the teacher’s question, 
whenever he was capable of doing so. 
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Sanne is providing Mohsen with the correct answer herself. The teacher is attempting to guess what 
Mohsen wanted to say.  
 Mohsen confirms, ‘yes’. Mohsen continues, ‘and then the one at the bottom to the left’ This 
utterance responds to Sanne’s simultaneous action of drawing the third rectangle on the board 
(2:11). In addition, it serves as another appropriate second part to her question (2:8). Finally, Sanne 
sums up the preliminary result of her and Mohsen’s collaboration. This enacted participation 
framework compares to excerpt one, with the significant difference being that in excerpt two, the 
teacher does not merely help Mohsen find the desired answer in the book, but fills in the answers 
for Mohsen twice. Thus, the participants jointly construct Mohsen as a smart student capable of 
delivering the correct answer, although his actions do not justify this positioning. Following the 
interactions in excerpt two, Sanne numbers the rectangles on the board and explains that one needs 
to proceed the length and the width of each rectangle in order to get on with the assignment. A few 
moments later, the teacher again gives Mohsen the floor.   
 
Excerpt 3: How did you figure it out?  
01 SAN: hvad kan målene være? hvad siger Mohsen? 
  what can the measurements be? what says Mohsen? ((freezes in chair, my 

field note entry)) 
02 MOH: altså hvad mener du? 
  well what do you mean? 
03 SAN: ja men hvordan har du regnet det ud?  
 
04 

 yes but how did you figure it out?  
nu har du delt det op hvad har du så gjort? 

  now you have divided it what did you do then? 
05 MOH: så gangede jeg rummene 
  then I multiplied the rooms 
06 SAN: så gangede du rummet ja  

then you multiplied the room yes  
07  men hvad er det for nogle mål du har du ganger med? 
  but what measurements do you have that you are multiplying?  
08  (3.1)   
09 MOH: °ø:h° 
  °e:h° 
10 MAR: hvor mange meter er siderne (.) i hvert enkelt rum? 
 
11 

 how many metres are the sides (.) of each individual room? 
(1.3) ((Mohsen looks down, my field note entry)) 

12 SAN °ja:°  (2.8) >hvad siger Dennis?<  
  °ye:s°  (2.8) >what does Dennis say?< 
 
In this excerpt we see the teacher’s face work on Mohsen’s behalf when it turns out that he is 
unable to provide the correct answer. Mohsen has not signalled readiness to speak, and he freezes, 
clearly uncomfortable, when Sanne gives him the floor. She places Mohsen in the position of 
ratified participant (Goffman 1981: 132). The teacher thereby signals that she expects Mohsen to 
provide the correct answer. Mohsen politely asks Sanne to clarify. He thereby does not run the risk 
that the teacher might interpret his question as a challenge of her authority. Sanne repeats her 
elicitation, ‘how did you figure it out? now you have divided it what did you do then?’ The teacher 
is positioning Mohsen as someone who knows how to divide the octagonal figure. For the fourth 
time within one minute Mohsen demonstrates his compliance to the known-answer-question 
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participation framework, saying, ‘I multiplied the rooms’. As he has done in his previous responses, 
Mohsen does not qualitatively contribute to solving the problem, instead delivering short responses 
that serve to maintain the collaborative frame.  
 Sanne provides Mohsen with further guidance, ‘what measures do you have that you are 
multiplying?’ Thus, she continues to assume that he has relevant information (the measures) with 
which he can assist. Notice the remarkably long pause (3.1) that follows Sanne’s elicitation, and 
Mohsen’s minimal response, ‘°e:h°’. Sanne’s question seems to have put Mohsen in an awkward 
and uncomfortable situation. He is expected to explain to the class a calculation that he himself does 
not understand. Marie provides Mohsen with further guidance (2:10). But there is complete silence. 
Mohsen embarrassedly looks down. Finally Sanne gives Dennis the floor.  
 Why does Sanne fill in answers for Mohsen, and why do both teachers consistently select 
Mohsen to provide the desired answers? Having already assigned Mohsen a position as ratified 
participant the teacher has established the expectation that he will answer correctly. In their effort to 
collaborate with Mohsen in constructing the desired answer, the teachers’ actions serve to maintain 
the participation framework that move on teaching activities. Answering the teacher’s question 
successfully is an aspect of successful academic participation that has been presupposed for 
Mohsen, by this time, for more than a year. And when Mohsen is unable to answer the teachers feel 
uncomfortable. The interpretations about Mohsen to which they have been committed appear to be 
unfulfilled, so they feel compelled to conduct extra face work on his behalf. The teachers’ 
behaviours seem to be an indication of a thickening of their identification of Mohsen as a smart 
student. 
 This interpretation of the teacher’s frantic effort to help Mohsen shine as a smart student is 
furthermore supported five minutes after this excerpt ends, when Sanne summarizes the situation by 
saying, ‘Mohsen helped us figure out that room b was like this’, and pointing to one of the 
rectangles she drew on the board herself. Sanne again positions Mohsen, her smart student, as 
having provided the correct answer, although she did so herself. Moreover, in an interview, later 
that day, Sanne remarks that, ‘it is not so often that he [Mohsen] bothers to raise his hand, but he 
does know the answer when you ask him’.10 These examples, in combination with many 
comparable examples, point towards the thickening of social identification of Mohsen that follows a 
local smart student model. This model of identity entails demeanour, which is polite, docile and 
compliant towards teachers, and it is enacted though the participation framework in which the 
teacher and student collaboratively construct the desired answer, and where the student provides 
academic content in a few words or sentences. The thickening of Mohsen’s smart student 
identification becomes socially consequential when other students challenge his favoured position, 
as evidenced in the following section.  
 
