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This study draws on Ethnomethodology, Conversation Analysis and Foucauldian 

Theory to investigate the textual and conversational construction of teacher-parent 

relationships as they are evidenced in examples of school-home communications. 

A survey of educational research literature suggests that what is taken to constitute a 

productive teacher-parent relationship remains largely undefined and untheorised. 

Although it seems that 'good' teacher-parent relationships are valued by the stakeholders 

in schooling, including school administrators, teachers, parents and government 

bureaucrats, views of these relationships tend to be based on commonsense notions that 

there is a need for 'improvement'. It is suggested that contemporary neo-liberal 

educational views regarding the importance of such factors as parental choice, for 

example, and the associated movement towards the commodification of education 

influence teacher-parent relationship possibilities. 

It is theorised that teacher-parent relationships are constituted and mediated within and 

through the details of textual and conversational practices evidenced in school-home 

communications. Theoretical components derived from Smith (1987, 1990a and 1990b), 

Bourdieu (1991) and Foucault (1977) are established as useful conceptual frameworks 

from which to view the data. 

The data corpus originates from both private and secondary schools, and consists of 

examples of written and spoken school-home communications. The data are analysed 

using a multiperspectival approach that combines strategies deriving from different 

analytic perspectives in complementary ways. Ethnomethodology (EM) and 

Conversation Analysis (CA) are the main techniques used to document the detailed 

textual and conversational strategies that work to construct teacher-parent relationships. 

This study's basis in EM means that it does not begin with a pre-theorised notion 

concerning 'best practice' regarding teacher-parent relationships. Foucauldian Theory 

provides an alternative lense through which to view the data. It is argued that different 

passes through the data operate as overlays or reflexive readings, thereby providing 

enriched understandings of how the inter-institutional texts and talk work to construct 

particular moral versions of schools and homes, and of teachers parents and students, 

and of their inter-institutional relationships. 
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Various different kinds of secondary school-home communications are analysed in 

Chapters 5 to 8. Chapter 5 presents analyses of school promotional documents 

originating from a variety of secondary school types, including both private and state, 

and both single-sex and co-educational schools. More than in documents originating 

from state schools, private school documents tend to include more visuals that imply 

moral versions of acceptable teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood. The state 

school documents tend to state expectations more explicity than do the private school 

documents. Apart from this difference, it is found that similar versions of schools, 

homes, parents, teachers and students are textually and visually constructed regardless 

of their origins. Uniformed, well-disciplined students are presented as desirable and 

representative of the various schools, and are themselves produced as a marketing 

device. It is the schools' versions of the social world that are fore-grounded within and 

though the various promotional documents. 

Chapter 6 presents analyses of three examples of monologic school-home 

communications, Each item is analysed by focussing on a particular conversational or 

textual feature. The first example is a speech given by a state school principal to a group 

of prospective parents and soon to be enrolled students at an induction morning. This 

analysis focuses on this principal's use of pronouns as positioning practices. The second 

example is an address given by a private school principal to a group of existing parents 

and students at the school's Speech Night. This analysis focuses on the private school 

principal's use of aligning strategies such as audience invitations to applaud as an 

aligning strategy. The third example is a letter sent by a school administrator to the 

parents of private school students. This analysis focusses on the school administrator's 

use of oppositionals to construct her versions of acceptable students and parents in 

contrast to those of 'other' less desirable schools. These examples include both explicit 

and implicit suggestions that conformity to school expectations and directions will 

enable parents to obtain advantageous futures as positional goods for their children. It is 

argued that a curriculum of compliance and conformity for homes is textually and 

conversationally established within and through these examples of school-home 

communications. 

Chapters 5 and 6 analyse examples of monologic school-home communications, so 

designated because although the school-based texts and talk could have been received in 
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a multiplicity of ways, readings and hearings are not available for analysis within the 

data themselves. In contrast, Chapters 7 and 8 analyse examples of interactive teacher-

parent talk. Chapter 7 analyses the first 39 turns of the initial talk of a teacher-parent 

interview that took place at a secondary school teacher-parent interview night. The 

chapter is organised into three different readings of the data to show how each of these 

can inform the others. The first reading uses Conversation Analysis (CA) to highlight 

the participants' use of sequential structures and membership cateogrisation devices 

(MCDs) to present moral versions of themselves and each other within and through the 

talk. The second reading identifies a number of dominant discourses as practices of 

power to show how the participants position themselves and each other, negotiating 

their respective responsibilities for the student. It is found that the adult participants 

tend to position the student as an overhearing audience to their co-constructions of 

responsible teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood. The student is positioned as 

ultimately responsible for her own academic well-being and behaviour. During this talk, 

the home is positioned as a colony or annex of the school, and the parents are positioned 

as adjunct teachers, expected to continue the work of the school within their private 

family space. The third reading uses the Foucauldian concept of governmentality to 

read the talk. It is suggested that the discursive techniques identified by the previous 

two readings work as disciplinary practices to regulate the participants. 

Chapter 8 surveys other examples of interactive teacher-parent interview talk that took 

place in various sites on different occasions, involving both teachers and parents. 

During some of these interviews the student is also present, whereas in other interviews 

the student, who is the focus of the talk, is not. On one occasion the interview takes 

place in the ,home rather than at the school and includes another family member in 

addition to the student herself and her parents. It is found that despite such differences 

and variations in the use of conversational strategies, comparable versions of schools, 

homes, teachers, parents, students and their inter-institutional relationships are talked 

into being across these different educational sites. Again, a Foucauldian perspective is 

used to account for such similarities in the various examples of interactive teacher-

parent talk. 

The thesis concludes by arguing that the textually and conversationally constituted and 

mediated teacher-parent relationships are fundamentally asymmetrical. It is the schools' 
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versions of the social world that come to count in these inter-institutional 

communications. On some points teachers and parents are often found to have different 

expectations regarding what they perceive to be in the 'best' interests of their students / 

children. However, despite such differences it seems there is a high degree of similarity 

regarding what schools and families should be like evidenced across the various school- 

home communications. It is argued that such commonalities can be viewed as evidence 

of governmentality actively enacted within and through the particular textual and 

conversational micro-practices identified here (following Foucault, 1977). As such, 

these practices work to implement techniques of state power into home space, bringing 

bureacratic control into homes and functioning to produce a future citizenship with 

limited cultural and moral options. 

In conclusion, the thesis summarises some of the main implications of the study's 

findings for theory, method, practice and policy. It is suggested that there is a need to 

re- theorise commonsense notions of teacher-parent relationships as a result of the 

findings of tfus study. This research shows how educational materials such as teacher-

parent communications can be anaysed in insightful ways to reveal how such 

relationships are actively constituted and mediated within and through them. Findings 

revealed here offer a way of documenting the workings of particular inter-institutional 

practices and offer a new way of construing the functions and consequences of those 

practices. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND TO STUDY 

 

This thesis examines teacher-parent relationships as they are displayed in school-home 

communications. The practices revealed through the interrogation of both printed and 

spoken school-home communications, originating from twenty-nine secondary schools 

in and around an Australian state capital, show how teacher-parent relationships are 

actively “written and talked into being” in these educational sites. Analytical techniques 

derived mainly from Ethnomethodology (EM) and Foucauldian Theory are used to 

explicate how particular versions of schools, homes, parenthood, teacherhood and 

studenthood, and their interrelationships, are constituted within and through these inter-

institutional texts and talk. 

  

To background these analyses, this chapter first describes the context and rationale for this 

research. Second, the chapter describes the analytic approach used in this study, prior to 

specifying the main research questions that have guided this research project. Third, the 

chapter provides an overview of the data used for this study, before concluding with an 

outline of the chapters that follow. 

 

Part 1: Background and Rationale for Research 

 

To date there has been little research into what happens when parents and teachers 

interact. Such interactions might be viewed as one site of interface of the institutions of 

school and its clients (parents). When writing of encounters between representatives of 

institutions and their clients, including encounters between teachers and parents, Hak 

(1998: 422) suggested that, 

 

there is ... a relevant terrain of inquiry untouched by institutional ethnographic 

studies to date. The study of the work done at the interface of the institution and the 

everyday world, i.e. in institutional encounters between representatives of the 

institution and its clients, needs to be addressed. 

 

This research project is a response to this gap in our knowledge.  
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Educators have long emphasised the importance of teachers and parents working in 

“partnership” for the common good of students (eg., Cairney and Munsie, 1992a and 

1992b; Cairney, Ruge, Buchanan, Lowe and Munsie, 1995; Carrick, 1989, among 

others).  School-home communications are educational sites within and through which 

such partnerships are actively constituted. Much research (eg., Beare, 1984; Becher, 

1984; Blakers, 1983; Coleman et al., 1966; Comer, 1984; Jenkins, 1982; Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 1997; Shopen and Liddicoat, 

1998) has established that increased parental involvement in children’s schooling can 

result in an increased likelihood of student success. School-home communications 

document practices that may or may not actively encourage such participation and 

involvement.  

 

That parents and teachers of secondary school students have little if any direct contact 

has been documented by previous research (Jowett and Baginsky, 1991). A prevalent 

notion among school personnel is that parents demonstrate an interest in their children’s 

schooling by becoming actively involved in their education, and that those parents who 

do not do this are seen as not interested (eg. Australian Parents’ Council and the 

Australian Council of State Organisations, 1996; Beare, 1984; Becher, 1984; Cairney 

and Munsie, 1992a). However, according to Cairney and Munsie (1992b: 5), “virtually 

all parents are vitally interested in their children’s education …[although] the way 

parents show this interest varies greatly”. One factor that influences the possibilities of 

parental participation in their children’s schooling is that parents of secondary school 

children are increasingly likely to have outside work commitments, thereby making the 

possibility of direct contact with teachers more difficult. Indeed, Henry (1996: 57) 

found that parents stayed away from schools for a variety of reasons, and that “many 

parents simply cannot afford the loss of wages”. Furthermore, as children progress from 

lower primary to the upper secondary levels of schooling, the opportunities for parents 

to become actively involved become increasingly rare (Topping, 1986).  

 

Henry (1996) argued that during this century educators have worked hard to professionalise 

teaching and improve schooling, thereby increasingly separating the roles and 

responsibilities of professional and lay people, such as parents. Smith (1990a) suggested 
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that people already have a working knowledge of the organisation of the social relations in 

which they participate. Such a background knowledge of social structure (cf. Garfinkel, 

1967) constitutes shared commonsense understandings. According to Smith (1990a) 

parents, teachers and students can make whatever sense they make insofar as such a 

working knowledge explicates them. Analysis of school-home communications can 

document commonsense understandings regarding the nature of inter-institutional 

relationships such as school-home (teacher-parent) relationships. 

 

 Secondary school children have contact with an ever-expanding number of school 

personnel during their later school years. Large numbers of parents and separate subject 

teachers make the logistics of parent-teacher interactions increasingly difficult (Walker, 

1998: 164). School-home communications are sometimes the only means by which 

parents of secondary school students and their teachers can have direct contact and can 

form relationships. Many teacher-parent relationships are organised solely within and 

through school documents. It is thus essential to investigate what happens when 

teachers and parents meet through by interrogating examples of actual school-home 

communications. 

 

Parental knowledge of how schools work influences the kinds of teacher-parent 

relationships established. As students progress through their secondary schools, they 

come in contact with more specialised disciplinary knowledges. Many parents may have 

little, if any, knowledge or understanding of these, and so have to rely increasingly upon 

the professionalism and expertise of their children’s teachers (Shopen and Liddicoat, 

1998). Some parents may feel increasingly incompetent in making decisions regarding 

their children’s curriculum and in making decisions regarding the organisation of their 

children’s school chances and choices. Furthermore, not all parents feel comfortable 

communicating directly with their children’s teachers (cf. MacLure and Walker, 1999). 

Indeed, secondary schools have been described as  

 

anonymous impersonal places which do little to make students feel welcome, let 

alone the parents. [For example], teacher-parent evenings, which may be the 

only contact many parents have with the school, rank close to a visit to the 

dentist in terms of discomfiture (Limerick, 1987: p.52). 
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Despite such negative comments, recent research has shown that parents, teachers and 

students generally endorse the educational and social value of direct teacher-parent 

contact events such as teacher-parent evenings (Walker, 1998). Analysis of school-

home communications, including examples of parent-teacher interviews, is one means 

by which the bases for such discomfort may be identified.  

 

It seems that adolescents may also try to keep their home and school worlds separate 

(Cairney and Munsie, 1992b; Benton, 1994). Indeed, “more autonomous secondary age 

students may not want parents to be in close contact with their school” (Walker, 1998: 

164). This is another factor in addition to the other factors discussed above that can hinder 

the establishment of positive secondary school teacher-parent partnerships.  

 

Socio-structural factors such as socio-economic status (SES), gender and ethnicity have 

been viewed as influencing teacher-parent relationships. It has been suggested that it is 

more difficult for state school parents to have an influence on their children’s schooling 

than it is for ruling class parents of students attending private schools because of the 

more bureaucratic nature of state schools (cf. Connell, Ashenden, Kessler and Dowsett, 

1982). Connell et al. (1982: 146) speak of ruling class families as those who have 

“access to power and privilege [and have] ... dependence on and contribution to an 

order of things which sustain it”. The research of both Connell et al. (1982) and Lareau 

(1987; 1989) further found that parents of different socio-economic status (SES) 

interacted with schools differently. Lareau (1989) suggested that ruling class homes 

were better able to incorporate school-work into their home lives, whereas working 

class homes tended to separate school and home life. Investigating different types of 

school-home communications originating in schools that cater for different kinds of 

parental clientele can illuminate whether or not such socio-structural or other 

background demographic differences actively contribute towards the constitution of 

different sorts of teacher-parent relationships. 

 

Although little research has been conducted to investigate actual teacher-parent 

relationships, it seems that there is a common belief that such relationships are in need 
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of improvement; that is, school-home relationships are frequently portrayed as being 

problematic (for example, Waller, 1932; Lightfoot, 1978; Limerick, 1988, among 

others). Contemporary educational policy documents stress the importance of ‘good’ 

school-home relationships (for example, Queensland Department of Education, 1996). 

Policy documents that deal with school-home relationships embody a belief that they 

are, indeed, found to be wanting. By focusing on particular school-home 

communications, it is possible to establish specific aspects that may be in need of 

improvement. Traditional views may be naive, being based on models of parent 

deficiencies. It is, therefore, essential to investigate actual teacher-parent relationships 

to establish whether or not there is a need for improvement, rather than relying on 

educational mythology to justify changes. One way of doing this is to interrogate 

school-home communications such as those included in this data corpus. 

 

In many western nations, including Australia, the influence of New Right policies has 

become a fundamental factor in school-home relationships at the time of writing. 

Schools and teachers are increasingly held accountable to parents and the community, 

and there is a powerful contemporary movement emphasising parental choice in both 

the state and private systems of schooling (cf.. Bowe, Gewirtz and Ball, 1994b; 

Marginson, 1997). Contemporary school-home communications need to be investigated 

to establish whether or not such moves are reflected at the interface between schools 

and homes. Devolution of power to the local school level is a contemporary educational 

trend  (cf. Watkins, 1992; Marginson, 1997). Schools Advisory Councils, whose 

members include school administrators, teachers, parents, community members and, 

often, students, are increasingly held responsible for decision-making regarding school 

policies and practices. School-home communications need to be investigated to see 

whether or not tendencies towards parental empowerment are constituted within and 

through such means. 

 

Part 2: The Analytic Approach 

 

The discussion on the preceding pages has advanced a rationale for this study. One 

main line of argument in the rationale is the necessity to study instances of the theorised 

activities ‘school-home communications’. Implicit in this “commitment to close 
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scrutiny” of actual instances is a concern to explore “what happens” (cf. Gubrium and 

Holstein, 1997: 11) within teacher-parent communications. 

 

In the approach adopted in this thesis, “what happens” needs to be formulated more 

precisely as “what is accomplished”. I do not view these communications as merely 

reflecting pre-existing relationships, but as actively constructing them as well. Hence, 

this thesis takes an interest in discursive constitutions, textual mediations, positioning 

practices, and other concepts that draw attention to the relational work done through 

texts and talk.  

 

Part 3: Research Questions 

 

Drawing on the analytic approach outlined above, and applying it to written and spoken 

texts, this research project focuses on the following questions:  

 

1. What versions of the institutions of home and school, and of parenthood, 

teacherhood and studenthood, are constituted within and through these school-

home communications?  

2. How do printed school documents and teacher-parent talk work to constitute 

particular school-home relationships? That is, how do the texts and talk work to 

position parents, teachers and students? How are their inter-institutional 

relationships organised? And how do school-home (teacher-parent) 

communications actively mediate and constitute the social world of which they 

are a part? 

3. How can these phenomena be accounted for? 

 

The thesis uses Foucauldian theory to account for the observed features in order to 

speculate on why school-home communications work in such ways. 

 

Part 4: Overview of the Data 

 

The data used to research school-home relationships include examples of both written and 

spoken communications. A large data corpus was obtained for the purposes of this research 
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project. Materials originated from a total of 29 private and state secondary schools located 

in and around a large state capital city in Australia (Appendix 1).  

Printed school-home communication materials included the following: administration 

directives, annual school reports, booklets, brochures, promotional documents and sheets, 

information handbooks, school handouts, school business cards, school compliments slips, 

parental forms, teachers’ forms, documents regarding school fund-raising, directives for 

teachers regarding contact with parents, student information materials, invitations, letters 

from parents, letters from schools to parents, letters directed to specifically named parents, 

school newsletters, school newspapers, posters, student reports and school songs (for a full 

list of types of printed data materials see Appendix 2).  

 

Examples of monologic and interactive talk include recordings, both audio and visual, of 

three school speech nights, twenty-one teacher-parent interviews, and a new parents’ and 

students’ induction morning (Appendix 3). These recordings were transcribed in full (see 

Appendix 10 for a description of the transcription conventions used for this study). 

Conclusions have been generated from, drawn about and apply to both sets of data. Not all 

the data obtained appear in this thesis. The examples selected for analysis here are both 

complex, and provide clear demonstrations of the major themes that arose in the study of 

the entire corpus. 

 

Part 5: Organisation of the Thesis 

 

This thesis is organised in the following way: 

 

Chapter 2 considers official views and policies regarding school-home relationships, 

and research broadly relating to this area. Despite a continuing official policy and 

emphasis on the need for ‘good’ school-home relationships, it is found that little 

educational research has been undertaken to investigate how school-home 

communications actively constitute and mediate such relationships. 

