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CHILDREN'S AND TEACHER’S DISCOURSE IN THE
CLASSROOM: SAME OR DIFFERENT?

BEATRIZ GABBIANI
(Universidad de la Republica Montevideo—Uruguay)

While investigating interactional situations ims$rooms, it came to my attention
that children participate in them with utterancegracted from their teachers’
discourse. In fact, teachers frequently make childake part in their own discourse by
introducing them into it. They have two main stgas to achieve this: one consists of
leaving blanks for the children to fill in, as ipisode #:

Episode 1(Kindergarten. The teacher had read the childretoey the previous day,
and is now checking if they remember it. Childrea sitting on a carpet around the
teacher.)

M: Entonces el patito feo se sintid solo y se va al .
So the duckling felt alone and went to the ...

Nifios: bosque
forest

M: Bosque. ¢Y cOmo se siente?
Forest. And how is he feeling?

Nifios: Triste.
Sad.

M: Triste, muy bien.
Sad, very well.

1 - .
Transcription conventions
A: alumno (pupil)
Al: alumno identificado (identified pupil)
Nifios: children
M: maestra (school teacher)
P: profesor (highschool teacher)
[ +-xxx habla simultanea (simultaneous speech)
+-XXX



The other strategy consists of repairing the ¢hildterance by repeating it with a
different choice of vocabulary. In the followingample, the child uses a non-standard
word widely used in his area to name a groceryestand the teacher continues with
the same topic supplying a standard equivalensiplace.

Episode 2(1st. grade, talking about their helping at home)

A: Vamos al boliche.
We go to the “store”.

M: Ah, muy bien, y ¢ a qué van al almacén?

Oh, that’'s good, and what do you go to the stor@ f

On the other hand, teachers tend most often tepa@s “right answers” to their
questions those which show a high degree of siitijlawith their previous
expressions. Accordingly, they tend either to rejgcto ignore childlren’s answers
which would differ from their own way of puttingtmwords the topic in question.
Episode 3(1st. grade, talking about pears. The previousttay had observed, cut,
tasted, and talked about pears. They also learmildlle about this. Now the teacher is
checking what they remember.)

M: Y ustedes recuerdan que observamos ...
And you remember we observed...
A: la pera.
the pear
M: Observamos la pera y vimos. ¢ COomo es la peragnt&vla mano.
We observed the pear and we saw. What's the pes |
Raise your hands.
A: Amarilla por fuera.
Yellow outside.
M: Muy bien. ¢ Y qué mas vimos?
Very good. And what else did we see?
(-.r)
M: ¢ Qué sabor tiene la pera
How does the pear taste?
A: Rico.
Delicious.
M: Dulce, amargo, salado. ¢, Como es?
Sweet, bitter, salty. What is it like?
Nifios: Dulce.
Sweet.
M: Pero es dulce porque esa pera ¢,como estaba?
But it is sweet because, how was that pear?
Al: Buena.
Good.
A2: Estaba muy rica, maestra.
It was good, teacher.
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M: ¢ Como estaba esa pera?

How was that pear.
Nifios: Rica. Delicious.

Buen Good.

M: Pero ¢, come-estaba?

But, how was it?
A: Ri-ca.

De-li-cious.
M: Si, estaba rica. Estaba verde, madura ¢,como @staba

Yes, it was delicious. Was it unripe (green), ripew was it?

Al: Amarilla.

Yellow.
A2: Madura.

Ripe.

In this example, when talking about the appeararigeears the teacher accepts
the answer “amarilla por fuera” which is part oé ttiddle they had learned. Later on,
when she wants the children to say “verde” or “nmati(unripe or ripe), a child
confuses the two meanings of the word “verde” (greed unripe), and uses it as
refering to the color. The teacher doesn't seeme#dize this fact (at least, she doesn’t
correct the child or explain anything). At the satime she ignores the answer “rica”
(delicious) because it isn't what she is looking, feven though it is quite an
appropriate answer to what seemed to be an opestigueln the following example,
we can see an instance of a teacher ignoring apengonal and interesting comment
of a child.

Episode 4(Kindergarten. The teacher had read the childretoey the previous day,
and is now checking if they remember it. Childree aitting on a carpet around the
teacher.)

M: Pero eraun ...
Butitwas a ...

Nifios: cisne.
swan.

M: Cisne, muy bien. Por eso nacio diferente, porgaeie cisne.
Swan, very good. That's why he was born diffefeetause he was a swan.