 
5.3 The alternating between being favoured and ostracised 
 
This section illustrates how other students contest Mohsen’s social identification as a smart, special 
and favoured. This third phase, in part, overlaps with the second phase of Mohsen’s trajectory of 
identification. As Mohsen’s smart student status thickens from the spring term of the fifth form 
through the fall term of the sixth form, Mohsen’s classmates increasingly contest his favoured 
status. For instance, in peer talk Mohsen’s classmates ironically label him ‘the sma:rtest of us all (.) 

                                                        
10 A couple of weeks later, I showed Sanne Mohsen’s exercise book. She was struck by surprise, when she 
realized that Mohsen had miscalculated, and – as it appeared from his book - did not understand the 
assignment.     
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you little piece of shit’, ‘model student’, and compare themselves with him in comments such as ‘I 
had a better result than a certain person’ etc. Moreover, other students contest Mohsen’s favoured 
role in the classroom setting, with comments to the teacher such as, ‘Sanne, Mohsen has got a 
wrong answer’11.  
 Mohsen’s smart identity has the dual effect that he is favoured by the teachers while being 
ostracized by his peers, as exemplified in the following. In a sixth form Danish lesson on September 
30th the teachers, Sanne and Steve, elicit generic characteristics of short stories from the students 
during whole-class talk, including the Latin notion ‘in medias res’, which means ‘in the middle of 
things’, referring to the narrative technique of opening a story with some dramatic action. Before 
excerpt four begins the teachers attempt to elicit the notion from the students several times hinting 
at what the desired answer is. For instance, Sanne asks, ‘what is it called when a story begins in the 
middle of the action?’ She thereby, in part, reproduces the content of a poster hanging on the wall in 
the classroom. The poster reads, ‘In medias res = when a story begins in the middle of the action’. 
The participating students are Daniel, Mohsen, Narges and several unidentified students (STE 
stands for Steve, DAI stands for Daniel, MIK stands for Mikael, NRG stands for Narges, and UNI 
stands for unidentified student). The interaction is as follows.  
 
Excerpt 4: In medias res says the master  
01 SAN: [>det er latin det er latin<(.)             [Daniel 
  [>it’s latin it’s latin< (.)                  [Daniel 
02 STE: [det er sådan et lidt fikst øh (.) latin [udtryk 
  [it’s such a little stylish eh (.) Latin  [phrase 
  ((several students raise their hand, my field note entry)) 
03 DAI: ?ordenssans?            
  ?sense of order? 
04 SAN: =Mohsen 
  =Mohsen 
05  ((at least two unidentified students laugh jeering))  
06 MOH: in medias res     
  in medias res     
07 SAN: <in media res (.) siger herren> 
  <in medias res (.) says the master> 
08 STE: lige nøjagtig 
  exactly 
09 UNI: jah 

yeah 
10 SAN: tak 
  thank you 
11  MOH: [°det var så lidt°      
  [°you’re welcome° 
12 NRG: [åh ja::h ↓ Mohsen han kan lære latin 
  [oh yea::h ↓ Mohsen he can learn Latin 
13 SAN: den har vi også her henne 
  we have that over here 
14 UNI: hvordan siger man hej på lati::nsk Mohsen? 
  how do you say “Hi” in Lati::n Mohsen? 