 

Chapter 3 discusses key theoretical notions that inform analyses. The notions of a 

textually and conversationally constituted social world, and discourses of power as 

conceptualised by Foucault and Bourdieu are introduced, and their relevance to analyses 
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discussed. The chapter concludes by discussing the processes and problems involved in 

collecting the data corpu 

Chapter 4 argues that a multiperspectival approach, implementing strategies derived 

from Ethnomethodology (EM), Conversation Analysis (CA) and Foucauldian Theory in 

complementary ways is a productive way of analysing the data. The main analytic 

methods derived from these approaches are described.  

 

Chapter 5 provides analyses of a number of both private and state school promotional 

documents, showing what sorts of versions of the schools are foregrounded within these 

documents as part of the process of the commodification of education. The chapter 

describes the ways textual and visual features constitute desirable images of schools, 

and shows how particular preferred versions of clients (that is, parents and students) are 

constituted within and through these documents. The chapter concludes by arguing that, 

despite differences in details, school promotional documents constitute schools and 

homes in similar ways. 

 

Chapter 6 examines three examples of monologic school to home communications, 

namely a state school principal’s speech to prospective parents and their soon-to-be-

enroled children, a private school principal’s Speech Night Address, and a letter sent by 

a private school administrator to parents of existing students prior to the commencement 

of a school vacation. Each analysis focuses on different textual and conversational 

features included within these specific examples of inter-insitutional communications. 

So, for example, the analysis of the state school Principal’s speech focuses on his use of 

pronouns as positioning practices; analysis of the private school Principal’s Speech 

Night Address focuses on his use of “audience management devices” (Hutchby and 

Wooffitt, 1998); and analysis of the school letter focuses on the writer’s use of 

oppositionals to constitute the school’s world as the world that counted. 

 

Chapter 7 provides three detailed readings of the initial 39 turns of talk that took place 

during a state school teacher-parent interview when the subject of discussion, the 

student, was also present. The first reading uses Conversation Analysis (CA) to identify 

the sequence of events and the main membership categorisations that were constituted 

within and through this talk. The second reading identifies some of the main discourses 



Chapter One 

 9

of practice established by the particular conversational devices constituted within and 

through this talk, to show how they worked as practices of power. The final reading 

uses a Foucauldian framework to consider possible influences on the talk.  

Using the same analytic procedures as those used to interrogate the talk-in-interaction 

described in the previous chapter, Chapter 8 analyses extracts of a number of teacher-

parent interviews that took place at a variety of both state and secondary schools. 

Certain commonalities of strategic devices and themes constituted within and through 

them are identified. The students were not always present at all of these interviews. The 

chapter develops the conclusion that conversational practices doumented within these 

interactive events work to colonise homes in regulatory ways. It is argued that such 

practices can be viewed as instances of Foucault’s notion of governmentality in action. 

  

Chapter 9 summarises the main findings of this research. Some implications of these 

findings for theory, method, practice and policy are also described. The chapter 

considers the limitations of this particular study, and concludes by suggesting various 

possible directions for further study. 

 

In summary, this thesis aims to show how school-home relationships can be read in 

innovative ways to document the politics enacted in the space of their interaction. It is 

with this aim in mind that the following chapter discusses what has informed 

educational research in the broad area of school-home relationships to date. 

 



CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH ON SCHOOL-HOME 

RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Changing views regarding schooling and official government policy documents both 

inform and are informed by educational research. Part 1 of this chapter examines  

systemic educational changes and influential governmental policy documents that 

provide a frame and guidelines regarding contemporary and official notions about 

school-home (teacher-parent) relationships in Australia. Part 2 reviews educational 

research dealing with issues broadly relating to school-home relationships that have 

informed contemporary and official views of schooling. The chapter concludes by 

arguing that there is a continuing need for educational research to investigate the active 

constitution of particular teacher-parent relationships within and through school-home 

communications in order to ascertain:  

 

1. whether or not commonsense views regarding such relationships are, in 

effect, evidenced within such data, and  

2. to provide alternative descriptions and accounts of what is accomplished.  

 

Part 1: Contemporary Educational Systemic Change 

 

Different views of schooling have implications for how school-home relationships are 

conceptualised and enacted. The notion of schooling will be variously constituted, 

depending on the preferred enactments of the functions of schooling, at a particular time 

and in a particular place. According to Hunter (1993), schooling can be viewed as 

having a multiplicity of distinct functions, including a pastoral function, a skilling 

function, a regulative function, a human-capital function, a function of individual 

expression, a cultural heritage function and a political function. For the purposes of this 

research, schooling can be viewed as a technology through which the population can be 

directed in a regulated way towards economic ends, and thus placed within a framework 

of capitalistic social relations (Preston and Symes, 1992: 43).  
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Views of schooling, along with economic imperatives, are subject to change. 

Contemporary changes to educational organisation in Australia have mirrored the neo-

conservative and neo-liberal trends evidenced by other western nations, in particular 

New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States of America. Notions of 

economic rationalism, parental choice, teacher accountability, privatisation, user pays, 

devolution of power and ‘back to basics’ have come to be emphasised, and are 

incorporated within and through educational practices in schools in Australia. It seems 

that “the last decade and a half has seen a discursive shift from education as a human 

right to education as a government investment” (Comber, 1997: 389). Education has 

become commodified, and is now part of the social marketplace. According to 

Marginson, 

 

Formal education is permeated by economy. Education is implicated in economic 

policy discourse; in strategies for population management; in the preparation of 

labour for work, and its retraining; and programmes for unemployment. The 

management of education is shaped by economically defined objectives and 

methods, and increasingly is driven by competitive economic pressures (1997: 13). 

 

Such a change in the view of education has implications for the possibilities of teacher-

parent relationships. Parents are increasingly being encouraged to view schooling as a 

personal investment rather than a human right (Comber, 1997), and teachers are to be 

held accountable for providing an effective education as a positional good (Marginson, 

1997). Parents are thus positioned as consumers in the educational marketplace.  

According to Snook (1994: 37-38), the dominant contemporary ‘Market Model of 

Education’ is based on four key beliefs:  

 

1. That the way to improve schools is to ensure that they are consumer driven in 

that there should be free choice of schools and people should be able to purchase 

the best education they can afford;  

2. That the user [in this case, the parents] should pay; 

3. That private schooling is better than state schooling and should be encouraged; 

and 

4. That the school system should be more accountable. 



Chapter Two 

 12

The commodification of education entails reliance upon market forces to direct 

contemporary developments in education. Schooling is increasingly viewed as a 

purchasable product. As part of this process, educational systems in Australia are 

evidencing two seemingly contradictory movements simultaneously: devolution and 

centralisation (cf. Watkins, 1992; Marginson, 1997). 

 

Devolution means that schools are increasingly offered the option of self-governance or 

self-management through the establishment of bodies such as Schools Advisory 

Committees. These bodies have powers of decision-making regarding the allocation and 

deployment of funding, taking into consideration specific local circumstances and 

factors. For example, the Queensland Government’s encouragement of state schools to 

become self-managing is part of this process of introducing devolutionary powers to 

schools at a local level, rather than maintaining a more traditional centralised system of 

decision making.  

 

Such practices have implications for the positioning of parents in decision-making 

processes. For instance, some parents (those on the Schools’ Advisory Committees, for 

example) may, in theory, have equal, if not more, power in decision-making than 

(some) teachers as a result of such changes in school management procedures. At the 

same time, it is reported that many teachers continue to have negative attitudes about 

parents and parent involvement (Cairney and Munsie, 1992b: 4). Many are said to be 

suspicious and feel threatened as a consequence of change involving increased parental 

involvement.  

 

Alongside the devolution of decision-making processes towards the schools themselves, 

there is a simultaneous movement away, towards the centralisation of curriculum. In 

1988, Dawkins proposed a national approach to school education in Australia. In 1989 

The Australian Education Council (ACE) published ten national goals for schooling to 

provide “a sound basis for a collaborative effort to enhance Australian schooling” 

(ACE, 1989: 1). This led to the establishment and introduction of a national curriculum 

in the form of national curriculum statements and profiles of achievement in eight Key 

Learning Areas (KLAs), and a number of Australian States are currently experimenting 

with their implementation. Within these KLAs, there is a well-defined emphasis upon a 
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‘back to basics’ agenda, as recommended by The Wiltshire Report (Wiltshire, 

McMeniman  and Tolhurst, 1994) in Queensland. According to Blackmore (1994: 7), 

contemporary schools “market themselves around conservative middle ground themes 

of discipline and the rhetoric of ‘back to basics’ learning in an era when just ‘basics’ 

may not be enough”. It seems that such moves are resulting in less diversity and more 

conservatism within the schooling system today (Blackmore, 1994).  

 

We can comment further on the observation that contemporary educational changes are 

moving simultaneously towards a devolution to local schools of decision-making 

processes and a centralisation of curriculum to an extra-local site, the state or nation. 

Although the two simultaneous movements appear, ostensibly, contradictory, Watkins 

(1992: 2) has suggested that they can be reconciled with a notion of  “decentralisation 

with coordinated control”, where there is an emphasised centralised control of 

decentralised operations. In this manner the centralisation of schooling, through the 

introduction of national curricula, can coexist with decentralised control of finances by 

the schools themselves.  

 

Government moves to introduce simultaneous devolution and centralisation have 

resulted in mixed responses from educationalists. For example, Mr I. Mackie, President 

of the Queensland Teachers’ Union, claimed that the government has moved now to a 

platform of competitive schooling  “which allows wealthy and middle-class parents to 

supplement the meagre resources of the State, thereby addressing the resource gap and 

delivering a better quality of education disguised as the benefit of competition” 

(Mackie, 1997: 5). He argues that such competition is a luxury that can be afforded only 

to wealthy and middle-class families (Mackie, 1997: 5), and relates to the issue of social 

justice. It seems that contemporary governmental systemic changes are not universally 

accepted, and thus subject to resistance from, for example, the Queensland Teachers’ 

Union.  
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Teacher Accountability, Parental Choice and the Educational Market 

 

With the growing move towards educational devolution in the form of moves towards 

schools as self-managing, relations between the state and educational professsionals 

have been reworked “so that accountability was rerouted through client relations” 

(Marginson, 1997: 64-65). Significantly, notions of parental choice and teacher 

accountability have become fundamental to contemporary views regarding school-home 

relationship possibilities.  

 

Contemporary policy documents emphasise, in particular, the concept of teacher 

accountability, specifying that all employees should plan their actions and decisions and 

be committed to “Students, … Quality… [and] Accountability: Am I prepared to accept 

personal accountability for this?” (Queensland Department of Education, 1996: 4). 

Official rhetoric suggests that there should be devolution of power to parents in the 

interests of greater teacher accountability and higher standards.  

 

Teachers are expected to be ‘good’ at their job of educating children. Parents and the 

surrounding community rate teachers’ capacities and qualities according to such 

concepts as  

 

efficiency, standards, effectiveness, quality, competencies, indicators, products and 

outcomes. [Such discourses privilege] precise measurement and quantification as 

processes for procuring quality in human enterprises such as education (Reid, 

1998: 65). 

 

As such, then, teachers are held accountable both by their employers, and by their 

clients, namely parents. 

 

As a result of her research, Stacey (1991: 21) argued that even teachers who have 

always believed in working closely with parents fear that the potential new powers 

given to parents could damage their previously good relationships. MacLeod (1989: 6-

7), however, has argued that such practices have resulted in increased power and control 
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at governmental level in the interests of political advancement, rather than in an actual 

devolution of power to parents.  

 

The notion of parental choice is linked closely to the increased commodification of 

education within contemporary market practices. As such, the issue of parental choice 

relates to and reinforces the positioning of schools within ‘consumerist society’ (cf. 

Baudrillard, 1970) as part of marketplace practices. It seems that “parents in a position 

to exercise ‘choice’ use schools as positional goods in the class interests of their 

children and themselves” (Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998: 54). The marketing of 

schools, particularly private schools, is becoming big business. The language of the 

market has entered the educational arena. Many schools today are concentrating upon 

‘quality’ customer service. They are conducting market research, building demographic 

profiles, producing high quality publications and attending to image management to 

better address their particular clients’ needs and facilities (Hodge, 1993: 14). For 

example, some schools are responding to the growing number of families where both 

parents work by setting up before and after school-care facilities. 

 

Within a consumerist market, parental choice is based either on the ‘products’ (for 

example, a range of different curriculum options) or on the quality of ‘service’ (for 

example, a national curriculum) that schools offer (Dale, 1993: 7). There appears to be a 

fundamental belief today that schools should provide an educational service that 

responds to the needs of their pupils, their parents and employers (Gray, 1992: 176). 

Such a belief lies at the very heart of the effective marketing of schools. According to 

Marginson (1993: 26), the development of markets in education has been facilitated by 

the emergence of a corporatised form of educational institution. Schools have been 

encouraged to become self-managing and competitive, moving towards norms that are 

characteristic of profit-seeking companies. The system preferred by Education 

Queensland, for example, favours devolution of decisions about resources and industrial 

relations, and encourages local fund-raising through the use of local business 

sponsorship among other means. 

 

In the past decade, the issue of declining standards among school students has been 

raised through the mass media, particularly in relation to state schools (Comber, 1997: 
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393). According to Wexler (1987: 65),  “the public view of educational crisis is 

represented by an obsessive anxiety about standardized achievement scores”. It seems 

that “‘crisis’ is signaled not only by the loss of legitimacy and the perception of 

inadequate performance-production, but by images of indiscipline, disorder [and] 

chaos”(Wexler, 1987: 67), particularly with regard to state schools. Notions of parental 

choice and competition have been suggested as possible solutions to these apparent 

problems. Apple (1993: 19) has argued that, 

 

notions of choice have begun to evolve in which deep seated problems will be 

solved by establishing free competition over students. These assume that by 

expanding the capitalistic marketplace to schools, we will somehow compensate 

for decades of economic and educational neglect experienced by communities 

[in inner city areas, for example] in which ... schools are found. 

 

Parents have come to be viewed as clients or consumers of education and are positioned 

within marketplace practices. They are encouraged to be active choosers, a political 

project that employs a language of choice in which moral rights, duties, responsibilities 

and choice are welded together and associated with notions of responsible parenthood 

(Bowe, Ball & Gewirtz, 1994a: 38). Parents are positioned “as either the responsible 

subjects of late modernity or as the ‘feckless’ and ‘reckless’ ” (Hey, 1996: 359); that is, 

as those who choose schools carefully or those who choose schools irresponsibly for 

their children.  

 

Within such marketplace discourses, education is recast as a commodity, to be judged 

by parents and the community using such criteria as examination results, school-leaver 

destinations, staff and student appearances, and so on. This, however, raises the 

possibility that “consumers may be ‘seduced’ by schools ‘hype’ rather than the value of 

their educational processes” (Bowe et al., 1994a: 41-42). Such “hype” may well be 

included within schools’ marketing materials such as those analysed in Chapter 5.  

 

Choice continues to be actively promoted by the government as a means of making 

schools more efficient and raising standards (Bowe et al., 1994b: 69). The logic here is 

that ‘choosing’ parents make schools and teachers more accountable. Schools compete 
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for student enrolments, and market themselves in terms of parents’ criteria for choice. 

Although some parents have always shopped around for the right school for their 

children (Beck and McLean, 1987: 7), such parental practices are more widely expected 

and sanctioned in contemporary Australian society than in the past, and are thus more 

consequential in relation to obtaining education as a positional good. The idea of 

choice, perhaps more than the economic means to exercise it, is spread more widely as 

what parents should do.  

 

Increased marketing of schools has resulted in increased competition between schools. 

Evidence from New Zealand, England and Scotland suggests that competition between 

schools results in increased inequalities between schools and between individuals (cf. 

Blackmore, 1994: 9), rather than increasing general standards. It seems that the 

commodification of education thus produces and enhances the effect of an increased 

polarisation between privileged private schools and their counterparts, state schools, 

particularly those located within underprivileged geographic areas inhabited by people 

of mostly low socio-economic status (SES). This is supported by Adler’s (1993) 

findings that schools judged to be academically strong, despite little evidence to support 

such reputations, are likely to have been at one time selective schools with persisting 

academic reputations and with socially advantaged intakes. In contrast, schools judged 

to be poor are much more likely to be located in areas of high unemployment and high 

levels of disadvantage. 

 

Discrepancies between privileged private schools and state schools in impoverished 

areas have consequences in terms of social justice. In the past decade, private schools 

have proliferated within Australia, promising positional advantages for the increasing 

number of children of families who can afford to purchase a ‘more secure future’ for 

their children. Simultaneous with such moves are increasing concerns regarding 

‘declining standards’ and increasing lawlessness in state schools, as pointed out 

previously. It will be shown in Chapter 5 that schools, both private and public, market 

themselves as images of achievement and order to overcome such beliefs regarding 

declining standards and moral crises.  
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Increasingly schools are producing information packages emphasising specific 

marketable characteristics to address parental choice factors designed to attract 

particular clients. For many educators, however, the notion of marketing schools 

continues to be anathema. As Poster (1992: xii) stated,  

 

certainly there is little relish in the profession for competitive advertising designed 

to ‘sell’ a school or college as a superior product. Nevertheless, there is now a 

growing awareness that the general public not only has the right to know but also 

has a contribution to make.  

 

Popularist contemporary educational rhetoric emphasises parental ‘rights to know’ 

about their children’s schools. In the United Kingdom, for example, school academic 

results are published regularly in the form of annual reports, emulating big business 

practices. However, this issue continues to be controversial in Australia. For example, 

the decision to enable or prohibit newspaper publications of Senior Overall Position 

Results in the form of League Tables of ‘Top Schools’ in Queensland is a continuing 

topic of debate. Despite aversion to marketing by many teachers and educationalists, it 

seems that some schools, particularly those with a substantial proportion of students 

obtaining high academic achievements, are publishing their results in school-produced 

documents, justifying such moves in terms of parental ‘rights to know’. In addition, a 

number of schools put together information packages emphasising factors in addition to 

academic results, such as cultural and sporting achievements, and technological 

facilities. An examination of school-home communications in Chapter 5 will identify 

features that tend to be emphasised within such packages, and features that are 

marginalised or omitted in the process of commodifying schooling. It is ironic that 

British evidence suggests that the end result of marketisation is choice being exercised 

by schools, at least the higher status ones, in selecting students rather than by parents 

selecting schools (Pope, 1994: 16). 

 

It can be argued that the ideology of parental choice has led to increased traditionalism 

and conservatism in schooling today. As Hickox (1991: 395) put it, 
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there appears no evidence that the free market necessarily produces greater 

educational diversity. Notoriously, a few exceptions at the margins apart, the 

traditional British public [that is, private] school system tended very much to 

create a standardised product. Indeed, this was what the consumers expected 

in return for their money. In today’s world standardisation in the private sector 

results from the overriding pressures for pupils to gain nationally recognised 

credentials, the major criterion by which these schools are judged. 