A: Yo naci diferente que mi hermano.
| was born different from my brother.

M: Ahora vamos a dibujar lo que mas les gusté daitoue
Now we're going to draw what you liked the mosiwgtthe story.
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Here the teacher ignores a comment that relatesstbry to the personal
experience of the child and which, if the teached baken it into consideration, could
have changed the rest of the lesson.

We can find examples of this kind even when chitdare asked either a so-called
“open question” or their personal opinion about sgmint in discussion. And we can
find exactly the same situations in highschoolshwupils about 17 years old, as in the
following episode.

Episode 5(5th grade, secondary school, philosophy)

P: Bien, ahora les hago la siguiente pregygtaén de ustedes cree que se puede llegar
al conocimiento de todas las cosas? Levanten |& ipara contestar.
OK, now | ask you the following question: whicleaf you believes that it's
possible to get to the knowledge of all things?sRajour hands in order to
answer.

Al: Los escépticos dicen que no se puede.
Skeptics say it isn't possible.

A2: Yo pienso que...
| think that...

P: Bien ¢ qué significa el término “escéptico” endidfia?

OK, what does the term “skeptic” mean in philosgph

In such situations teachers seem to hear only vesatmbles their own discourse.
Here, even though the teacher had apparently dskeal personal opinion, he picked
up the term “skeptics”, which belongs to his digsey from a pupil’'s answer, and
ignored the pupil who wanted to give his opinion.

But there are other situations where children othtice utterances in a
non-conventional way, that is, they use parts eftéacher’s discourse in combinations
that surprise even the teacher. It is possiblenadyae the emergence of the teacher’s
discourse as taken up by the child as frozen diseod\s long as the discourse remains
frozen it will be under control; it will seem “noati, but at some point it may appear
in a non conventional way. We can see this in tfiewing episode:

Episode 6(6th grade. Teacher and children are talking abmit visit to the Congress
House. Firstly, the children describe what theyehaeen and then the teacher asks
them questions about their opinions and feelings)

Al: Nosotros concurrimos al Palacio Legislativo parssitar una reliquia
arquitectonica y la sede de nuestro gobierno.
We went to the Legislative Palace in order tot\asi architectural relic and
the see of our government.

M: ¢ Qué sentiste cuando entraste en el Salén de$?est
What did you feel when you got into the Ball Room?
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A2: Senti una emocién al ver que tenia cielorras@aggd de oro.
| felt an emotion to see that it had ceiling anaqoues of gold.

M: ¢ Sentiste emocién?
You felt an emotion?

A2: Una impresién senti.
An impression, | got.

A3: Muchos deseos de ser eso mio porque era muyalios
Many wishes to own that, because it was very \dd¢ua

M: ¢Y de quién es?
And who owns it?

Nifios: Del pueblo.
The people.

M: (dirigiéndose a A3) ¢Y no lo sentis tuyo?
And don't you feel it's yours?

Nifios: Yo si.

| do.

A1, in the first turn, makes use of vocabulary iobgly taken from the teacher’s
previous explanations and the leaflets they hadl.réghe teacher accepts his
contribution without any comment, and everythingree under control. But when A2
answers the question about his feelings by exprgdbe emotion to see the ceiling and
plagues of gold, the teacher can't understand aesl tb verify wether the child really
meant “emotion”. While A2 tries to define his femjiwithout luck, A3 gives a personal
view: he would like to be the owner of all thosduadle things. This wish doesn’t
agree with the ideas the teacher had been tryimxpose the children to, namely that
the Congress House belongs to the people. Theresbheeimmediately checks if the
rest of the group had got this idea, and the olildthorus the answer she expects.

What can we infer from these examples? Are teached children sharing the
same discourse (that is, the same frame of referghe same meanings) or are the
children repeating frozen fragments that aren’t aundheir control yet? Most
researchers would probably accept the second pldgsiistead of the first one. But it
wouldn’'t be so easy to agree on the explanatiomltdt this fact means, since the
different possible explanations are dependent eor#tical decisions concerning the
nature of language and interaction. As Tannen (1989 points out, “(...) repetition is
at the heart of language (...) it raises fundantegteestions about the nature of
language, and the degree to which language isyfregnerated” or repeated from
language previously experienced”. This author ctathmt repetition serves to create
interpersonal involvement by facilitating producticcomprehension, connection, and
interaction in different ways. “Repeating the wqrgérases, or sentences of other
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speakers (a) accomplishes a conversation, (b) showess response to another’'s
utterance, (c) shows acceptance of others’ uttesaribeir participation, and them, and
(d) gives evidence of one’s own participation” (fian, 1989: 52).