                                                        
11 Cf. my field notes, e.g. from 12/6/13.  
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15 MOH: mm 
  mm 
16 STE: har vi den oven i købet? 
  do we have this on top of it?  
17 UNI: det er så grimt lati::nsk 
  it’s so ugly Lati::n 
18 MOH: hold kæft 
  shut up 
19 NRG: [du ligner sateme en på fire år 
  [you fucking look like someone at four years old 
20 UNI: [du ligner en på fem xxx 
  [you look like someone at five xxx 
21 MIK: la vær med at kigge på ham 
  don’t look at him 
22 UNI: [det kan være lige meget han er så grim 
  [it doesn’t matter he’s so ugly 
23 STE: [DER SKAL I SGU VÆRE LIDT SKARPERE 
  [THERE YOU GOTTA BE A LITTLE DAMN SHARPER 
24  [IN MEDIAS RES OG DEN STÅR ENDDA PÅ TAVLEN 
  [IN MEDIAS RES AND IT’S EVEN WRITTEN ON THE BOARD 
25 UNI: [?latin? det så grimt 
  [?Latin? it’s so ugly 
26 SAN: [SHY: 
  [SHUSH: 
 
In this example the teachers and Mohsen co-construct Mohsen in the role of the smart, favoured and 
superior student (4:4-11). In response several students jeeringly co-construct a parody of the 
collaboration between the teachers and Mohsen thereby aligning Mohsen with the social persona of 
a ridiculous, childish and ugly Latin student (4:12-25). The teachers simultaneously provide the 
students with another hint (the desired answer is a Latin phrase), and Sanne elicits Daniel to talk. 
Daniel gives a wrong answer. He is not offered a second chance to produce an alternative. Several 
students demonstrate their readiness to speak, but Sanne selects Mohsen as the “ratified participant” 
(Goffman 1981: 132). Sanne thereby signals that she expects Mohsen to provide the correct answer. 
Several unidentified students express their disapproval of the teacher’s selection of Mohsen through 
laughter. In consideration of the teachers’ habit of giving Mohsen the floor more often than other 
students, the most likely interpretation is that the students’ laughter serve as a critique of the 
teachers’ preference for Mohsen. Mohsen takes the teachers repeated hints and information from 
the classroom poster and successfully identifies the required Latin label (in medias res)12.  
 Sanne evaluates Mohsen’s response as successful. The Danish word herre 13 is slightly 
antiquated and signals male superiority and elegance. The teacher’s reference to Mohsen in the third 
person as ‘the master’ signals playful appreciation, and her slow reported speech and 
straightforward intonation makes it entirely clear that she interprets Mohsen’s response as a sign of 
the smart student. Although the correct answer has already been publicly displayed and evaluated, 
Steve, the other teacher, adds another positive evaluation, ‘exactly’. Moreover, Sanne thanks 
                                                        