 

According to Kenway and Fitzclarence (1998: 55), “consumerism in schools can be 

used to reinstate traditional and oppressive educational practices”. Contemporary 

schools seek to conform to a dominant image of a well disciplined, well uniformed and 

academically achieving student population in their desire to attract new students 

(Blackmore, 1994: 9). It is somewhat ironic, then, to consider that the marketisation of 

schooling helps produce docile students who are not, perhaps, the enterprising kinds of 

students required by Australia’s contemporary market economy (Kenway and 

Fitzclarence, 1998: 50).  

 

Pope (1994: 16) has shown that increased competition between schools tends to lead to 

increased selectivity rather than increased innovation. Similarly, Williams (1981: 106-

107) suggested market production is solidly based on forms and variants of known 

forms, rather than on innovative and new educational forms. It seems that “emphasis on 

standardised and quantifiable outcomes further homogenises the student population, 

privileges particular forms of knowledge and ignores important social and cultural 

benefits of education” (Blackmore, 1994: 10). Further, according to Marginson (1993: 

38), “only innovations valued in market terms are encouraged, but those innovations 

most valuable in commercial terms are most likely to be restricted in their social use.”  

 

Apple (1993: 3) has argued that contemporary factors such as the introduction of a 

national curricula and assessment, greater opportunities for ‘parental choice’, tighter 

teacher accountability and control, and the marketisation and privatisation of education 

may be internally contradictory as a set of ‘reforms’. However, all are part of a 

conservative schooling package that has been formed by the neo-liberal and neo-

conservative wings of a ‘reform’ movement. Such a conservative educational package 
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appears to be exerting two major effects upon the education system today. First, as 

previously pointed out, research has suggested a polarisation effect between elitist 

private and ruling class state schools and lesser privileged state schools positioned in 

areas of lower socio-economic conditions (see, for example, Dale, 1993; Bowe et al., 

1994a and 1994b; Hatton, Munns and Nicklin Dent, 1996). Second, there appears to be 

an increased uniformity of schooling, based on an “ever more homogeneous class- 

gender- and ethnicity-based criteria of exclusion” (Dale, 1993: 17). 

 

This brief review of the literature on contemporary educational systemic change, 

including the ‘new’ components of teacher accountability, parental choice and the 

marketisation of education, suggest some implications for school-home (teacher-parent) 

relationship possibilities. Investigation of school-home communications will identify 

whether teacher accountability and parental choice are implied in school-home 

communications, and how schooling is marketed as a consumer product. An 

examination of school-home communications originating from different educational 

sites enables the identification of possibly recurring key characteristics in the marketing 

of different schools. Such characteristics are a significant part of the constitution of 

school-home communications that present the public view or image of the school for 

potential consumers of the school package. An investigation of school-home  

communications will, therefore, identify what are included within such packages and 

just how they are crafted for particular client groups. 

 

This chapter now discusses a number of influential governmental policy documents that 

inform official views regarding school-home (teacher-parent) relationships. 

 

What the Policy Statements say about School-Home Relations 

 

Governmental policy documents constitute official views and versions of parents, 

teachers and students, and institutions such as homes and schools, and their inter-

institutional relationships. Since the introduction of mass secondary school education, 

student outcomes have been a concern of government and educationalists. Policy 

documents have highlighted the nature and purpose of school-home relationships, often 

in relation to student outcomes. A number of such governmental documents and reports 
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have been particularly influential in influencing views regarding the nature and purpose 

of teacher-parent relationships in Australia.  

In 1966 the Coleman Report (Coleman et al, 1966) was published in the United States 

of America, and in 1967 the Plowden Report (Plowden, 1967) was published in the 

United Kingdom. Both reports emphasised the significance of parental influence in 

children’s success or otherwise in schools, and stressed to educators the importance of 

parents working in partnerships with teachers for the common good of students. The 

Plowden Report, in particular, suggested to schools a minimum requirement of parental 

involvement that included teachers welcoming parents into schools, organising 

meetings, arranging open days, making information available, and giving reports to 

parents. Stacey (1991: 18) suggested that 

 

many schools have carried out these suggestions to a greater or lesser extent. But it 

has remained up to the teachers to decide how far this involvement should go. The 

[Plowden] report made it quite clear that parents should not ‘run the schools’. 

 

Parent participation and involvement were advocated also in the Carrick Report, 

published in Australia (Carrick, 1989). This report suggested that parents could have a 

more powerful influence on children’s school performance than teachers. Parents were 

to be encouraged and supported through “programs which provide information about 

child development and parenting skills ...[and] special programs which provide support 

to parents with young children” (Carrick, 1989: 81). In this version of the relationship, 

parents required knowledge and support from schools. 

 

A study commissioned by the Victorian Ministry of Education (McGaw, Long, Morgan 

and Rosier, 1988) reported that a number of background variables correlated with 

student achievements in mathematics and reading at both Year 5 and Year 9 levels. The 

most important of these included the language spoken by parents, the gender of the 

student, the fathers’ occupational level, and the number of books in the home. Parental 

influence on achievement was thus located in the home rather than in participation or 

involvement in the school. 
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In 1994 ‘Shaping the Future’, a Review of the Queensland School Curriculum 

(Wiltshire et al., 1994), also known as the Wiltshire Report, stressed the need for 

parents to receive accurate information about curriculum issues affecting their children 

and Queensland schools. The Report emphasised that the delivery of an effective 

curriculum “have as its centrepiece the school as a professional partnership between 

students, teachers, administration, parents and the community” (Wiltshire et al., 1994: 

viii). The Report went on to specify that such a partnership “remains the key element in 

ensuring that we are able to shape the future” (Wiltshire et al., 1994: viii). 

 

Contemporary policy statements (for example, Queensland Department of Education, 

1996) continue to emphasise the importance of ‘good’ school-home (teacher-parent) 

relationships. Effective communications between the two key parties would, therefore, 

seem to be an essential element in the public rhetoric regarding the constitution and 

maintenance of such positive partnerships. Policy statements stress the need for teachers 

and parents to work together as partners for the common good of their children. Despite 

such statements, however, a number of researchers (for example, Benton, 1994; Cairney 

and Munsie, 1992a and 1992b; Cairney et al., 1995; Cattermole and Robinson, 1987; 

Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; and Shopen and Liddicoat, 1998, among others) have suggested 

that parents continue to be positioned as the subordinated partners in such relationships, 

frequently being viewed as being in deficit. Examination of school-home 

communications will identify whether or not asymmetrical teacher-parent partnerships 

are written or talked into existence, or whether more equal teacher-parent partnerships, 

such as those recommended within official documents, are, in effect, actively 

constituted within and through such texts and talk. 

 

Having considered educational systemic changes that frame school-home relationship 

possibilities, and having briefly reviewed some influential government documents that 

have provided guidelines regarding contemporary and official notions about teacher-

parent relationships, this chapter now discusses research regarding various factors 

relating to the nature of school-home relations. It should be noted that changing views 

of schooling and official policy documents have both informed and been informed by 

educational research such as that discussed in the following section. 
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Part 2: Researching School-home Relations 

 

The importance of parents working in partnerships with teachers for the common good 

of students has long been part of educational rhetoric, although, as shown in the 

previous section, such rhetoric has not always or everywhere been dominant. This 

chapter now reviews educational research that broadly considers school-home (teacher-

parent) relationships, and how they are established. It first discusses research that 

investigated family socio-structural factors that might be associated with student levels 

of achievement. Such research suggests that families are actively implicated in school 

accounts of student achievement. Second, research that suggests that school-home 

(parent-teacher) relationships are, in effect, problematic, is discussed. Finally this 

chapter describes research that focuses particularly on school-home communications. 

 

Studies of School-Home Relations 

 

Structural factors such as socio-economic status, gender, race and / or ethnicity and 

disability have also been found to correlate highly with student success or otherwise. 

Such socio-structural factors come to bear on the sorts of relationships that are possible 

between teachers and parents. I now turn to research into such factors in relation to 

school-home relationships. 

 

From the 1960s onwards, research has shown that certain children appear to be 

disadvantaged within schools. Various interacting structural factors such as socio-

economic status (Connell et al., 1982; Hatton, 1985; Lareau, 1987; Wexler, 1992), 

gender (Connell, 1987; David, 1993; Williams, 1994), race and / or ethnicity (Lightfoot, 

1978; Delgardo-Gaitan 1989; 1990,) and disability (Voysey, 1975; Luterman, 1991; 

Power and Hyde, 1994) have been shown to impinge upon relative student success or 

otherwise at schools.  

 

The Queensland Education Department (1994) specified the following socio-structural 

factors as particularly associated with risk of failure in the education system: Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders; Cultural and Language Diversity; Disability; Children at 

Educational Risk; Gender; Geographical Isolation; Children with Gifts and Talents; 
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Learning Impairment and Learning Difficulty; and Low Socioeconomic Background. 

As these factors are related to students’ families and backgrounds, it follows that the 

inter-institutional interface of family and school seems relevant for student success or 

otherwise. 

 

Contemporary research has suggested that “much of the variability of student 

achievement in schools reflects discrepancies that exist between school resources and 

instructional methods, and the cultural practices of the home” (Cairney et al., 1995: 2). 

It seems that schools inconsistently tap into the social and cultural resources of the 

society of which they are a part, privileging specific groups by emphasising particular 

linguistic styles, curricula and authority patterns (Cairney and Munsie, 1992a: 5). Much 

educational research has focused on student success in relation to their family’s socio-

economic status (SES), as discussed below. 

 

Socio-Economic Status (SES) 

 

A great deal of research concerning school-home relationships has been underpinned by 

a view of the incompatibility of working class home culture with the middle class 

culture of schools. Such differences have been used frequently to account for the 

relative lack of school success of working class students compared to their more 

privileged ruling class peers (see, for example, Bernstein, 1975; Bowles and Gintis, 

1976; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Connell, 1977 and 1994; Connell et al., 1982; Dale 

and Esland, 1977; Mairtin Mac An Ghaill, 1996; Hatton et al., 1996). 

 

Home and school lives are interdependent. Indeed, “children do not leave their identities 

and experiences from home at the school door, neither can school experiences be left at 

school” (Henry, 1996: 36). Connell et al. (1982: 78), for example, found that “the 

family is what its members do, a constantly continuing and changing practice, and as 

children go to and through school, that practice is reorganized around their schooling”. 

Lareau and Benson’s (1984) findings suggest that school activities actually penetrated 

family life more for middle class families than for working class families in that middle 

class family practices mirror, perpetuate and adapt school practices more closely than 

do those of working class families. 
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Griffith and Smith (1991) investigated the interaction between schools’ institutional 

work order and the material organisation of the home. They suggested that “what may 

properly be considered the work of parents (and mothers, in particular) and the 

boundaries of school responsibility has been and continues to be negotiated within a 

discourse that presupposes middle-class resources and familial organization” (Griffith 

and Smith, 1991: 93). 

 

A recent study of student literacy (Freebody, Ludwig and Gunn, 1995) investigated the 

relations between school and home literacy practices. When looking at school 

personnels’ accounts of class and disadvantage, these researchers found that the 

influence of the family was considered paramount at all SES levels. Teachers viewed 

parents of children from homes designated as disadvantaged as non-supportive. If 

children had problems, their parents were frequently held responsible. On the other 

hand, teachers viewed homes designated as middle class in highly favorable terms. Such 

homes were held to provide the cultural and intellectual capital that allowed students to 

succeed in school (Freebody et al., 1995: x). In this study teachers tended to attribute 

the causes of poor literacy achievement to students and their families rather than to 

school practices. School personnel seldom questioned the way teaching practices might 

have affected individual students. Teachers and principals acknowledged a need for 

schools to make allowances and employ compensatory measures for certain students, 

but not to make adjustments to the institutional practices of schooling (Freebody et al., 

1995: xii). According to this study, good communications between school and homes 

were regarded as “essential” by school personnel. School-home communication, 

however, appeared to be one-sided with schools transmitting their expectations to 

parents rather than vice versa (Freebody et al., 1995: xi).  

 

Similarly, Breen et al. (1994) investigated literacy practices in urban and rural areas. 

They viewed literacy as a social practice which children learn by doing simultaneously 

with learning how to behave in families and communities. Although they found some 

evidence of social class and language background differences in home literacy 

practices, these were much less clear-cut than structuralist social scientists would have 

predicted. They argued that family literacy practices are embedded within a pattern of 
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class relations and other social practices which open up or close down educational 

possibilities for individual children. School success is harder to achieve in families 

disadvantaged by poverty, who have literacy experiences that are different from those 

valued at school, or have a linguistic and cultural identity different from their teachers. 

Similarly, a non-English speaking background is part of a pattern of language variation 

that opens up or closes down educational opportunities (Breen et al., 1994). 

 

However, they suggested that it would be misleading to regard these differences as the 

result of monolithic class-based or language-based practices evidenced in families and 

communities. 

 

Some categories of parents are viewed as ‘lacking’ if their views do not correspond with 

the schools’ views. In this way socio-economic cultural factors can be incorporated into 

discourses that perpetuate teacher prejudices against low-income families. It seems that 

teachers continue to constitute low SES parent and student identities in keeping with the 

schools’ expectations regarding what is considered ‘normal’ or ‘acceptable’, despite 

ostensible or tokenistic acknowledgement or inclusion of parental involvement or input. 

Analysis of school-home communications will identify textual features that can work to 

set school-based agenda regarding schooling practices that can continue beyond the 

geographical boundaries of the school and into the stratified socio-economic home 

space. 

 

A second structural factor that has been investigated in relation to student success is that 

of gender. Gender has been found to interact with other structural and personal factors 

that impinge on the constitution of particular school-home relationships, as the 

following section shows. 

 

Parental Gender Factors 

 

Studies in the United Kingdom indicate that official parental involvement is “limited, 

largely white male middle class and unrepresentative of the school population” 

(Blackmore, 1994: 9). Jowett and Baginsky (1991: 136) suggested that the actual term 

parent in this context is misleading in that “while fathers are undoubtedly involved in 
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some aspects of school life, it is generally the mothers who are expected to (and do) 

take the major role”. A similar situation pertains to Australia. Evans (1988) found that 

fathers tended to become involved only in the more important aspects of schooling, 

such as the raising of finances, whereas everyday unofficial parental involvement in 

their children’s education tended to be viewed as traditionally women’s work. Most 

active parental participation in schooling was, however, undertaken by mothers. This is 

in keeping with Lightfoot’s (1978: 75) findings that “although fathers may be present at 

public, ritualistic school events, mothers tend to be responsible for the daily interactions 

with teachers” and working with their children.  

 

Smith (1987; 1990a; 1990b) showed how the work organisation of the household is 

linked to the work organisation of the school. She suggested that the experience of 

women, specifically mothers, is discredited by the power relations operating in the 

school and beyond it in the bureaucracy, the professional world and the state.  

 

Keogh (1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997a, 1997b) and Baker and Keogh (1995) argued that 

school discourses evident in examples of school-home communications actively 

colonise home space, providing a ‘curriculum for homes’. They suggested that mothers 

tended to be the primary addressees of school documents in particular. Smith (1996, 

cited in Freebody, 1997: 2) warned that through their increased reliance on unpaid work 

from, generally, mothers, schools could maintain and even intensify the effects of socio-

economic disadvantage on schooling. Smith (1987) suggested that parental participation 

in the form of mothering is less consequential for children, however, than it is for 

teachers. According to her, the work of mothering done by women in the home becomes 

consequential for the school as well as for the child. It is consequential through the 

child. The character of the classroom thus presupposes that the general character of 

mothering is in accordance with teachers’ views regarding the appropriateness of 

particular mothering practices to support successful student learning (Smith, 1987: 169-

70). Indeed, according to Griffith and Smith (1991: 82), “the institutional order of the 

school requires particular activities to be accomplished within the home, a work 

organization usually organized and coordinated by mothers”.  

 

Race/Ethnicity 
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Race/ethnicity factors are often implicated with socio-economic status and gender 

factors. The difficulties that many children from non white, non English speaking 

backgrounds (NESB), working or welfare class families often experience in their 

schooling tend to be accounted for by recourse to explanations of cultural differences. 

Lightfoot (1978), for example, showed how teachers tended to be suspicious of black 

families. She highlighted the dissonance between homes and schools for black families, 

suggesting that two themes emerged when looking at this area: one that emphasised 

conflict and distrust between black families and schools, and another that placed the 

blame for conflict on families. She suggested that teachers often perceived parents’ lack 

of involvement in ritualistic school events and parent conferences as evidence of apathy 

and disinterest. She argued that teachers rarely saw this lack of involvement as an 

inability to negotiate the bureaucratic maze of schools or as a response to a long history 

of exclusion and rejection at the school door. Similarly, Lightfoot argued that parents 

often viewed teachers as not valuing schooling for black children. Lightfoot maintained 

that rather than searching for the origins of teacher-parent conflict and looking for 

effective strategies for real rather than contrived participation of teachers and parents in 

collaborative tasks, schools merely developed more sophisticated methods of parental 

exclusion (Lightfoot, 1978: 166-167). 

 

Delgado-Gaitan (1990) suggested that teachers tend to have only limited knowledge 

about students’ homes. Nicklin Dent and Hatton (1996: 58-59) argued that teachers’ 

practices are premised on ethnocentric, classist views that are a result of their 

“homogenous backgrounds and inadequate initial preparation for the social and cultural 

diversity they encounter in schools”. Teacher suggestions for home practices to support 

their pupils/children may therefore be inappropriate for particular family circumstances. 

Other studies (Clark, 1983; Cummins, 1986; Delgado-Gaitan, 1989; Epstein, 1987) 

have recommended that teachers become better familiarised with cultural practices of 

homes in order to accommodate cultural (ethnic) differences, and thus minimise 

possibilities for failure by such children. Contemporary educational policy (Queensland 

Department of Education, 1994) supports the idea of an inclusive classroom and 

curriculum to address ethnic and cultural differences between minority home and 

hegemonic school practices. Such recommendations have implications for the 
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development of less asymmetrical relationships between schools and homes than 

perhaps have been common in the past. 

 

Disability 

 

Much of the literature on teachers working with parents comes from the area of special 

education, in particular from teachers working with children with intellectual 

disabilities (Mittler, 1987: 175). While it is possible to transfer examples of good 

practice which have characterised this area of special schooling into mainstream 

education, it seems that teachers have not, on the whole, developed close working 

relationships with parents of children with special needs. Such parents often come from 

the poorest and most disadvantaged sections of society. These parents’ own experiences 

of schools, whether as children or parents, have not always been positive. In addition, 

evidence suggests that teachers often underestimate the interest of such parents in their 

children’s education and development (Mittler, 1987: 176).  