But interaction might also be defined through tiation of control (see for
example Wiemann, 1985) and classroom situationgefiy well such a definition. The
structure and content of interactions impose dlirigits on both the options available to
participants and the systemic relations those optiare part of. Within such a
framework, the teacher’s discourse present in tlid’s utterances might be explained
as one of the effects of the controlled situatione., as indicating the children’s
acceptance of the role that has been signalleabpsopriate by the teacher. This is
complemented by the fact that the child’s discousseever present in the teacher’'s
discourse, except when it's being evaluated. Sahm conversational exchanges
between teacher and children, only children shoeeptance of their interlocutor’s
(that is, the teacher) utterances since repeatioghar's words shows ratification of
them. This fact seems to support the idea of intema based on control that we talked
about before. At the same time, the pattern of atgze words and longer discourse
sequences, more than creating a shared univerdisarfurse seems to create a fixed
structure of interaction with little freedom of ¢be for the children.

From a different point of view, the same phenomeght be explained within a
broader theoretical proposal concerning languagguisition in general, and put
forward by de Lemos (1992, 1995). Lemos observas ¢hildren’s first utterances
within a discourse-type are extracted from utteearaf their interlocutor. Furthermore,
she proposes that it is possible to infer from kestiors and inadequate use the moment
when those frozen fragments are reconstructed essthnified. Such a process seems
to provide support for the view that children’stiai position is one of being
interpreted by the other’s utterances. Their moweatds a position of assigning
interpretation to their own utterances is consetjteethat process.

The choice of one of these two theoretical passtiavill then lead to different
interpretations of the classroom situation sincehe@sts on different ideas about the
nature of language. In spite of this, we can fiathe points of possible coincidence. If
the child extracts his first utterances from higiltocutor it is because he is in a type of
relationship marked by assymetry, where the achtiétrliocutor holds control. This is
clearly the case in classrooms, a kind of situatiich is always imposed on children;
some of them may enjoy being there, but they asehwool because their parents send
them, and this is in many countries mandated by Bigcourse, as the crystalization of
language, presents to the child what is socialidedlogical in language. By taking up
fragments of the teacher’s discourse (and adutbdise in general), children enter the
universe of their speech community’s discoursethla process they will get into the
meanings shared by that community, including cotioep of role and control, and
they will develop a psychological identity as wedl a social identity.

Now let’s try to answer the question of the tittkildren’s and teacher’s discourse
in the classroom: same or different? At the begignif the process children repeat
sequences of the teacher’s discourse without estegciany control over them. Here
their discourse seems to be at least partiall\séime as is the teacher’s, but the use and
functions are absolutely different. From the paihtiew of control, this means that the
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teacher holds the control and children ratify it bgpeating his/her discourse.
Repetition or emergence of the same discourse eésglien a clear social asymetry.
When the teacher’s discourse comes up in childretté&rances in a non-conventional
way, it becomes clear that it's not the “same” digse. These instances suggest that
the child is really being “spoken by the languagéat is, the system of language is
functioning in him without his control. In the réfanship with the teacher the child
will go through the process of gaining independetitat is, the capability of assigning
interpretation himself. Only then can we say thatc¢hild finally shares the universe of
discourse of the teacher (and the rest of the camtgu

On the other hand, the teacher seems to intetheetemergence of his/her
discourse in the child’s utterances as appropbateavior and also as a proof of his
learning (of curricular contents, good manners,)eto fact, as we have seen, the
teacher works in order to promote the repetitiorhisfher discourse and organizes
interaction in the classroom in ways that faciététis. When a sequence appears in an
unexpected way, (s)he tries to put it back wherbeibngs, that is, to provide the
appropriate discourse frame to that sequence. Winddren'’s interventions don't
agree with the teacher’s discourse, (s)he igndresitor corrects them with different
strategies (not necessarily with an explicit negaévaluation).

To summarize, in classrooms we can find a proaéese children first repeat the
teacher’s discourse from a social and psychologilzade completely different from the
teacher’s, and this discourse is interpreted assame” by the teacher. Later on, by a
process of reconstruction and re-signifying, cl@fdbecome capable of interpreting by
themselves, which also gives them the possibilityholding different social roles
whenever possible.
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