12 Moreover, in a group interview on 24/6/13, Mohsen spontaneously tells me how he often provides correct 
answers to the teachers’ questions by looking at the classroom posters, which hung on the classroom wall 
from fourth through sixth form classes. Mohsen explains that this tactic helps him to do well in school.   
13 The Danish word herre translates to various English words, such as ‘master’, ‘lord’, ‘gentleman’ or ‘God’.   
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Mohsen for his contribution, thereby positioning him as helpful. Mohsen adds the appropriate 
response (you’re welcome). He thereby politely reaffirms his role as a smart, helpful, and polite 
master. In this remarkably long appreciative evaluation sequence (4:7-11) the participants jointly 
reaffirm Mohsen’s qualities as smart and his status as favoured and superior.  
 Two participation frameworks follow this sequence. In one participation framework Sanne and 
Steve realize that the desired answer is displayed on the board (4:13, 16 and 23). In another 
framework several students co-construct a parodic subversive participation framework. Narges 
places Mohsen in the position of an “overhearer” (Goffman 1981: 132) with a double-voiced 
utterance: ‘oh yea::h ↓Mohsen he can learn Latin’. Bakhtin (1984: 193-195) describes double 
voicing as the presence of one, or several, conflicting voices within the same utterance. On the one 
hand, Narges admires Mohsen’s apparent capacity to learn Latin. On the other hand, Narges’s 
falling pitch and prolonged vowel strongly suggests that her admiration should rather be interpreted 
as a subversive parody of the preceding framework, and the superior role Mohsen plays in it.  
 An unidentified female student adds, ‘how do you say “Hi” in Lati::n Mohsen’. Her prolonged 
vowel in itself signals distance and irony. The lack of rising pitch at the end of the sentence 
indicates that this is not a sincere question. I find it noticeable that the unidentified student sets up 
Mohsen as an answerer within the known-answer-question format that characterises Mohsen and 
the teachers’ habitual collaboration. Moreover, the elicited vernacular phrase (Hi) suggests a frame 
that subverts the academic content (in medias res), which the teachers had elicited from Mohsen in 
the preceding moments. The unidentified student thereby reaffirms the subversive framework that 
serves to undermine Mohsen’s status as smart and favoured.  
 Mohsen responds minimally, ‘mm’. This seems to serve as an attempt to avoid confrontation 
with his classmates. However, an unidentified female student adds to the parody by explicitly 
labelling Latin as ‘ugly’. This label seems to serve as a counterpoint to Steve’s identification of 
Latin as ‘stylish’14. This utterance furthermore adds to the subversive framework that places 
Mohsen in the position of the ridiculous Latin-speaking student. Mohsen takes the bait and defends 
himself (4:18). This suggests that the teasing makes him uncomfortable.  
 Simultaneously, Narges and an unidentified female student explicitly claim that Mohsen looks 
like a (four/five years old) child. This seems to serve as agitated responses to Mohsen’s defending 
himself. Narges’s emphasised ‘fucking’ underlines that her utterance should be interpreted as an 
insult, and not as friendly teasing. The positioning of Mohsen as childish appears to establish a 
counter position to his superior position in the preceding interaction with the teachers. Mikael 
comments on Narges and the unidentified student’s insults ‘don’t look at him’, he says. It appears 
as if Mikael sides with Mohsen and attempts to stop the other students’ mocking of him. In 
response, the unidentified girl explicitly identifies Mohsen as ‘ugly’. Thus, several students co-
construct a parody of the collaboration between the teachers and Mohsen, thereby constructing 
Mohsen as a ridiculous and childish student, who speaks an ugly language.  
 In another framework Sanne and Steve realize that the desired answer is displayed on the board. 
In lines 23 through 24 Steve publicly comments on this discovery. Although several students 
demonstrated their readiness to speak (4:2), Mohsen, most likely, identified the desired answer from 
the poster on the wall, and the teachers’ appreciation of Mohsen’s actions appears slightly 
awkward, Steve publicly reprimands all of the students who did not succeed in identifying the 
desired answer (you gotta be a little damn sharper). The implication of Steve’s utterance is that the 
action of identifying the desired answer on the board is a sign of the sharp student. Sanne loudly 
shushing the students follows this. Moreover, it is noticeable that both teachers suppress the 

                                                        
14 This cohort of students, in general, associates “ugly” language with lack of intelligence and education. See 
more in Hyttel-Sørensen (2017: 118). 
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students’ jeering parody (4:23 and 4:26). This example, together with comparable situations, shows 
how other students increasingly contest Mohsen’s favoured role, and forcing Mohsen into 
contradictory positions. During the fall term of the sixth form Mohsen withdraws from classroom 
talk and is less to mark his readiness to speak. Moreover, his male classmates, who ignore him 
during breaks, marginalize him. This is also noticed by Mohsen’s mother who worries about 
Mohsen not being part of the boys group anymore15.   
 