  

Luterman (1991), writing of the education of deaf children, has suggested that parent 

participation is essentially a middle class value. Because they are, in the main, members 

of the middle class, teachers tend to assume that parents should participate in their 

children’s schooling. However, for disadvantaged parents who are wondering where 

their next meal is coming from or where they are going to live, their children’s 

disability might well be viewed as a relatively unimportant issue. This is not to say that 

these parents are not concerned about their children’s schooling, but rather that these 

parents may not have the emotional or social resilience to deal with the additional 

problem of their children’s handicap. Similarly, middle class parents who are 

undergoing severe emotional difficulties concerning, for example, marriage or 

employment, do not have the emotional resources to engage in positive schooling 

support in their children’s education programmes (Luterman, 1991: 50). This situation 

pertains to all socially disadvantaged families, regardless of whether their children 

suffer a particular disability or not.  

 

As discussed above, certain background factors such as socio-economic status (SES), 

gender, race / ethnicity and disability have been linked to varying student rates of 
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academic success. Solutions to resolving discrepant cultural practices in order to enable 

relatively disadvantaged children to achieve more success in schools have been based 

traditionally upon views of parental inadequacies. Often schools have expected that 

parental or family practices should be adapted to better accommodate school practices. 

Sharp and Green (1975: 198) suggested that teachers assumed that ‘good’ parents must 

evidence the following four characteristics: first, they must be knowledgeable about the 

way schools operate, the kinds of methods used and pedagogical justifications for these; 

second, good parents must be interested in their children’s educational progress and be 

motivated towards their success; third, good parents must be capable of cuing into the 

teacher’s system of relevancies; and fourth, good parents should be able and willing to 

play the role of the good parent in accordance with the teacher’s definitions of this. 

Thus, it seems that it is the schools’ versions of what constitutes a ‘good’ parent that 

counts within teacher-parent relationships. Delgardo-Gaitan (1990: 166) argued that the 

extent to which schools expected families to accommodate their (the schools’) 

expectations assumed that the family unit was deficit in knowledge about educating 

their children and participating in schools. 

 

It has been argued that children who have been provided with a rich learning 

environment in the years before preschool will have the best chance of success at school 

and thus in life, whereas those who were not provided with such conditions would not 

achieve school success (Australian Parents’ Council and the Australian Council of State 

Organisations (APC and ACSSO), 1996: 17). Cairney and Munsie (1992b) have argued 

that although parents are a vital element in any child’s education, many hold numerous 

faulty assumptions about their role as supporters of their children’s literacy. These 

authors acknowledged, however, that parents are not the only party at fault. Cairney and 

Munsie (1992b: vii) suggested that “schools reinforce many of these assumptions by 

failing to involve parents as equal partners in their children’s education [and that] ... 

many attempts to involve parents in their children's education are tokenistic and at times 

patronising”.  

 

Despite such statements, it seems that much of the relevant literature continues to 

portray teacher-parent relationships as requiring improvement, with special emphasis on 

parents as being particularly in need of specific help identified by educationalists. 
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Teacher-parent relationships are frequently thus characterised as asymmetrical, with 

parents being subordinated within and through such partnerships. 

 

In summary, research such as that discussed above has shown that socio-structural 

factors of SES, gender, race/ethnicity and disability impinge upon and give particular 

shape to school-home relationships. Contemporary literature supports the view that 

schools continue to set the agenda for such relationships, despite frequent and often 

tokenistic acknowledgments and recommendations to formulate reciprocal and equal 

relationships between parents and teachers. There is a need, therefore, to analyse 

school-home communications to ascertain whether and how socio-structural differences, 

such as those discussed above, perpetuate possibly asymmetrical relationships between 

parents and teachers within and through school-home communications. Chapter 2 

proceeds now to a discussion of literature that concerns teacher-parent relationships in a 

broad sense. 

 

Teacher-Parent Relationships as Problematic 

 

Extensive work has been undertaken by various researchers and educationalists to 

investigate and / or improve teacher-parent relationships, including the recent work by 

Willett and Bloome (1992), Cairney (1995), Cairney and Munsie (1992a), and Cairney 

et al. (1995) among others. Such works seem to be motivated and underpinned by the 

assumption that school-home relationships are actually in need of ‘improvement’. 

Chapter 2 now considers research that suggests that school-home relationships can 

continue to be viewed as problematic for teachers, parents and sociological researchers. 

This section discusses some factors that focus on possible reasons for such difficulties, 

including the professional / lay nature of teacher-parent relationships, the nature of 

teacher-parent ‘partnerships’, and the issue of parental participation and involvement in 

their children’s schooling.  

 

Historically, teacher-parent relationships have been presented as problematic. For 

example, over sixty years ago, Waller (1932: 68) suggested that although both parents 

and teachers wish things to occur in the best interests of their children, “parents and 

teachers usually live in a condition of mutual distrust and enmity ... [and] the fact seems 
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to be that parents and teachers are natural enemies”. As such, Waller argued that this 

could be viewed as “the individual side of the old conflict between the institution and 

the community”.  

 

Professional / Lay Relationships between Teachers and Parents 

 

Traditionally, a professional / lay relationship has characterised teacher-parent 

relationships. Like Waller (1932), Lightfoot (1978: 21) suggested that conflicts are 

endemic to the very nature of the family and the school as institutions, and they are 

experienced to some extent by all children. She proposed that “home and school ... often 

appear as overlapping worlds with fuzzy boundaries, and [that] much of the anxiety 

between parents and teachers seems to grow out of the ambiguities” (Lightfoot, 1978: 

26). 

 

Conventionally, authority in education was bestowed on teachers by virtue of their 

profession and professionalism (Watt, 1989: 190). According to Marginson (1988: 36),  

 

teachers have long held parents at arm’s length by assuming professional 

superiority as the scientific technicians of education. This form and role is the 

product of well-established norms of child development and educational 

practice. These norms lead the teacher to blame the home environment (over-

protective or neglectful) if the child is not fully ‘educable’, and the parent to 

blame the teacher if the child is not fully successful. 

 

A professional / lay relationship between teachers and parents has thus been perpetuated 

and become a commonsense view of this alliance. Parents in the past would enter 

schools by invitation only, rather than by right, and what little contact there was did not 

intrude on the role of the teacher as professional (Ochiltree, 1984: 12).  

 

One way that has been suggested to achieving closer or more productive teacher-parent 

relationships is to take a collaborative approach. Ochiltree (1984: 17), however, pointed 

out that a major objection to a more collaborative teacher-parent approach has been 

educationalists’ views that parents lack training or expertise. As previously suggested, 
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teachers have frequently expressed concerns or even objected to parents becoming too 

actively involved with their children’s schooling other than in a merely supportive role 

based on such reasoning. Indeed, teachers often opposed parent involvement in real 

power sharing, as parents were seen, in effect, to be not part of the solution but part of 

the problem (Timperley, 1994: 13). 

 

More recently, Limerick (1988) highlighted a similar dissonance between teachers and 

parents. Her study suggested that teachers and principals generally tended to agree that 

teachers rather than parents should take the initiative in getting parents involved, one 

reason being that parents did not have the necessary training to participate in school 

decision-making. Parents, however, disagreed with this view. From such research it 

seems, despite disagreement on the part of some parents, that “there is a [continuing] 

deep-seated belief on the part of both parents and professionals that school policy 

decisions, especially in educational areas, are best made by professionals” (Timperley, 

1994: 244).  

 

As has been mentioned, teacher-parent relationships are frequently problematised, and 

the need to improve such affiliations is stressed in contemporary literature. For 

example, Mamchak and Mamchak’s (1980) book 101 Pupil/Parent/Teacher Situations 

and How to Handle Them includes sections on Communicating with the Non Involved 

Parent (70-76), Methods of Dealing with the Hostile Parent (77-90), Involving Parents 

in Disciplinary Decisions (96-103), and Getting Parents to Participate in Academic 

Actions (104-114). Underlying such works is the assumption that parents are in need of 

information to improve such relationships, and that parents are the problem. This 

contention is also implied in the recent publication by the APC and ACSSO (1996: 1). 

Within their introductory section it was stated that, 

for more than thirty years researchers have been making discoveries about the 

vital contribution parents make to their children’s learning. The purpose of 

this report is to make available to parents what those researchers have 

discovered. 

 

In order to support parents, many texts have been published that provide suggestions 

directed at them regarding how they can provide improved learning environments for 
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their children. Nalder (1989), for example, introduced her book about reading with the 

statement: 

 

if you have a child at pre-school or just starting school, you are probably 

wondering how they will learn to read. You are probably also aware that the 

teaching of reading has changed in recent years. This book will help you to 

understand more about the nature of reading, how it is taught today, and how you 

can help your child to learn to read both before and after starting school (Nalder, 

1989: 7). 

 

This text, like other similar ones, imputes a lack of parental knowledge. So it is that a 

parental deficit is often constituted mediated within and through documents such as 

these, positioning parents as subordinated to teachers. Parents are often, thus, positioned 

as requiring additional information; that is, a parental deficit model is implied in such 

works.  

 

Emphasis on Teacher-Parent Partnerships for Student Success 

 

One of the themes investigated and emphasised in educational research is that of 

teacher-parent ‘partnerships’. Educational rhetoric stresses the importance of good 

teacher-parent relationships to encourage student success. Much research has 

illuminated the correlation of student success with parental interest and / or 

participation (for example, Becher, 1984; Comer, 1984; Griffore and Boger, 1986; 

Leler, 1983; McGaw et al., 1988; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD), 1997). Such findings illuminate the need for parents and 

teachers to attempt to work closely together in partnerships in order to facilitate student 

success. Indeed,  

 

moves to develop partnerships between school and the family are coming, in 

most countries, from policy-makers (at government, local, or even school level) 

and also in the other direction – from the parents and families themselves 

(OECD, 1997: 24). 
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According to Lareau (1989: 36), “the current dominant view is that families and schools 

are ‘partners’ in the educational process. Parents have a right, responsibility and 

obligation to be actively involved in their children’s education”. However, as previously 

discussed, it seems that asymmetry appears to be a feature of many teacher-parent 

relationships, with parents being the subordinated partners. Like doctor-patient 

interviews (cf. ten Havre, 1991), such asymmetry is not merely a social fact, but is 

accomplished within and through textual and conversational devices produced during 

inter-institutional meetings between teachers and parents (Leiminer, 1996). Indeed, it 

has been suggested that schools have an imperialistic relationship with homes in that 

they tend to textually and conversationally colonise home space and family practices 

(Smith, 1987; Baker and Keogh, 1995; Keogh, 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997a and 1997b). 

Beattie (1985, cited in Timperley, 1994: 51) suggested that legislation for partnership 

between parents and professionals can be successful only if the professionals are in 

agreement. Parker (1985) noted that despite an emphasis on the importance of teacher-

parent partnerships, few teacher training courses were preparing teachers for the notion 

of ‘partnerships with parents’ in the United Kingdom at that time. It might, therefore, be 

speculated that such a situation also pertains to contemporary Australian Teacher 

Education courses.  

 

One curriculum area that has particularly emphasised the importance of teacher-parent 

‘partnerships’ is that of literacy education. Various programmes have attempted to 

involve families with their children’s literacy learning, and have taken many forms. For 

example, in Australia there have been a number of initiatives in family literacy, 

including the Read Me programme developed by Hill for younger children (Department 

of Employment, Education and Training (DEET), 1992) and the Parent Tutors’ 

Program developed by Kemp (1989) designed for children aged 7 to 15 years. 

Typically, however, such programmes have been initiated by schools, researchers or 

educational curriculum experts. It seems “there is a sameness about many of the 

programmes that have been devised, and many of them do not move far towards 

partnership with parents and communities” (Cairney, 1995:189). 

 

The agenda for such partnerships thus continue to be established mainly by schools. 

According to Briggs and Potter (1990), such programmes have often been shallow, 
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ineffectual, confusing and frustrating to both parents and teachers. It seems, then, that 

programmes to involve parents in their children’s schooling have not always been 

successful. Cairney and Munsie (1992a: 5) have argued that, 

 

far too often it is assumed that parents have only a limited responsibility in relation 

to their children as learners and that the school is the site of the ‘main game’. As a 

result, schools often only offer parents a token role in their children’s education. 

 

In addition, teacher attitudes towards parents are often anything but positive. Many 

teachers have been found to have negative attitudes about parents and parental 

involvement (Briggs and Potter, 1990). Indeed, “teachers sometimes claim that parents 

are apathetic, and come to school only to criticise ... . These teacher attitudes appear to 

be particularly prevalent when parents are from lower socio-economic groups” (Cairney 

and Munsie, 1992a: 6). Such attitudes hinder the formation of equal, symmetrical and 

successful teacher-parent partnerships. 

 

It seems that teachers as professionals have had and continue to have, on the whole, the 

greatest power in teacher-parent relationships (cf. Ochiltree, 1984: 13), although 

teachers themselves may not be aware of, or feel, this power. That teacher-parent 

partnerships are unequal has been demonstrated by Fraatz (1989: 126) who has shown 

that schools induce parents to consent to the ways that schools define educational 

interactions. Such findings run contrary to contemporary emphases on equal 

partnerships between homes and schools as recommended in policy statements. 

Examination of school-home communications enables identification of features that 

may contribute towards the construction of asymmetrical relationships between teachers 

and parents, despite official directions regarding the necessity of equality. 

 

One way of facilitating positive teacher-parent partnerships is by encouraging parental 

involvement and participation in their children’s schooling. The following section 

considers research regarding this issue. 

 

Parental Involvement and Participation 
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Parental involvement is one feature assumed to contribute to student success. The first 

inroads into parental involvement were “undoubtedly made by the corps of mums 

recruited as volunteers, who subsequently proved themselves worthy of trust” (Topping, 

1986: 2). Turnbull and Turnbull (1982) argued that parent programmes and services 

established using parental volunteers tended to be based more often on what teacher 

advocates and policy-makers thought parents ought to be and do rather than on parental 

preferences for participation. Indeed, although various schools have tried to involve 

parents more actively in their children’s schooling, it seems that many were merely 

 

trying to change the behaviour of parents to support school aims rather than 

establishing a dialogue leading to a joint exploration of the contributions of both 

parents and teachers. Families / parents may have resources, skills and knowledge 

which will go unnoticed if the school dominates the relationship (Ochiltree, 1984: 

35). 

 

Teachers have been found to have a tendency to view homes primarily in terms of 

student school participation, learning and work, and home practices are frequently 

ignored or discounted (Willett and Bloome, 1993). Such research suggests that teachers 

define families primarily in terms of how they support their children’s school learning, 

and that what happens in families as a consequence is generally invisible to schools and 

administrators (Willett and Bloome, 1993: 50). Frequent negative attitudes evidenced 

by teachers are compounded in secondary schools by the students, many of whom 

prefer not to involve their parents with their schooling. It seems that both parents and 

children see parental involvement as less appropriate at this level (Topping, 1986: 36-

37; Henry, 1996: 87).  

 

Homework is one aspect of school that is a central part of school-home relationships.  

Homework practices were researched by McDermott, Goldman and Varenne (1984) and 

by Varenne and McDermott (1986), who found that family practices in these activities 

may actually exacerbate student inequalities relating to socio-structural factors. Snow, 

Barnes, Chandler, Goodman and Hemphill (1991) reported that many parents viewed 

homework mainly in terms of extra time. Shopen and Liddicoat (1997) suggested that 

parents’ support for homework varied considerably, although most viewed homework 
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as important to some degree, even though it was usually the parents themselves who had 

to take on the responsibility for organising homework time. The latter researchers also 

showed that parents often reported feelings of uncertainty regarding how to deal with 

their children’s homework, particularly as they moved into later schooling levels.  

 

Varenne’s (1984) research on homework practices found that, 

 

when homework enters a home, it does not reach a network of relations simply 

different from those at school ... Rather, it enters a home that is so well integrated 

with the school system that the same problems a child has in school, the problem of 

being behind and the problem of the status degradation and/or hiding that go with 

being behind, can be recreated in the home. Parents know how to play teacher and 

make the home school-like. They can teach, but they can hold a child back as well 

(McDermott et al., 1984: 400). 

 

The issue, then, is not a simple link between parental involvement and student success, 

as previous research and commonsense understandings have suggested (for example, 

Becher, 1984; Leler, 1983). Indeed, Fraatz (1989: 155) has shown that such behaviour 

was less a benefit for the students and their parents than for the schools and teachers. As 

she stated, 

 

the virtues of parent participation ... are rather different from what ... conventional 

wisdom suggests. Parent involvement in schooling is far more important for the 

support it offers the school’s mobilization of bias than it is for improving the 

achievement of disadvantaged students (Fraatz, 1989: 126). 

 

Fraatz used the phrase “mobilization of bias” to refer to “the way in which 

organizational structures and processes condition the ways people interpret their goals, 

alternatives, resources, and personal contributions to the ‘mission’ of the 

institution”(Fraatz, 1989: 11). Fraatz thus claimed that the school-home connection 

helped schools do what they were already doing better, although it would not help them 

to do things differently (Fraatz, 1989: 155). An examination of school-home 
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communications may illuminate textual and conversational practices that organise such 

biases. 

 

Cairney et al. (1995: 7) argued that there is a need to “break down the barriers that 

create an artificial and damaging division between home and school”. In order to do 

this, Delgardo-Gaitan (1990) suggested that rather than parents being provided with the 

cultural practices that enable them to cope with the limited practices of the school (as 

recommended by, for example, Lareau, 1989), that teachers should recognise and 

incorporate the cultural practices of the home and community into the school, and build 

more effective communication procedures. Such suggestions, however, need to be 

viewed with some scepticism in that, according to Fraatz (1989: 163), 

 

the compassionate teacher who wants ‘input’ from low-income parents supports 

the mobilization of bias every bit as strongly as the hostile teacher who believes 

parents don’t care. Both control the definition and meaning of children’s attributes 

in the classroom. Children’s vocabularies, their grammar, their level of ‘maturity’, 

their ‘independence’, their work habits, their play habits, their social skills - all of 

these are judged against the backdrop of the ways schools structure learning. 

 

Having considered educational research that has focused largely on the problematic 

nature of teacher-parent relationships, and factors that have contributed towards this, 

Chapter 2 now turns to discuss previous studies of home-school communications.  
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Studies of School-Home Communications 

 

Similarities and differences between languages used in homes and the language of 

schools have implications regarding how ‘successful’ school-home communications are. 

Bernstein (1975) and Hasan (1989) suggested that there are fundamental differences in 

the ways that some parents and teachers talk and write. Bourdieu, Passeron and de Saint 

Martin (1994) argued that secondary education, in particular, is marked by linguistic 

and cultural misunderstandings. According to them, “the divorce between the language 

of the family and the language of the school only serves to reinforce the feeling that the 

education system belongs to another world” (Bourdieu et al., 1994: 9). It seems, as 

Foster (1986) noted, that hierarchy and language distinctions are common in relations 

between educators and parents. 

 

Despite such poential difficulties, ‘good’ communication practices between homes and 

schools have long been emphasised and assumed to be worthwhile and effective, (see, 

for example, Blakers, 1983; Cattermole and Robinson, 1987; Connell et al., 1982; 

Jenkins, 1982; Mittler, 1987; Power, 1985; Sharp and Green, 1975; Stafford, 1987; 

OECD, 1997). However, to date, limited research has been undertaken investigating the 

details of what happens when teachers and parents communicate face-to-face, over the 

telephone or through written correspondence. Shannon (1986) conducted a brief study 

of notes sent by parents to a primary school teacher. She surveyed the focus topics in 

such notes and found that notes with the highest frequency were those about absences 

due to illness. Mehan (1983) and Gilbert and Low (1994) have investigated decision 

making involving educational professionals and parents, to show how power relations 

are negotiated and enacted within and through such meetings. Both of these studies 

found that professional reports and discourses, such as those presented by 

psychologists, teachers and administrators, were accepted less problematically than lay 

reports and discourses presented by parents.  

 

A comprehensive study of school-home communications was conducted by Jowett et al. 

(1991) and commissioned by the Department of Education and Science (the DES) in the 

United Kingdom, “to investigate the wide range of activities that are termed ‘parental 

involvement’ and to study a small number of them in detail” (Jowett et al., 1991: 5). 
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The project took the form of attitudinal surveys of teachers’ and parents’ perceptions 

regarding the usefulness or otherwise of various school-home communicative modes, 

including materials such as homework diaries, teacher-parent meetings, home visiting, 

open evenings, consultation evenings, written assessments, and curriculum statements. 

Major findings were that teacher-parent contact was limited and often rather superficial, 

and that more attention needed to be given to the presentation of school written 

communications to produce materials “pitched at the right level, so that parents feel 

neither patronized nor overwhelmed nor demoralized” (Jowett et al., 1991: 136-7). 

These researchers concluded that existing structures for parental involvement produced 

a division between parents. One group was able to become actively involved with their 

children’s schooling and was thus viewed by teachers as being educationally supportive. 

Another group was not involved or participative, and was viewed as not actively 

helping their children, and sometimes seen as perhaps even contributing to their 

children’s relative lack of academic success. This project did not include analysis of 

actual teacher-parent communications.  

 

A great deal of printed or written documents are sent by schools to parents. Many 

parents interviewed for the DES study (Jowett et al., 1991: 105) spoke of receiving what 

seemed to them to be an excessive number of letters. Other criticisms directed towards 

written school communications have included the excessive use of professional jargon 

(Vick, 1994); the use of a patronising tone (Jowett et al., 1991; Keogh, 1995); and the 

lack of information regarding curriculum, subject choices and teaching methods 

(Benton, 1994; Hanford, 1992).  According to Benton (1994: 101), “by sending out so 

many notes and regular newsletters schools think they are communicating, but in fact 

they are not”. Many printed school communications appear to be one-way conduits in 

which school-related concerns are presented to parents, rather than focusing on possible 

parental concerns.  

 

In an educational survey, Epstein (1986) showed that actual face-to-face meetings 

between parents and teachers were very limited in frequency. She found that sixteen 

percent of the parents she surveyed had never received a memo from their child’s 

teacher, over thirty-five percent had never had a teacher-parent conference, sixty 

percent had never spoken to their child’s teacher on the telephone, and ninety-six 
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percent had never been visited at home by their child’s teacher. Despite evidence that 

opportunities for actual meetings between parents and teachers tended to be limited, 

parents seemed to prefer face-to-face contact with teachers to written communications. 

Likewise, Benton (1994: 95-96) found that “the networks for communicating and 

passing on the information orally were of more significance than the written newsletters 

which come from school”. Pring and Christie (1989) similarly found that although 

information had reached most parents of their cohort in the form of leaflets from the 

schools, many parents expressed reluctance to pay attention to this type of 

communication, preferring oral communication modes. These researchers suggested 

that sending pupils home with written information or posting it was an inefficient way 

of disseminating knowledge, and that the personal approach “won hands down” (Pring 

and Christie, 1989: 204).  

 

Schools employ a range of opportunities for communication between teachers and 

parents, and methods to provide information for parents. Benton (1994) demonstrated 

that “despite a general desire for more information, many parents do not know how to 

go about getting hold of it ... [and that] teachers ... tend to close rather than open doors” 

(Benton, 1994: 101). Shopen and Liddicoat (1998) examined a range of different forms 

of school-home communications, including information nights, newsletters, homework 

sheets and diaries, teacher-parent interviews, reports, participation in classrooms and 

excursions, calling parents in, parents visiting teachers, and formal and informal notes, 

as part of their study of home and school literacy practices during the middle years of 

schooling. They found that such communications tended to be one-way, originating in 

the school rather than the home, and focusing on disseminating information to parents 

and on integrating parents into the school’s view. Information flow from parents to the 

school were not regular, but took place only as emergency measures. As such, this study 

identified school-home dialogue constructions as “trouble-resolution”, which 

engendered mainly negative associations (Shopen and Liddicoat, 1998: 33). On the 

basis of their study, these researchers recommended that schools should work more 

towards a more collaborative model of teacher-parent communication, with schools 

implementing structures that will promote a two-way exchange of information.  
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Face-to-face meetings between parents and teachers were not necessarily thought about 

positively by all parents. Henry (1996: 52) described formalised teacher-parent 

evenings and events as ritualistic performances that highlighted the separateness of 

teacher and parental roles, thus emphasising each group’s distrust of the other, and 

avoiding any real problem solving. Similarly, Limerick (1987: 52) described secondary 

schools as “anonymous impersonal places which do little to make students feel 

welcome, let alone parents”. Vick (1994: 11) argued that apart from limited incidental 

contacts that parents or teachers initiate when children are in trouble, or official teacher-

parent interview nights, there were few opportunities for personal contact between 

parents and teachers. Pring and Christie (1989: 207) suggested that many parents 

referred to frequent difficulties with teachers who “didn’t have time to listen”. A 

number of parents in this latter study also felt that open or parents’ evenings did not 

offer any real opportunity for discussion, and that they felt daunted by such meetings. 

Topping (1986: 34) reported that parents often tended to view teacher-parent interviews 

as “functions where parents were called to account for the failings of their children”. 

Such research suggests that parents have a number of concerns regarding face-to-face 

meetings with their children’s teachers. 

 

Both parents and teachers have been found to mention concerns regarding the lack of 

frequency or opportunities for meetings, particularly at secondary school levels. 

Lightfoot (1978: 27-28) suggested that when schools actually do organise opportunities 

for parents and teachers to meet they are, typically,  “public, ritualistic occasions that do 

not allow for real contact, negotiation or criticism between parents and teachers”. She 

believed that such meetings were often contrived occasions, arguing that they merely 

symbolically reaffirmed idealised parent-school relationships.  

 

Teachers, have also been reported as having concerns regarding face-to-face meetings 

with parents. For example, in Topping’s (1986) study, the teachers referred to a small 

minority of enthusiastic parents and a small minority of ‘problem’ parents with whom 

crises generated forcible contact. In between “lay the silent majority of unknown and 

invisible parents who were presumed to be unknown and uninterested” (Topping, 1986: 

33). 
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Recent research on teacher-parent meetings (Walker, 1998; MacLure and Walker, 1999; 

Walker and MacLure, 1999) suggested that school parents’ evenings are viewed by 

many teachers and parents as a waste of time. Reportedly, this caused parents, both 

mothers and fathers, to complain of being ‘talked down to’, and most parents believed 

the evenings were like visits to the doctor, with teachers giving their expert view and 

parents expected to agree. Parents suggested that they “often had to struggle to put 

across their own views and found it difficult to change teachers’ perceptions during 

teacher-parent interviews”(MacLure and Walker, 1999: 20). Teachers reported that they 

often felt as though they were “on trial” during teacher-parent interview sessions. 

 

Keogh (1992), Baker and Keogh (1995; 1997), Leiminer (1996), and Silverman, Baker 

and Keogh (1998) analysed teacher-parent interviews, showing how moral versions of 

parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood are actively constituted within and through 

interactive teacher-parent talk. In addition, Keogh has also analysed various other 

school materials addressed to parents (Keogh 1995; 1996a; 1996b; 1997a and 1997b), 

suggesting that it is the schools’ versions of the world that are foregrounded within 

school-home communications. Such studies have shown how teachers and parents 

actively position themselves and each other, and negotiate relative positions of power in 

terms of their respective institutional memberships of school and home during their 

interactions. Apart from studies such as those listed above, it appears that little research 

has been conducted to investigate actual teacher-parent communications. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Home-school communications are educational sites within and through which parent-

teacher relationships are actively constituted. Despite a proliferation of educational 

research broadly focusing on school-home relationships, to date little educational 

research has been undertaken to investigate the details of what happens when teachers 

and parents directly interact. There is a need, then, for this area of teacher-parent 

relationships to be further investigated. By interrogating examples of school-home 

communications in the forms of teacher-parent talk and printed school texts, it is 

possible to investigate whether or not commonsense views regarding teacher-parent 

relationships are, in effect, evidenced within such data.  
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By analysing the active constitution of home-school relationships within and through 

school-home communications, it will be possible to provide alternative descriptions and 

accounts of what is accomplished. 

 

Investigation of such texts and talk could be undertaken for many different purposes. 

For example, texts could be investigated to establish whether or not student 

achievement improves with increased teacher parent interaction. While this thesis has 

begun with a review of educational literature regarding school home relationships, my 

interest in this topic is primarily sociological, and school-home communications are 

investigated to address the research questions specified in Chapter 1, namely: 

 

1. What versions of the institutions of home and school, and of parenthood, 

teacherhood and studenthood, are constituted within and through these school-

home communications?  

2. How do printed school documents and / or teacher-parent talk work to constitute 

particular school-home relationships? That is, how do the talk and texts work to 

position parents, teachers and students? How are their inter-institutional 

relationships organised? And how do school-home (teacher-parent) 

communications actively mediate and constitute the social world of which they 

are a part? 

3. How can these phenomena be accounted for? 

 

Part 1 of this chapter commenced by suggesting that contemporary schooling is 

contextualised within neo-liberal economistic and neo-conservative views of the 

purposes and functions of schooling. It is anticipated that analysis of school-home 

communications will reveal the influence of market forces in such texts and talk. It has 

been argued that through the increased commodification of education, that schools have 

increasingly been positioned as needing to address their clients’ (that is, families’) 

requirements. These changes have implications for the constitution of particular 

versions of school-home relationships. It has been argued that contemporary 

government policy documents continue to emphasise the need for ‘good’ school-home 

relationships in terms of teacher-parent partnerships.  
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Educational research literature, such as that described in this chapter, both informed and 

was informed by changing views of schooling and official policy documents. It is 

argued that teacher-parent communications continue to be viewed by the main stake-

holders of secondary schooling as being problematic and in need of improvement. A 

survey of contemporary research literature has demonstrated that notions regarding 

school-home relationships often tend to be based on commonsense understandings and 

taken-for-granted views regarding this issue. It seems that there is an absence of 

research regarding what actually happens when parents and teachers actually meet. 

Analysis of examples of school-home communications is one way of addressing this 

gap in research. The following chapter proceeds to discuss the theoretical and analytical 

resources used in studying the materials collected for this research, and details the 

collection process and problems. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THEORETICAL NOTIONS, KEY PROPOSITIONS AND THE DATA CORPUS  

 

This chapter discusses theoretical notions that underpin and frame this research project. 

It should here be noted that, in line with ethnomethodological tenets, many of the 

following theoretical frameworks emerged as a result of close analysis of the data, 

rather than preceding them. For this reason the discussion of theoretical notions 

contained in this chapter serve as a brief introduction to some of the ideas that have 

informed and are informed by analysis of the data. As such they will be discussed in 

greater depth in Chapter 4 and in the chapters that provide the analytic findings of this 

study. The chapter proceeds to summarise five key theoretical propositions derived 

from the theoretical and analytical notions that frame this study, prior to describing the 

data corpus collected for this research project. 

 

Part 1: Theoretical Notions 

 

The Textual and Conversational Construction of the Social World 

 

For the purposes of analysis, both written and spoken texts are conceived as actively 

conveying various meanings. They simultaneously convey information about the 

speakers and writers, information about their respective audiences, and information 

about people and topics. Texts do more than merely convey information; they also 

convey aspects of the identities and relations of the speakers and writers. In fact, they 

work as positioning practices. Ivanic’s (1994: 4) meaning of position as “something like 

‘made to seem to be a certain type of person’, or ‘given a particular identity’” is used 

here. Identities are written and talked into being, and positions are actively constituted. 

Indeed, “writers are positioned, [and] a multiple identity is constructed for them, not 

only through what they have said but also through the discourses they have participated 

in to say it” (Ivanic, 1994: 5). 
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Smith’s (1987, 1990a, and 1990b) view of the social world as textually constituted and 

mediated informs the way texts and talk are considered here. In keeping with 

ethnomethodological tenets, Smith argues that texts are significant constitutents of 

social relations. Her notion of the relations of ruling provides a framework from which 

to view how school-home communications work. According to Smith 

 

[the] ‘Relations of Ruling’ is a concept that grasps power, organization, direction, 

and regulation as more pervasively structured than can be expressed in traditional 

concepts provided by the discourses of power (Smith, 1987: 3). 

 

By ruling, Smith means a complex of organised practices that include government, law, 

business, and professional organisations including education. She argues that social 

members are ruled in forms of organisation vested in and mediated by texts and 

documents. School-home communications are a subset of these. 

 

Institutional texts and talk, such as the examples to be considered in this corpus of data, 

can be seen actively to mediate commonsense taken-for-granted worlds. The properties 

of the relations of ruling are invisibly built into such inter-institutional communications. 

According to Hey (1996: 35), such relations of ruling are massively invested in 

importing the market form into civil society in that parents are no longer parents; they 

are now structurally adjusted consumers, and children are converted into standard pupil 

units measurable by performance and assessment indicators. Whitty (1994: 21) has 

argued that there is now a need to explore the “hidden curriculum of the market,” the 

implicit but powerful understandings contained in documents that help establish 

commonsense understandings of schooling such as those discussed in Chapter 2 in 

relation to contemporary views of education. This can be done through the analysis of 

school-home communications. 

 

Smith (1990a: 65) suggested that the modes of knowing revealed in analyses of 

bureaucratically controlled texts and talk are situated in the extralocal relations and 

apparatuses of ruling. She argued that the objectified forms, the rational procedures, and 

the abstracted conceptual organisations evidenced in such communications create an 

appearance of neutrality and impersonality that conceals class, gender, and racial 
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subtexts. As texts reveal particular versions of the world, textual realities are thus, in 

effect, virtual realities (Smith, 1990a: 71). Facts or knowledges are grounded and 

accomplished in a complex of ongoing actual practices and relations that carry the 

properties of their organisation (Smith, 1990b). Social facts and accounts are thereby 

textually constituted as ordered institutionalised realities. As will be shown, in the case 

of schooling, teachers and school administrators raise categories and realities that are 

ordered according to the school-as-the-official-institution’s invoked social organisation. 

Standardised practices serve to organise the actual communications into particular 

forms that are governed by the peculiarly abstracted character of the ruling apparatus of 

this kind of capitalistic society (Smith, 1990b: 153). 

 

The text is understood as “a site of interaction in the course of which many distinct 

subjectivities come to recognize themselves in a single objectivity which is thus 

intersubjective” (Silverman and Torode, 1980: 311). Derrida’s (1973) notion of 

“differance” is important when considering written or printed texts. The term differance 

was specifically chosen because it sounds the same as difference when spoken, and is 

distinguishable from difference only within written texts. Although the use of differance 

is not obvious in spoken texts, Derrida suggested that printed texts conceal differences, 

making such texts appear both monologic and authoritative. In this way, preferred 

dominant discourses are textually constituted. As such, Derrida (1973) attended to the 

gap within the text that constitutes subjects and objects. Texts can thus be viewed as 

both producing and consuming differance. Upholders of the status quo appear to deny 

the existence of differance, reducing it to a “single smooth consensual whole” 

(Silverman and Torode, 1980: 312). Textuality is viewed as “the interplay of voices 

which constitute ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ in discourse, spoken or written, an interplay 

however which is fundamentally disguised in speech, with the possibility of becoming 

apparent only in writing” (Silverman and Torode, 1980: 310). Despite gaps between 

appearance and reality, texts appear to produce a single reality, apparent equally to all. 

School-home communications, such as those analysed within this study, contain 

documentable, authoritative, preferred discourses. The notion of differance is thus 

directly linked to the notions of discourses and power discussed below.   
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According to Gee (1996: 102), all written or spoken texts construct a favoured position 

from which they are to be received. He suggested that social institutions, such as 

schools, attempt to deny the multiplicity and indeterminacy of interpretation of texts by 

privileging their own versions of meaning as if they were “natural, inevitable, and 

incontestable” (Gee, 1996: 102). Texts and talk are about solidarity; that is, texts and 

talk construct the ‘right’ sorts of listeners and readers. This notion is in keeping with 

Derrida’s (1973) concept of differance, discussed previously, suggesting that 

differences are minimised within institutional texts and talk. In such a way authoritative 

discourses or versions of the world are produced. Such favoured reader or audience 

positions, however, do not negate the possibility of resistant readings or hearings of 

texts and/or talk.  

 

Discourses and Power 

 

Discourses, such as those constituted within and through school-home communications, 

are social and historical inventions. The term discourse is used here to denote the 

different types of language used in different sorts of social situations which are subject 

to particular conventions and call into being particular versions of the social world (cf. 