 
6 Discussion 
 
We have seen how Mohsen comes to inhabit the smart student identity, and how, over the course of 
two years and two months, his status as smart leads to him being favoured by the teachers and 
ostracised by peers. How does this trajectory help us illuminate the kind of teaching practices 
associated with smart student models? So far I have discussed how signs of identities and enacted 
participation frameworks reoccur on the situational time scale and accumulate over time in 
Mohsen’s trajectory to increasingly presuppose a local smart student model for him. This model 
includes being alert to the teachers’ expectations, being well attuned to the IRE format, and acting 
as a nice, docile and polite student. These situational scale events connect with several models and 
practices on the intermediate and socio-historical scales.  
 The teachers, in part, select Mohsen to play the role of the smart student because his 
participation helps move the teaching activities along. Although other students also contributed to 
create flow in the teaching, they asked more clarifying questions than did Mohsen, thus slowing 
down the flow of teaching (Lundqvist 2017). We have seen how the teachers come to rely on a 
collaborative participation framework in which Mohsen takes on the teachers’ repeated hints of 
what the desired answer is, is positioned as smart and then obtain favoured status.  
 Jumping to the intermediate scale, the teaching practices in which Mohsen participated at home, 
and on family trips to Lebanon, provided him with savoir-faire for the IRE format and traditional 
teacher expectations. The collaborative participation framework revealed by my analyses also 
invokes teaching routines that have been widely recognizable for decades on the socio-historical 
time scale. For instance, Bloome et al. (1989) describe how teachers depend on students’ 
collaboration to move on the teaching activities to subsequent phases. Mottelson (2003) describes 
how teachers depend on students’ participation to create flow in the teaching activities.  
Docility and compliance index socio-historical smart student models (Bartholsson 2007; Foucault 
1977: 136; Hatt 2012: 453–255; Korp 2011: 30; Thornberg 2009: 251).  
 Moreover, I find it possible that being a so-called “nice and orderly boy” etc. with a docile, 
compliant classroom manner in stark contrast to the class’s many “trouble-maker boys”16, who were 
so often disturbing during teaching activities, made it easier for Mohsen to enact the smart student 
role. We have seen how the teachers sometimes used gendered labels in their explicit identification 
of Mohsen (e.g. master). In some ways, Mohsen’s being a nice and helpful boy who aligned with 
the teachers compares to Rampton’s (2006: 48-75) account of how teachers in boisterous 
classrooms had to rely on boys’ exuberant comments to move the class forward since the girls 
tended to remain silent. However, I do not want to over-emphasise the possible gendered aspect of 
Mohsen’s identification, since this is not documented in the data presented here. Mohsen’s 
trajectory can be seen as a configuration of teaching practices and smart student models that 

                                                        
15 Haifa, Mohsen’s mother told me this on a home visit (cf. the field note entry I collected on 12/9/13). 
16 The teachers’ use of the label “trouble boy” is reminiscent of the predominant public discourse that ethnic 
minority boys represent a central problem for Danish society (cf. Madsen 2015: 5). 
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accumulate over time in situational events, and reflect practices and models that are widely 
recognizable on the intermediate and socio-historical time scales.  
 How does Mohsen’s smart student trajectory become socially consequential? At first, I thought 
that I could predict the consequences of Mohsen’s trajectory. Given Mohsen’s docility, classroom 
participation and adaptability to teacher expectations, and the matching labelling of him as smart 
and nice across school and home, it seemed plausible that Mohsen’s smart student role would foster 
positive consequences for him. However, contrary to the expectations raised by previous smart 
student accounts (Sternberg 2007), the data from my study revealed that Mohsen encountered 
commonly described teacher’s pet consequences (Martin 1984). We have seen how Mohsen faced 
uncomfortable situations in teaching events because the teachers held greater expectations for him 
to provide correct answers and help move their teaching along, than they did for other students. 
Mohsen was publicly expected to contribute answers that he clearly was unable to provide. Thus, 
the reinforcement of Mohsen’s smart student role placed a certain pressure on him.  
 The pressure was so great that Mohsen ended up being marginalized by his peers. Mohsen 
became the object of his classmates’ jokes, ridicule and teasing. These examples, and comparable 
examples from the broader ethnographic material, strongly suggest that Mohsen’s classmates made 
him pay for becoming the teacher’s favourite by being ostracized. Students like Mohsen who 
receive special privileges and favours from teachers are commonly disliked among their peers 
(Martin 1984: 93). In addition, Mohsen’s revelling in the teachers’ praise (4:11) rather than 
demonstrating awareness of the risks to peer friendship of becoming teacher’s pet might also have 
fuelled his classmates’ contestation of his role (compare Eckert 1989).  
 I find it plausible that Mohsen’s retreat from classroom talk during the fall term of the sixth 
form can be interpreted as an attempt to escape from the pressure imposed upon him by his 
favourite role and compensate for the social exclusion he experienced from his classmates. In the 
long run, Mohsen, and other students in comparable situations, might become educationally 
discouraged when they face such negative consequences of their smart student identification. In a 
setting where a supposedly individual quality (smartness) leads to a new social status (teacher’s 
favourite), the resulting tensions can create problems for both the student and the classroom. 
 