Fairclough, 1992a: 3). All discourses are not equal in that some are socially dominant, 

carrying with them social power and access to economic success, and some are non-

dominant (Delpit, 1992: 297). Participants learn to interpret discourses in certain ways 

“through having access to, and ample experience in, social settings where texts of that 

type are read in those ways” (Gee, 1996: 45). The textual and conversational choices 

that writers and speakers make tend to be mainly preconscious decisions relating to the 

actual contexts in which they are engendered. The identities constituted within and 

through texts and talk depend upon the writers and speakers themselves, and the socio-

cultural contexts that support the discourses upon which they are drawing. Despite the 

constitution of dominant and non-dominant discourses, texts and talk can be read or 

heard in a multiplicity of ways.  

 

Social worlds are constructed through texts and talk as sites of action. During this 

process, forms of consciousness are textually constructed that are properties of 
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institutional discourses rather than of individual subjects (Smith, 1987). Smith argued 

that,  

we are ruled by forms of organisation vested in and mediated by texts and 

documents, and constituted externally to particular individuals and their personal 

and familial relationships. The practice of ruling involves the ongoing 

representation of the local actualities of our worlds in the standardized and general 

forms of knowledge that enter them into the relations of ruling (1987: 3). 

 

The study of school-home communications is of interest in that they are significant sites 

in which institutional identities and relationships are actively assembled (Baker and 

Keogh, 1995). One way of viewing teacher-parent communications is to see them as 

part of the enactment of the type of power that Foucault (1977; 1979b; 1991) named 

governmentality. In this study I consider Foucault’s first meaning of the term, that of 

 

the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the 

calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of ...[disciplinary] power, which has 

as its target population, as its principal form of knowledge political economy, and 

as its essential technical means apparatuses of security (Foucault, 1991: 102). 

 

Governmentality is thus viewed as a technology of power. The chapter now considers 

Foucault’s notion of power that works in a capillary way throughout society, including 

institutional discourses constituted within and through various examples of institutional 

texts and talk, such as school-home communications. Analysis of the data reveals 

whether and how parents, teachers and students actively position and regulate 

themselves and each other as both subjects and agents of governmentality. 

 

Power/Knowledge in the Educational Context 

 

Foucault’s notion of power frames analysis of the textual and conversational data 

obtained for this project. To Foucault, “power is everywhere” (Foucault, 1979a: 93), 

working in a capillary way, reaching “into the very grain of individuals’ synaptic 

regime of power, a regime of its exercise within the social body, rather than from above 

it” (Foucault, 1980: 39). Foucault linked power to knowledge by his use of the term 
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discipline. Here the term signifies both knowledges particular to certain practical 

domains, and to the disciplining (that is, regulation and control) of the body. Foucault 

saw individuals as caught up and actively engaged in constituting their relative 

positions of power in networks or grids of disciplinary power. He conceived that 

individuals’ subjectivities are constituted through a myriad of discursive practices of 

disciplinary power which target particular individuals or collections of individuals, 

including those evidenced in institutional texts and talk. 

  

Power is viewed as both constraining and enabling rather than merely oppressive. 

Governmentality is a form of power exerted on and through the social populace by the 

ensemble formed by institutions as agencies of social regulation and control such as 

prisons, hospitals and schools (Foucault, 1979b). Although Foucault viewed 

governmentality as pervasive and situated within institutional discourses, he allowed for 

the possibility of resistance. Central to Foucault's conception of power is “its shifting, 

inherently unstable expression in networks and alliances” (Clegg, 1989: 154). Foucault 

emphasised the existence of micro practices of power as enacted between particular 

individuals in various institutional sites, and as embodying struggle and negotiation. 

Foucault suggested that it is only through the analysis of various micro-sites that 

practices of power or governmentality might be identified. As Agger (1991: 11) stated, 

when writing specifically of school-based relationships,  

 

it is not enough to analyse power relationships between teachers and students [and 

parents], mediated by the state apparatus. In addition, textuality itself must be 

interrogated for the ways in which texts become potent language games of their 

own in which power is encoded and through which it is transacted. 

 

This project is designed, in part, to address this directive. It is envisioned that analysis 

of teacher-parent communications will show how the readers and writers of written 

texts, and the participants within talk, position and reposition themselves and each 

other, demonstrating the shifting nature of discursive power practices within and 

through the language used. Such findings will evidence parents’ and teachers’ relative 

and changing relationships as envisaged by Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge.  
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Certain formalised types of knowledge may reside with ‘experts’ such as teachers, but 

as such they acquire or transfer their knowledge through discourses. According to 

Agger (1991: 28), there is “no univocal or unchallengeable measure of occupational 

status; there are only competing versions, each of which is incomplete because it 

engages in certain exclusions”.  

 

A key notion underlying Foucault’s theory of regulatory control is that of surveillance 

through panopticism. This notion originated in Jeremy Bentham’s architectural design 

of the Panopticon, a building that rendered all the inhabitants of a particular institution 

visible. It was possible to view or observe the total population of the institution from a 

central tower. Although Bentham designed this structure specifically as a prison, 

Foucault (1977) suggested that this architectural technology of control became adopted 

by other state institutions, such as hospitals and schools. Using this architectural design, 

the institutional observer can gaze on the entire population of a social institution. 

However, the design does not enable the inhabitants to observe the observer, or to know 

when the observer might be watching them. Because of this, individuals have to learn to 

regulate themselves and their own bodies, rather than be regulated; surveillance thus 

comes from the inside as well as the outside (Agger, 1991: 36). That is, individuals 

became agents of their own regulation. Individual subjectivities are formed through 

social practices of self-regulation of the body according to particular institutional 

discourses of knowledge and regimes of truth.  

 

Foucault (1977) suggested that state institutions such as schools evidence mechanisms 

of disciplinary power that have a tendency to become ‘de-institutionalised’ in that they 

are broken down into flexible methods of control which may be transferred and adapted. 

So, for example, school-based mechanisms of disciplinary power, such as those of 

school rules can be dispersed beyond the physical boundaries of the schools themselves 

via such mechanisms as school-home communications that provide directives to parents 

regarding their children’s behaviour. Sometimes such closed apparatuses can thus add 

to their internal and specific function a role of external surveillance, developing around 

themselves a whole margin of lateral controls. Thus the school,  

must not simply train docile children; it must also make it possible to supervise 

the parents, to gain information as to their way of life, their resources, their 
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piety, their morals. The school tends to constitute minute social observatories 

that penetrate even to the adults and exercise regular supervision over them 

(Foucault, 1977: 211). 

 

If one views teacher-parent communications as the nexus where the institutions of 

school and home meet, then the analysis of the details of textual and conversational 

micro practices will provide for the identification of particular technologies of 

governmental power. Such practices work to establish the regulated ‘docile bodies’ of 

the social populace. As such, discursive surveillance can be made visible within and 

through analysis of the details of school-home communications. 

 

Bourdieu and Symbolic Power 

 

Teacher-parent relationships involve the constitution and negotiation of symbolic 

power. Commonsense understandings of social practices, including those engaged in 

during professional / lay interactions, constitute and mediate ways in which the social 

world is talked or written into being (Smith, 1990b). They are what Garfinkel (1967) 

has called the background expectancies and common understandings of the social world 

that are essential for making sense of talk. Similarly, Smith (1990a) suggested that 

people already have a working knowledge of the organisation of the relations in which 

they participate. She proposed that forms of thought expressing these relations are 

embedded in the organisation of such relations in which participants can make whatever 

sense they can insofar as such a working knowledge explicates the relationships and 

fills them out within and through texts and talk.  

 

Garfinkel’s notion of background expectancies and Smith’s notion of the embeddedness 

of social relations relate to Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of “habitus”. This is a useful frame 

from which to account for such background knowledges, discourses and talk. According 

to Bourdieu (1991: 12), habitus is “a set of dispositions which incline agents to act and 

react in certain ways. The dispositions generate practices, perceptions and attitudes 

which are ‘regular’ without being consciously coordinated or governed by any ‘rule’ ”. 

Habitus, thus, provides individuals with a sense of how to act and how to respond in the 

course of their daily lives, orienting their actions and inclinations without strictly 
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determining them, in the form of commonsense understandings and knowledges 

(Bourdieu, 1991: 14). Relations of communication are “always inseparably power 

relations which in form and content, depend on material or symbolic power 

accumulated by the agents (or institutions) involved in these relations” (Bourdieu, 1991: 

167).  

 

Symbolic power is enacted within and through the use of professional discourses. 

Teachers and school administrators use certain standardised professional and 

bureaucratic procedures and terminologies in their communicative practices. Teacher 

education and training practices standardise the ways in which professional care is 

organised, and how parents and students are talked about, treated and categorised. 

Professionals learn to think and talk ‘professionally’, to describe what is happening in 

terms of their discipline, and to recognise and name problems properly. They learn to 

produce the kinds of accounts of people implied by professional discourses. 

Professional discourses, such as those evidenced in school-home communications, 

coordinate and standardise the ongoing practices of professionals. Teachers, as 

professionals, learn how to talk and write to parents and students, how to talk and write 

about parents and students, and how to talk and write to parents and students so as to be 

able to talk and write about parents and students (Smith, 1990a: 124-125). The use of 

specialised languages can have the effect of providing a certain mystique to 

professionalism. Such professional discourses as those often evidenced in school-home 

communications can thus perpetuate separation between teachers and parents. 

 

Despite difficulties relating to the negotiation of power during school-home 

interactions, there is a view common to teachers and parents that both parties should 

work in partnerships to facilitate student success. It is to such research that I now turn.  

 

Reconceptualising Homes and Schools as Institutions of Social Regulation and Control 

 

In the light of the discussion above, the terms institutional and institution identify “a 

complex of relations forming part of the ruling apparatus, organised around a distinctive 

function - [such as] education” (Smith, 1987: 160). The relations determine and identify 

the intersection and coordination of more than one relational mode of the ruling 
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apparatus. State agencies, such as schools, are characteristically tied in with particular 

forms of organisation and are interpenetrated by relations of discourse of more than one 

order (Smith, 1987: 160). A related idea is presented by Giroux (1992), who argued that 

schooling is thus 

 

part of a complex and often contradictory set of ideological and material processes 

through which the transformation of experience takes place. In short, schooling is 

understood as part of the production and legitimation of social forms and 

subjectivities as they are organized within relations of power and meaning that 

either enable or limit human capacities for self and social empowerment (180). 

 

The organisation of parent–teacher (school-home) relationships is fundamental to the 

process of schooling. As previously discussed, school-home relationships have been 

viewed traditionally as problematic. Lightfoot (1978: 30-31) has suggested that the 

antagonistic relationship between many teachers and parents in an industrial society can 

be traced to the historical role of schools as major institutions for social order and 

control. According to Foucault (1977), during the early modern period of the industrial 

revolution, there was a change in the disposition of power from an external force to one 

that permeates the whole body-politic of society. Such internalised disciplinary 

practices control the population’s actions and desires in small and very detailed ways, 

within and through the habits and micro-practices of everyday life, and in and through 

the various drills and routines of training institutions like schools and prisons where the 

power practices of modern life are instilled (Preston and Symes, 1992: 21). 

 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the machinery of social investigation and 

administration had “largely succeeded in constituting the life of the population as an 

object of government” (Hunter, 1988: ix). According to Rose (1990), governments 

formulated policies, established bureaucracies, and promoted initiatives to regulate the 

conduct of citizens. Rose suggested that the most obvious manifestation of this process 

is that of  the “complex apparatus targeted upon the child, the school, and the education 

and surveillance of parents” (1990:2).  
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It seems that governments, through practices of governmentality, have taken increasing 

responsibility for regulating private spaces such as homes, in addition to regulating 

public institutional spaces such as schools, prisons and hospitals. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, regulatory control of the populace had passed from the private to the 

public sphere (Donzelot, 1979: 122). Donzelot further argued that it has become harder 

to distinguish the family from the disciplinary continuum of the social apparatuses with 

its “saturation by hygienic, psychological and pedagogical norms” (Donzelot, 1979: 

227). It can be argued that not only are teachers involved in the supervision of the 

child’s normal development, but increasingly parents, in particular mothers, are 

expected to provide the circumstances and conditions which are optimal for their 

children’s learning and cognitive development. In effect, “the home has become another 

domain for the control and surveillance of childhood, augmenting that of the classroom” 

(Preston & Symes, 1992: 39).  

 

It is argued here that school-home communications might be viewed as technologies 

that work to extend such social regulation and control beyond the school boundaries and 

into private home space. If this is so, then this process should be documentable within 

and through school-home communications. 

 

According to Hunter (1994: 123), “the emergence of the modern school system witnessed 

the mutual problematisation of the family and the school”(emphasis in original). It can be 

argued that there has been an increasing fluidity of roles and blurring of the barriers 

between the traditional responsibilites of families (that of caring), and of schools (that of 

pedagogy). Indeed, Hunter (1994) has suggested that such blurring has resulted in the 

constitution of ‘the pedagogic family’ and ‘the pastoral school’. Both the pedagogic family 

and the pastoral school “have ... emerged as interconnected social technologies, improvised 

- in different but complementary ways - to admit the desires of the family into state 

schooling as the condition of transforming them into pedagogical instruments” (Hunter, 

1994: 131). If this is so, then practices of governmentality should be evident at the school-

home interface, and analysis of school-home communications may therefore identify 

micro-practices within and through which teacher-parent relationships are enacted. 
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Having considered the above theoretical notions, it is possible to summarise the key ideas 

that frame and guide analysis in the form of five theoretical propositions.  

 
Part 2: Summary of Theoretical Propositions 

 
Part 1 of this chapter described various theoretical frameworks and notions that have 

influenced the ways in which the data have been viewed and analysed. Part 2 

summarised these in the form of five theoretical propositions that are fundamental to 

how the research data have been conceptualised. The following theoretical propositions 

both guide and frame the presentation of the analyses that appear in Chapters 5 to 8, 

following: 

 
1. Inter-institutional identities, subjectivities and relationships are actively written 

or talked into being within and through teacher-parent communications; 

2. Power is pervasively embedded within and through teacher-parent 

communications and is enacted within and through them;   

3. Teacher-parent communications actively constitute and mediate social 

organisations and relationships; 

4. Teacher-parent communications work to position parents, teachers and students 

in relation to each other. Such positioning practices can be seen to embody 

tensions between the institutional domains of public school space and private 

home space; and  

5. Institutions (both public and private) are sites wherein regulatory practices of 

regulation and surveillance of the population are enacted 

 
For the purposes of this thesis, homes and schools are envisaged as agencies of social 

regulation and control, and the public face of schools is viewed as part of consumerist 

society, as discussed previously in Chapter 2.  

 
If texts and talk are conceived as constituting and mediating relationships, then analysis 

of teacher-parent talk and printed documents originating from schools allows the  

identification of textual and conversational practices that actively talk or write particular 

versions of teacher-parent relationships into being. As school-home communications are 

conceptualised as sites wherein teacher-parent and inter-institutional relationships are 

actively constituted, it follows then that analysis can identify whether and how 
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Foucault’s (1977) practices of governmentality are enacted within and through the 

details of institutional texts and talk such as those included in this corpus of data. It is 

through interrogation of such texts and talk that disciplinary practices and technologies 

of the self will become evident. Finally, if schools are conceived as both constituted by 

and constitutive of consumerist society, then analysis of school-home communications 

will evidence particular marketing practices. 

 

This chapter now proceeds to consider the processes and problems involved in 

collecting the research data.  

 

Part 3: The Data Corpus 

 

In keeping with an ethnomethodological approach, the collection of data for this 

research project was incidental rather than planned. As Sacks (1984: 27) claimed,  “I am 

insistent that I ...  happened to have it [the data], it became fascinating, and I spent some 

time at it”. Sharrock and Anderson (1986: 108) have suggested that 

ethnomethodologists “can often take data that is quite arbitrarily chosen, and, given 

that, one might as well take data which can be easily and conveniently collected, which 

is used just because it is to hand”. Indeed, there is, at times, a certain casualness 

regarding the collection of data by ethnomethodological researchers, although this is not 

always so. However, it should be noted that although data collection might be 

somewhat indiscriminate, ethnomethodology imposes stringent discipline in coming to 

terms with the data, whatever that is (Sharrock and Anderson, 1986: 108). That is, 

regardless of what data are used, while the system for the data’s collection may be 

adventitious, analysis should always be rigorous. 

 

Sources of Data 

 

Data for this research project were obtained from 29 secondary schools in total, 

consisting of 19 private secondary schools, and 10 state secondary schools. All the state 

schools were co-educational, as were 10 of the private schools. Of the 19 private 

schools, in addition to the 10 coeducational schools, five were girls’ schools, and four 

were boys’ schools. All the private and state schools had facilities for day students, and 
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several private schools had additional student boarding facilities. The sizes of the 

schools varied: the largest contained almost 2000 students; the smallest contained 

approximately 250 students from grades eight to twelve inclusive. (Both the smallest 

and largest schools were private schools, although the state school sizes also varied 

substantially). A number of the schools had been in existence for almost one hundred 

years, whereas the newest school had been established for less than five years when this 

research commenced. 

 

There is no claim made that the data are representative of all secondary schools. 

Accessibility and availability were the main tenets guiding compilation of the data. Data 

include examples of talk and printed materials, and were collected between May 1988 

and December 1996. Sources of data included parents of secondary school students, 

secondary school administrators, and secondary school teachers. All were metropolitan 

(urban and/or suburban) schools located in and around a state capital city in Australia. 

Sources of data were provided by colleagues, friends and / or acquaintances. In 

addition, in the course of research, new acquaintances were made, several of whom 

provided extra research materials for the project.   

 

Everyone who provided data was assured of anonymity. For this reason, the names of 

all schools or persons mentioned within the thesis are pseudonyms, and care has been 

taken to ensure that the identity of actual schools or persons has remained confidential. 

Exact details, such as the dates of school events, ages of schools, or numbers of students 

attending these schools, which might have enabled identification, have not been 

revealed. 

 

Obtaining the Data 

 

Printed texts other than handwritten or personalised notes were easy to obtain, as such 

materials (such as school newsletters) are part of the public domain. Approximately 25 

parents of students attending a variety of secondary schools in the greater metropolitan 

area were approached and all agreed, and most provided, printed data. The collections 

obtained varied. Some parents forwarded every printed document sent by a school for a 

particular period of time, varying from one month to three years. Other parents 
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forwarded only those pieces they thought would be of specific interest to me. As these 

data examples were part of the public domain, or were addressed to the parents who 

were the suppliers of such data, I judged that they did not necessitate the permission of 

the schools themselves in order to be used for research purposes. 

 

In addition to approaching friends and colleagues who were parents to provide research 

data, school administrators and teachers were also approached. Access to materials 

varied depending on whether the schools were private or state establishments. These 

differences are outlined below. 

 

Private School Data 

 

In the case of private schools, the principals were approached first, with varying 

responses. Some principals agreed to cooperate fully, even to the extent of suggesting 

specific teaching personnel whom they felt would be of help. One particular principal, 

for example, agreed to provide all the printed documents sent to the parents of students 

attending the school since its inception, which were retained on computer disc. Another 

principal agreed to place me on the school mailing list, and all materials sent to parents 

were forwarded to my home address. Other principals, however, discussed the need to 

approach additional people such as the administrative team, or Parents and Friends’ 

organisations, prior to granting permission to provide research data. It should be noted 

that all the private school principals who were approached agreed to take part in the 

research. (In contrast, of the eight state school principals who were approached, only 

two agreed to allow their teaching staff to provide examples of teacher-parent talk for 

the purposes of this research project).  

 

Next, individual teachers in private schools were approached, and most agreed to supply 

data. Many teachers responded by expressing concerns regarding issues of 

confidentiality. Finally, eight teachers, based in two private schools, provided audio 

recordings of teacher-parent interviews for analysis. Four private school teacher-parent 

interviews, collected for an earlier project (Keogh, 1992) are re-analysed in this thesis. 

Nine additional teacher-parent interviews, originating from two different private 

schools, were recorded particularly for this present larger research project.     
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An additional important source of printed and visual private school data was a specific 

Australian state capital’s annual Independent Schools Expo. In 1993, the year in which 

most of the data for this project were collected, the two-day event featured 34 

independent primary and secondary schools. All the materials obtained through this 

source were public, available as ‘handouts’ or in ‘sample bags’, and distributed by 

school representatives attending the Expo. The entry for the Expo, however, required a 

small fee. This event was one of the reasons for the collection of printed materials from 

almost twice as many private as state schools.  

 

State School Data 

 

It seems that state schools do not, at the time of writing, have collective showcase  

‘events’ open to the general public such as the Independent Schools’. A comparable 

source was an ‘Education and Training Handbook’ published by a particular local 

council publishing group. This booklet contained printed and visual details and 

information regarding ten state secondary and tertiary educational institutions based in 

its local area. In the main, it appeared that state schools rely upon marketing themselves 

individually, largely in isolation from one another. 

 

The procedure for obtaining both spoken and printed data from state schools was 

different from that used for obtaining data from private schools. Rather than 

approaching school personnel directly, it was necessary to apply first through the state 

Education Department for permission to collect data from specific, researcher-

nominated secondary schools. Eight state schools were specified, and permission for 

research was granted, on the condition that a written permission form for research be 

agreed upon and signed by all state employed personnel who were to participate in the 

research. The principals of the eight nominated schools were approached and their 

agreement to collect obtain research data sought. Responses differed. One principal 

approved my approaching any school personnel in order to obtain any type of data, in 

either oral or printed modes. However, this was the exception. Most principals 

expressed concerns regarding the confidential nature of such data, particularly regarding 

spoken data. One principal, for example, felt the need to consult with other school 
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administrators prior to granting permission for the research to be undertaken. This 

resulted in the supply of only official printed documentation by this school. Another 

principal conferred with the school Parents and Citizens Committee members prior to 

giving permission for the research. A third principal refused to allow any of his staff to 

supply data. Thus stringent gate-keeping arrangements in state schools contributed 

greatly to the difficulties I had in accessing spoken data in comparison to ease of access 

to private school materials. It eventuated that no state school teachers approached for 

the purposes of this larger research project actually provided new teacher-parent 

interviews. Consequently the transcripts of the seven teacher-parent interviews provided 

by two different teachers at one state secondary school which had been used for the 

earlier research (Keogh, 1992) were used for further analysis in this thesis. 

 

Types of Data  

 

As specified earlier, data were obtained from nineteen private schools and ten state 

schools in total (see Appendix 1). Data consisted of examples of monologic spoken and 

written texts, and interactive talk.  

 

Twenty types of written and or printed data were classified according to form, and 

audience/addressees (see Appendix 2). The data originated from all 29 schools, 

although not all schools provided twenty different types of data. As specified earlier, 

written and printed data were far easier to obtain than were examples of spoken data. 

The format and presentation of printed materials ranged from externally published and 

glossily displayed books, brochures and posters, to school ‘desktop’ publications, 

photocopied sheets, and hand-written notes.  

 

Spoken data were of three main types, all of which were recorded (see Appendix 3). 

Two types of oral data were monologic. The first monologic type consisted of examples 

of three school speech nights. One private school’s speech night was audio-recorded, 

and the other two speech nights, originating from a private school and a state school 

respectively, were video-recorded. Two of the schools’ speech nights were held in 

school premises, in school halls, while one private school’s speech night was held in a 

church. In all the speech nights, the audiences were seated in seats in rows, facing the 
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main proceedings that took place on raised areas in the front of the halls. The audiences 

consisted of students, teachers, school parents and family members, and invited local 

representatives and dignitaries. 

 

The second type of monologic spoken data consisted of audio-recordings of a series of 

information sessions presented at an induction morning for prospective new students 

and their families, held at a state school. This induction took place in December 1992, 

and was attended by a large number of parents (fathers and mothers, although mainly 

mothers), some younger pre-school siblings, and prospective grade eight students who 

would be commencing secondary school in 1993. Various teachers and administration 

personnel presented information regarding the school (see Appendix 4 for an outline of 

the sessions). Most of the recorded presentations were held in an open classroom area. 

The presenters stood at the front of the room, and the audience was seated in rows, 

facing the front. An additional recorded session was held, after a break for morning tea, 

in the Library/Resource Area, where the School Librarian explained to the audience the 

borrowing conditions, and provided other relevant information regarding use of the 

school library and its facilities. 

 

The third type of spoken data consisted of audio recordings of teacher-parent 

interviews. These came from one state school and two private schools. Twenty-one 

interviews were collected, of which 19 were fully transcribed for analytic purposes. The 

quality of the recordings of two interviews were such as to make full transcription 

challenging, if not impossible. Analyses of 15 of these has been included in this thesis.   

 

At one state school, two teachers provided four and three interviews respectively. Both 

teachers taught English, Citizenship Education and History, and, in addition, one of 

them taught Geography. The interviews took place in an open classroom area (see 

Appendix 5). Eight teachers sat at tables placed around the room, facing into the center 

of the room. Two chairs were placed at each table, facing each teacher. Students, as 

well as parents, attended these interviews. The tables were placed fairly close together, 

and conversations from adjoining tables were quite audible, at times, on the audio tapes, 

allowing for little privacy. Interviews were officially scheduled for ten-minute periods, 
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although most of them took longer.  Seven interviews originating from this school were 

fully transcribed for the purposes of this and earlier research (Keogh, 1992). 

 

At the first of the two private schools, four teachers provided recordings of interviews, 

of which three were fully transcribed. (The quality of the recordings of the fourth 

teacher of English and Legal Studies interviews were such that full transcription was 

not possible). Two of the four teachers were members of the School Administration 

team (Heads of Senior and Junior Schools respectively). In addition, they were both 

classroom teachers of Mathematics. The fourth teacher, who was the School Registrar, 

provided a recording of an interview with a prospective student and her guardian. Most 

of these interviews took place in the teachers’ school offices, or in classrooms 

containing no more than a maximum of three teachers, with furniture widely spaced. 

These interviews were thus less public than those that took place in the state school. As 

with the state school, each interview was scheduled for a ten-minute period. Although 

times varied, sessions held at this school tended to work more according to schedule. 

Seven interviews originating from this school were fully transcribed. 

 

The interviews at the second private school were provided by four teachers. Two were 

LOTE (Language Other than English) teachers. One of the LOTE teachers was also 

Head of Grade Nine. Both teachers provided audio recordings of two interviews each, 

although the second teacher’s second interview was difficult to hear clearly, and thus 

was not fully transcribed. The third teacher, who was responsible for students 

experiencing learning difficulties, was Head of Grade Eight. Similar to the other 

examples of private school teacher-parent interviews, these took place in private 

surroundings in offices or classrooms. The fourth teacher, the school chaplain, was 

responsible for the religious education and the ‘well-being’ of students attending the 

school. His interview took place not on school premises, but in the homes of some of 

the students. Surroundings for this can only be surmised from the tape itself. In all, six 

interviews originating from this school were fully transcribed. The interviews held in 

the school were scheduled for 15 minutes, although most of them ran substantially over 

time. The home interviews were not limited to any particular periods of time. 
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Specific forms of communication are produced primarily either for private or for public 

purposes, rather for than both. Difficulties in the collection of examples of teacher-

parent communications, particularly teacher-parent interviews, indicate the potentially 

delicate and problematic nature of such inter-institutional relationships, particularly 

when aspects of ‘confidentiality’ are perceived to be an issue. Such difficulties might 

also partially account for the previous lack of empirical research of teacher-parent 

communications. 

 

Part 4: Overview of Analytic Procedures 

 

It is clear that a large corpus of both written and spoken data was collected for the 

purposes of this study. The methodology used to study how these examples of inter-

institutional talk and texts worked to constitute particular teacher-parent relationships 

involved intensive and highly detailed analyses of a selection of the data, rather than 

their entirety. Extracts from the data used for intensive analysis and included within this 

thesis were selected in the following manner: 

  

1. Audio and video recordings of the three school speech nights, the new parents’ 

and students’ induction morning, and the audio recordings of the new teacher-

parent interviews were fully transcribed.  

2. The entire printed data corpus was scanned to obtain a general impression of the 

main conversational and textual features evidenced in the school-home 

communications originating from the different educational sites.  

3. Particularly interesting extracts of transcripts or printed materials were selected 

to illustrate the themes that emerged in the previous scan 

4. Selected extracts were intensively analysed using a number of strategies such as 

those described in the next chapter. These strategies were derived mainly from 

ethnomethodology (EM), and conversation analysis (CA). Analyses were 

undertaken to reveal how the talk and texts actually worked to constitute 

teacher-parent relationships.  
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The approach used here was in keeping with Hutchby and Wooffit’s (1998) three part 

procedure, specified below: 

 

1. Identify a potential object of analytic interest – a [textual or] conversational device 

or a sequence type. 

 

2. Produce a formal description of an empirical example, concentrating in 

particular on the sequential environment, in order to try and define what the 

device or sequence type is doing 

 

3. Return to the data collection to refine the description until it becomes a generalized 

account (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998: 110, emphasis in original). 

 

This procedure was undertaken with a large number of printed documents and transcript 

extracts. 

 

A number of major discursive practices were identified that worked to constitute 

particular versions of school-home (teacher-parent) relationships in particular ways. 

The entire corpus was then scanned again to check whether the findings could be 

applied across different sites. Particular analytic examples of some of the data were 

selected for inclusion in this thesis to demonstrate, in a condensed way, the main 

findings.  

 

The following chapter (Chapter 4) proceeds to describe and discuss analytic and 

methodological issues that inform analysis of the data corpus. 

 



CHAPTER FOUR 

ANALYTIC AND METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 

 

For this thesis a multiperspectival analytical framework has been devised to identify 

various textual and conversational practices that work to constitute certain social worlds 

and to order particular interactive relationships between parents, teachers and secondary 

school students. The methodology draws together a number of analytic strategies 

derived mainly from Ethnomethodology (EM), Conversation Analysis (CA) and 

Foucauldian Theory. Despite some important underlying differences between these 

approaches, it is argued that the language and visual materials used in both printed and 

spoken school-home communications can be interrogated productively by using a 

selection of complementary notions deriving from these approaches. The methodology 

used here is distinctive in that it implements both micro (local) and macro (societal) 

analytic approaches in complementary ways to account for how school-home 

communications comprise and constitute the social world of which they are a part. 

 

Part 1 discusses the different operational modes or features of written (printed) texts and 

talk. Literature regarding differences between the two modes is reviewed. It is argued that, 

despite such differences, analysis can approach both modes using similar methods to 

interrogate common textual and conversational features. Part 2 considers various important 

notions that underpin the strategies used in this thesis to document textual and 

conversational practices evidenced in school-home communications. In particular, this 

section focuses on analytic approaches used in EM, CA, Foucauldian discourse analysis, 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and social semiotics. Part 2 concludes with a 

consideration of the advantages of using a multiperspectival analytic approach. 

 

Part 1: Talk and Texts 

 

As argued in the previous chapter, all language forms are here viewed as working to 

constitute orderly social realities. As this thesis addresses the issue of communication 

and entails the analysis of both written and spoken data, it is first necessary to consider 

some of the ways in which these two different linguistic modes operate.  
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Differences in linguistic features between written and spoken modes, in addition to 

differences in the uses to which these two language modes are put, have often been cited as 

evidence of the underlying distinctiveness of each mode (eg. Brown and Yule, 1983; 

Chafe, 1982 and 1985; Chafe and Danielewitz, 1987; Halliday, 1987; Hildyard and Olson, 

1982; Kress, 1988; McHoul, 1982). Certain site-specific factors account for some 

dissimilarities between writing and speaking. According to Halliday (1987: 69), “speech 

and writing as forms of discourse are typically associated with the two modal points on the 

continuum from most spontaneous to most self-monitored language”. Kress (1988: 95) 

suggested that “writing is the antithesis of spontaneity. Writing is deliberate in every way. 

It is the domain of review, editing, censorship, recasting. While speech is immediate in 

every way, writing is distant equally in many ways”. Writing can thus be viewed as a 

crafted object (Baker and Freebody, 1989). The position of electronic mail and other forms 

of internet talk might be viewed as midway between the crafted nature of writing, and the 

spontaneity of talk.  

 

Most written texts can be revised, changed and edited prior to and distant from their 

reception, whereas talk is designed within and for particular local interactional sites. The 

view taken here is that differences between written and spoken modes of communication 

are not substantive but are based on a continuum consisting of temporal and spatial features 

(Tannen, 1982). 

 

A further difference noted by some between printed texts and talk is that of grammatical 

structure. Chafe (1982) found that writing is marked by more nominalisation, more 

genitive subjects and objects, more participles, more attributive adjectives, more 

conjoined, serial and sequenced phrases, more complement clauses, and more relative 

clauses than talk. Halliday (1987) agreed that written language is lexically more dense 

than spoken language. However, he proposed also that spoken language is actually more 

grammatically intricate than written language. He argued that Chafe’s (1982) analysis 

of the differences between spoken and written language utilised the grammar of writing. 

Halliday suggested that, as a result, Chafe inevitably found spoken language to be 

wanting. Halliday thus questioned the commonly-held assumption that written language 

is syntactically more complex than spoken language. Rather, he considered neither 
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mode of language to be more organised than the other, but suggested that they are 

organised differently (Halliday, 1987). This is the view that is propounded here. 

 

Tannen (1982) took the view that rather than precise differences being evidenced in the 

two language modes, that there is an “oral / literate continuum”; that is, there is a 

continuum of relative focus on interpersonal involvement versus message content 

within these two language forms. If Tannen’s (1982) contention of an oral / literate 

continuum is accepted, then it follows that both written and spoken communications can 

be viewed as similar in grammar, and thus their respective features can be analysed in 

similar ways.  

 

A number of researchers have proposed that written language forms display intellectual 

and communicational functions that are, in certain critical observable ways, distinct 

from those displayed in spoken forms of language (Baker and Freebody, 1989: xxi). For 

example, Hildyard and Olson (1982: 20) argued that meaning is preserved in different 

ways by listeners and speakers in that listeners tend to recall the main gist, whereas 

readers may recall more of the surface structure of verbatim features. In keeping with 

this view, Halliday (1987) believed that the different language modes of writing and 

speaking represent the world in different ways, each mode making the world look like 

itself. He argued that a written text is an object, so what is represented in writing tends 

to be given the form of an object, whereas when one talks, one is doing, so when one 

talks about something, one tends to say that it happened or was done (Halliday, 1987: 

74). Halliday (1987: 80) also suggested that listeners process texts largely at the level of 

meaning, whereas readers process more, or at least as much, at the level of wording.  

 

Other researchers have proposed differences which, on further consideration, may not 

be borne out. Brown and Yule (1983) proposed that speech is used, largely in an 

interactional way, for the establishment and maintenance of human relationships, 

whereas written language is used in a transactional way, largely for working out of and 

transference of information. As such, Brown and Yule’s (1983) can be challenged. 

 

There has been some disagreement regarding views about the underlying nature and 

function of writing, reading, speaking and hearing. One view, supported by Speier 
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(1973), is that reading is necessarily a solitary, individual response to a printed text, and 

therefore private, in contrast to speaking, which might be viewed as interpersonal and 

public and directed at particular audiences. In contrast, McHoul (1982) argued that the 

notion of private language is a contradiction in terms in that language is always through 

and through a public phenomenon. McHoul (1982) also questioned the conception of 

reading as a non-social activity in that the positions of both author(s) and readers are 

implicated in the act of reading a text. As such, the practice of reading constitutes both 

subjects and subjectivities, and is, therefore, “always through and through a material, 

social and political practice” (McHoul, 1991: 192). Fairclough (1989) supported this 

view, suggesting that every author writes with an ideal reader in mind. This thesis 

advocates McHoul’s and Fairclough’s rather than Speier’s views, arguing that both 

reading and talking can be viewed as fundamentally interactive, dialogic (cf. Bahktin, 

1986) processes. As such, then, all printed and conversational events are conceived as 

essentially social in nature. Indeed, both written and spoken texts are productive of 

social relations, providing information about the writers and speakers and their 

recipients. However, distinctions between written texts and talk can be made on the 

basis of whether or not the data might be documentable as monologic or interactive. 

Examples of monologic data include school promotional documents, school letters and 

speeches presented at official school functions. Recipient responses are not 

documentable within and through these data examples themselves. Thus, monologic 

texts and talk have been so called to acknowledge that the readers’ and audience 

responses are not available for analysis. This is not, however, to deny the possibility of 

multiple readings or hearings. In contrast, talk designated specifically as interactive, 

such as the examples of teacher-parent interviews, acknowledge the analytic availability 

of participant responses within the data. That is, participant responses are documentable 

within and through these data themselves.  

 

In summary, proposed differences between written and spoken texts, such as those 

reviewed above, are debatable. Both written and spoken texts draw on similar language 

resources and are important forms of school-home communications. Both work in ways 

that establish and maintain particular inter-institutional relationships. Despite their 

ostensible differences, therefore, written and spoken school-home communications are 

approached here using the same analytic resources. So, for example, both written texts and 
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talk contain various pronouns that work to position the readers, writers, speakers and 

audiences in particular ways, and can be documented.  

 

Because writing and talking are both ways of accomplishing school-home relations, the 

research methodology employed uses a multiperspectival approach to both the textual 

and conversational data, dealing mostly with questions of how such relationships are 

actively written or talked into being. This chapter proceeds by considering the particular 

research perspectives and conceptual frameworks that underpin this study. 