 
7 Conclusion and implications 
 
In this paper I ask how one student’s identity can change from smart into a favoured identity. I 
argue that when a student becomes socially identified as smart, and begins to actively collaborate 
with the teacher to construct correct answers to the teacher’s questions, and the teacher comes to 
rely habitually on this collaboration to move the teaching activities along, the role of the smart 
student thickens into a favoured role. As discussed above, such trajectories of identification are 
likely to foster unreasonable pressure on these students to perform a docile classroom demeanour, 
placing them at odds among their peers.  
 What is the general value of these findings? Several studies highlight that teachers’ favourites 
are students whom teachers regard as smart (e.g. Hatt 2012: 455; Luttrell 1993; Martin, 1984: 94). 
In this paper we have seen how one student transforms from smart to favourite throughout a 
trajectory that invokes worldwide recognizable teaching routines and enduring socio-historical 
smart student models. I therefore find it most likely that comparable student trajectories occur in 
other school settings. This study has implications for education and research. According to Erickson 
(2001: 175), teachers have “wiggle room”, by virtue of their individual capacity to interrupt and 
manipulate the habitual and coercive patterns in which they may be inadvertently stuck. In this 
spirit, I hope that Mohsen’s story will inspire teachers to create wiggle room for their students by 
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becoming aware of the social consequences of operating with the celebrated smart student models 
of their classrooms. My findings show how the enactment of those models can place pressure on 
students and foster social inequity among peers.  
 This study highlights how detailed attention to identity transformation in micro-level classroom 
discourse and across broad ethnographic data, over time, can help researchers to detect 
unpredictable shifts in established identities that result from enduring wider scale teaching routines 
and identity models. This analytic lens could be helpful in studies of the relationship between 
students’ smart identities and their further learning. Many studies have highlighted the collaborative 
interactional routines of the kind that facilitated the thickening of Mohsen’ smart identity. Such 
routines constrain students’ acquisition of academic content because students habitually complete 
“an interactional sequence that counts as a component of the lesson”, rather than developing 
“additional skill” (Bloome et al. 1989: 282).  
 Such teacher–student collaboration often “limits opportunities to deeply engage in the 
linguistically rich interactions around academic content that students need to learn both content and 
language” (Carhill-Poza 2015: 9). Mohsen and other students who collaborate with the teachers in 
similar ways are at risk of reproducing the desired answers from the available literacy resources and 
classroom interaction without understanding, rather than developing their understanding of the 
academic content. The larger issue that needs to be further researched is the degree to which 
students’ academically successful identities (being considered smart) might actually conflict with 
further learning. Being smart has its downside. 
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Appendix Transcription conventions 
 
[rooms  overlapping speech   
[you 

°quiet°  segment quieter than surrounding talk  

LOUD  segment louder than surrounding talk 

>ggg<   segment quicker than surrounding talk  

<ggg>   segment slower than surrounding talk 

xxx   unintelligible speech  

((ggg))  comments  

(1)     pause (one second)  

(.)    pause less than one second  

UNI  unidentified speaker   

↑    rising pitch 

↓   falling pitch 
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?   question asked 

=   latching  

:   prolongation of preceding sound  

ja  Danish speech 

yes  English translation   
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