 

Part 2: Approaches to Analysis: Conceptual Frameworks 

 

This section commences by discussing seven research considerations that arise from 

approaching talk and written texts in the manner used in this project. The chapter 

proceeds to a discussion of various key tenets fundamental to ethnomethodology, 

conversations analysis, Foucauldian discourse analysis, critical discourse analysis and 

social semiotics, before providing a summary of the similarities and differences of these 

various approaches in the form of a table. The section concludes by providing a 

rationale for employing a multiperspectival approach to analysis for this particular 

research project.  

 

As previously argued, all talk and texts are socially constituted, whilst simultaneously 

contributing to the constitution of social realities. Indeed, according to Sharrock (1979: 

68),  “social life is linguistic, social reality is language and thought” (emphasis in 

original). Micro or local social practices, including texts and talk, are understood as 

actively working to constitute the macro social world of which they are a part. Detailed 

study of small phenomena, such as textual and conversational devices evidenced in 

school-home communications, may provide “an enormous understanding of the way 

humans do things and the kinds of objects they use to construct and order their affairs” 

(Sacks, 1984: 24). In this thesis there is, therefore, reliance upon examining the data to 

explicate the micro (local) organisation of textual and conversational practices. It is 

shown that the macro social world is enacted within and through local textual and 

conversational practices found in various forms of school-home communications. 

Consequently, the following methodological considerations have informed this project. 
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Research Considerations 

 

First it should be noted that the analytic strategies used in this project are not 

traditionally used to make generalisations. However, as Silverman (1993: ix) stated, 

“generalisability need not be a problem in qualitative research”. Despite finding a 

number of identifiable recurring textual and conversational features and patterns across 

various educational sites, this is not to suggest that such practices may be common to all 

textually and conversationally consitituted school-home relationships. Studies of 

ordinary conversation at the turn-taking level assume that “results are or should be 

generalizable to the whole domain of ordinary conversations” (Perakyla, 1997: 214). 

However, it is argued here that it is only with the accumulation of studies of 

institutional interactions such as school-home communications that comparative 

findings focusing on similarities and differences will result in the possibility of 

generalisability. As such, then, this project needs to be viewed as a collection of 

miniature case studies. 

 

Second, it is argued that no text, including this one, is ever finished. These analyses 

could or should be taken as but more readings, which could be analysed further, and so 

on, ad infinitum. Analyses are always partial and “limited to what can be ‘seen’ from a 

particular position” (Reid, Kamler, Simpson and MacLean, 1996: 98). Furthermore, 

textual and conversational analyses are inevitably subject to the problem of indexicality. 

This notion argues that analyses, like other social science materials, “exemplify the very 

phenomenon they would describe” (McHoul, 1982: 13). As such, then, the same 

resource, language, is used to analyse the data in the forms of written and / or spoken 

language. So it is that no claim is made here that these analyses are complete or 

exhaustive. 

 

Third, all social science is an ideological undertaking in that it reflects a particular 

world-view, opinions and attitudes. What can be seen “is necessarily partial, that is both 

incomplete and interested accounts of whatever is envisioned” (Brodkey, 1992: 297-

298, emphasis in original). As such, all research findings are particular social 

constructions (Packwood and Sikes, 1996: 336-337). Researchers’ biographical 

histories and socio-cultural positions are always factors in the analytic process. Thus it 
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is that “a separation between researcher-qua-researcher and researcher-qua-member is 

not possible” (McHoul, 1982: 88). McHoul (1982: 107) argued that “the sociologist 

doing ... analysis inevitably trades on his / her competence as a competent member in 

recognising the activities that s/he and a text, as participants to social interaction, are 

engaged in”. He suggested that two movements towards a central point can be discerned 

in this process: analytic knowledge becomes visible as ordinary knowledge, and 

ordinary knowledge is analysed. The ethnomethodological object of reflexivity is thus 

reflexively produced (McHoul, 1982: 99). Smith (1990b) supported this notion of 

reflexivity when she argued that  

 

the sociologist ... works as an insider, as one who is a practitioner of that 

organization, explicating and analyzing its properties as she [sic] knows and 

discovers them as actual practices. ... Such a sociology speaks of the same world as 

that in which it is written and read (Smith, 1990b: 3). 

 

The notion of intertextuality is also relevant to this analysis. This concept proposes that 

texts and talk selectively draw upon orders of discourse; that is, they draw upon 

particular figurations of conventionalised practices that are available to both producers 

and analysts of texts and talk in particular circumstances (cf. Fairclough, 1992a, 101-

136; Fairclough, 1992b: 194). Here I have drawn necessarily upon knowledges and 

understandings of particular conventionalised orders of discourses with which I have 

come into contact during my professional and parental experiences. The analyses of 

texts and talk included in this thesis thus recruit a particular member’s analyses, 

influenced by particular subjectivities and world-views. As such, meanings reside in a 

reality that I, as analyst, bring to the data. Such meanings undoubtedly influence my 

analyses (cf. Packwood and Sikes, 1996: 343). It must also be acknowledged that every 

analysis is only a partial analysis.  

  

Fourth, the question of a researcher’s pre-existing (cultural) knowledge regarding an 

event is a continuing problematic for ethnomethodologists. Moerman (1988) views 

transcript-extrinsic information as necessary in order to fully explicate conversational 

data. In contrast, many other ethnomethodologists reject what they conceptualise as 

ethnographic data (Nelson, 1994: 308), arguing that context can only be known from 
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what becomes evidenced within and through texts and talk themselves. The position 

taken here is that background knowledge can be acknowledged only if traces of it are 

found within the data. However, at times additional information provided by certain 

participants regarding particular events may make references to extraneous unnamed 

factors within printed texts or talk easier to comprehend and thus to analyse. So, for 

example, in one teacher-parent interview the adult participants talk of “problems” that 

are not explicitly named. The teacher involved in this interview had provided me with 

written comments consisting of background information about the students and the 

parents with whom she met and whose meetings she audio recorded during the official 

school teacher-parent interview night. She described the student in this instance as 

suffering from school phobia. With extraneously obtained background knowledge 

regarding the nature of the particular “problem”, then, analysis of the topic in this 

instance of teacher-parent talk was thus made easier. However, without such 

background knowledge in this case, the “problem” might not have been so precisely 

identifiable. Within these analyses, therefore, participant-provided background 

information was, when available rather than assumed, used to complement analyses of 

actual texts and talk.  

  

Fifth, these analyses elaborate on an earlier study of specific instances of teacher-parent 

interview talk (Keogh, 1992). Extracts from some of the interviews included in that study  

are analysed further in this thesis. In addition, other examples of the same and different 

types of textual and conversational events, originating in a number of different secondary 

school and or educational sites, are also analysed here. This research should thus be 

regarded as a continuing, but not final, exploration of some textual and conversational data 

that document the nature and constitution of particular school-home (teacher-parent) 

relationships. It will, perhaps, lead to further, and different, analyses of textual and 

conversational practices in the investigation of continuing inter-institutional constructions 

of educational social worlds.  

 

Sixth, the use of ‘naturally occurring data’ needs to be considered. ‘Naturally occurring’ 

refers here to printed textual and conversational events that took place in the everyday 

world; they were not formulated particularly for research purposes. This research uses 

naturally occurring examples of talk and written texts as analytic material resources to 
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document the constitution of particular school-home relationships. It might be argued 

that the school documents and events would have been written or occurred anyway, 

regardless of any process of collecting or recording for research purposes. However, the 

possibility of ‘the observer paradox’, the often unacknowledged but present direct or 

indirect effect of the researcher or his/her recording equipment on the phenomenon 

being investigated, must be conceded here, particularly with regard to the audio-

recorded teacher-parent sessions of interactive talk (cf. Romaine, 1984: 16-18). This 

would, of course, apply in any study using textual or recorded data.  

 

Finally, it needs to be acknowledged that, as with all ethnomethodological studies, it is 

not possible to separate theory from analysis (Wolcott, 1990: 7). Analysis is strongly 

data driven; that is, the analytic process developed evidence of the actual  phenomena 

documented within the data. There has been, thus, a strong bias against a priori 

speculation about the orientations and motives of the writers and readers of texts, and 

audiences and participants to talk, in favour of detailed examinations of the actual 

actions revealed within the data out of which the analysis developed (cf. Heritage, 

1984a: 243). So it is that the ‘topic’ itself is absolutely inseparable from the accounts 

given of it (McHoul, 1982: 7), and theory and analysis cannot be divided.  

 

The Analytic Approach 

 

Analysis proceeded in the following way. The data were first collected and interrogated 

to discover the detailed ways in which the texts and talk worked to constitute particular 

moral versions of the institutional memberships, and their inter- relationships. Analysis 

identified a number of practices and features constituting seemingly standardised or 

systematised identities and relationships. Such commonalities may partially account for 

the apparent mundaneness of the data, and thereby contribute to the assumed 

‘naturalness’ of teacher-parent (school-home) relationships. I am here concerned with  

 

‘showing and telling’ school practices in such a way that they are made strange 

enough to warrant a questioning consideration of their ‘naturalness’ and 

‘normality’, … so that they can be read as discursive constructs rather than 

presentations of ‘reality’ (Kamler, 1997: 371). 
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Examples of these analytic processes will be included and discussed in Chapters 5, 6, 7 

and 8. This chapter now proceeds to describe and discuss the main analytic perspectives 

used for this research project. 

 

Key Tenets of Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis 

 

In this study, school-home relationships are explored using analytic strategies that seek 

to understand social action as evidenced in institutional texts and talk. 

Ethnomethodology (EM) views the social world as actively accomplished and mediated 

through actual ongoing textual and conversational practices. Social interaction and 

language are thus viewed as “the building blocks of any social order” (Coulon, 1995: v). 

The analytic approach adopted here seeks access to the extended (macro) relations 

organising society through analysis of the micro-social, as evidenced in texts and talk 

(cf. Smith, 1987; 1990a; 1990b). Ethnomethodology provides a useful method by which 

school-home communications, both in print and conversational modes, can be analysed 

in order to reveal their constitutive accomplishments. It should here be noted that 

conversation analysis (CA) is a development from and thus a form of 

ethnomethodology, so the key tenets specified here equally apply to CA, which is 

considered in further depth in a later subsection of this chapter. 

 

Garfinkel (1967) both coined the term and was the founder of ethnomethodology. In his 

text discussing Garfinkel’s work, Heritage (1984a) defined ethnomethodology as: 

 

the study of ... the body of common-sense knowledge and the range of 

procedures and considerations by which the ordinary members of society make 

sense of, find their way about in, and act on the circumstances in which they find 

themselves (Heritage, 1984a: 4). 

 

Garfinkel had been influenced by previous phenomenological work of Edmund Husserl 

and Alfred Schutz, whose methodologies were grounded in the observation and analysis 

of mundane, routine, everyday life. The ethnomethodological perspective views social 

actors as accomplishing their social worlds through interaction, by means of a 
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continuous process of intersubjective adjustment. Social realities are, therefore, 

regarded as action in process (Garfinkel, 1967). 

 

Ethnomethodological studies investigate social life in situ, in ordinary settings, 

examining “the most routine, everyday, naturally occurring activities in their concrete 

details” (Psathas, 1995: 1-2). They explore the meaning of language in its specific 

contextual use, and as such are particularly suitable for the study of educational sites. 

When using this approach, method is inextricably linked to theoretical orientation. 

According to ethnomethodologists, the socially structured character of the world is “not 

exterior or extrinsic to [members’] ... everyday workings, but interior and intrinsic, 

residing in the local and particular detail of practical actions undertaken by members 

uniquely competent to do so” (Zimmerman & Boden, 1991: 7). That is, social worlds 

and social realities are constituted intersubjectively. 

 

Ethnomethodologists view social actions as meaningful for those who produce them. 

They search for natural organisations that can be documented through close 

examination of the texts and talk that organise them. Their interest “is in finding the 

machinery, the rules, the structures that produce that orderliness” (Psathas, 1995: 2, 

emphasis in original). At the same time, ethnomethodologists try to avoid pre-

formulated theoretical and conceptual categories when they approach data, but rather try 

to be led by the phenomena of study, namely, the data themselves. Language, in the 

forms of both print and talk, is the intersubjective resource whereby social members 

meet and accomplish their social realities, including constituting their institutional 

identities and relationships, and negotiating their relative positions within their social 

worlds. It appears reasonable, therefore, to obtain and analyse examples of naturally 

occurring texts and talk, originating in various educational sites, to investigate how 

school-home (teacher-parent) identities, subjectivities and relationships are actively 

talked or written into being (cf. Heritage, 1984a: 283; Baker & Keogh, 1995, 1997).   

 

Shared Understandings  

 

Garfinkel (1967) drew upon Schutz’s (1962) view of intersubjectivity. As such, 

intersubjectivity is viewed as “a practical ‘problem’ which is routinely ‘solved’ by 
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social actors in the course of their dealings with one another” (Heritage, 1984a: 54, 

emphasis in original). Each social actor’s individual subjectivity is thus unique, a 

product of distinctive articulations of historical, biographical, cultural, psychological 

and socio-structural practices. In order to make intersubjectivity non-problematic, and 

even possible, therefore, interactants need to assume a common knowledge or shared 

view and understanding of the social world as it is relevant to their interactions. 

Schutz’s concepts of two idealisations account for the commonly shared world which 

“transcends the actors’ private experiential worlds” (Heritage, 1984a: 55). The two 

idealisations are ‘the idealization of the interchangeability of standpoints’, and ‘the 

idealization of the congruency of the system of relevances’ (Schutz, 1962, 11-12).  

 

The first idealisation, that of “the idealization of the interchangeability of standpoints” 

describes a particular intersubjective assumption - the assumption by participants during 

interactions that if they changed places they would view each other’s worlds and 

positions with the same typicality. That is,  

 

I take it for granted – and assume that my fellow man [sic] does the same – that if I 

change places with him so that his ‘here’ becomes mine, I shall be at the same 

distance from things and see them with the same typicality as he actually does 

(Schutz, 1962: 11). 

 

The second idealisation, that of  “the idealization of the congruency of the system of 

relevances” suggests that participants’ unique biographical situations are irrelevant for 

the purpose at hand. Rather, they are selecting and interpreting objects in the world and 

their features in an ‘empirically identical manner’ during their interactions. That is, 

 

until counter evidence I take it for granted – and assume that my fellow man [sic] 

does the same – that the differences in perspective originating in our unique 

biographical situations are irrelevant for the purpose at hand of either of us and 

that he and I, that ‘We’ assume that both of us have selected and interpreted the 

actually or potentially common objects and their features in an identical manner or 

at least ... one sufficient for all practical purposes (Schutz, 1962: 12). 
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As a result of these two idealisations, social actors assume that they share a common 

world. Yet, during interactions, they have to engage in a continuous process of 

adaptation and adjustment in order to resolve any potential discrepancies in their shared 

perspectives. Thus an orderly common-sense world is continuously constituted and 

negotiated during the course of its interactive production. 

 

Ethnomethodologists understand this shared common-sense world to be constituted by 

orderly social practices evidenced in texts and talk. The task of ethnomethodologists is 

to investigate the recurrent practices found within members’ interactions that constitute 

their shared common-sense worlds, and make them orderly. Indeed, a fundamental tenet 

of ethnomethodology is that the primordal site of social order is found in members’ use 

of orderly practices to produce, make sense and render accountable their local 

circumstances. In this they “constitute these circumstances as a real-world setting of 

practical action” (Zimmerman & Boden, 1991: 6). Accounts are constructed in 

particular, selected ways, in response to and as reflexive components of the local 

(institutional and sequential) circumstances (Firth, 1995: 203). Accounts thus are made 

conditionally relevant (cf. Sacks, 1992: 657). 

 

Ethnomethodologists view all interaction as intrinsically organised and ordered. It is by 

means of this organization that “a context of publicly displayed and continuously 

updated intersubjective understandings is systematically sustained” (Heritage, 1984a: 

259). The task for analysts is to discover the social order, rather than to “impose an 

order based on a preconceptualized category system” of people or practices (Psathas, 

1995: 8). To investigate the ordered nature of the interactional constitution of the social 

world, ethnomethodologists undertake detailed studies of texts and talk to identify how 

features of social life actively accomplish the constitution of the social. Order is seen to 

be  

 

a produced order, integral and internal (endogenous) to the local settings in 

which the interaction occurred. That is, it was ongoingly produced in and 

through the actions of the parties. It was not imposed on them, nor was it a 

matter of their following some sort of script or rules. They were freely involved 

in that production and were themselves oriented to that production. What they 
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were doing was carrying out actions that were meaningful and consequential 

for them in that immediate context (Psathas, 1995: 17). 

 

Producing texts and talk are thus meaningful and consequential practices of social 

action. Sacks (1992), the first sociologist to adopt a conversational analytic approach to 

research, was instrumental in introducing the view that sequencing practices are 

important in the analysis of texts and talk. He also pointed out the ways by which 

interactants make mutual sense of their worlds by formulations of membership 

categories. Continuing Sacks’(1992) work, ethnomethodologists, have approached data 

by searching for sequential patterns of textual and conversational practices which 

elucidate the organisation of the social world. They have found that particular 

sequences within texts and talk are evidenced recurringly within different types of 

social interactions. 

 

The Ethnomethodological View of Context 

 

The relationship of text and talk to context is problematic. Within traditional 

sociological frameworks the term context has been used to denote social sites or settings 

wherein social relationships are achieved, sometimes known as the macro-social. 

Within this thesis, however, context is used in its dynamic ethnomethodological sense. 

From this perspective, context cannot be taken for granted, nor can it be seen as pre-

determined or independent of the participants’s own activities. Rather it is viewed as 

inherently locally produced and transformable at any moment (Heritage and Greatbatch, 

1991: 94-5). Context is thus enacted within the social practices by and through which 

members actively and mutually achieve their discursively constituted social worlds. 

This viewpoint conceives social realities as accomplished within and through particular 

textual and conversational practices evidenced within members’ social interactions. In 

this way context is treated as both the project and product of members’ interactive and 

discursive practices (Heritage and Greatbatch, 1986: 119; Drew and Heritage, 1992). 

According to Silverman (1993: 8), “participants in social life actively produce a context 

for what they do”. Social practices, enacted and embodied within talk and printed texts, 

are thus embedded within contexts which allow members to constitute and make sense 

of their social worlds (Lee, 1987: 33).  
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There has been much debate concerning the relationship between social structure and 

interaction (see, for example, Alexander, 1987, and Boden and Zimmerman, 1991). 

Following Silverman (1985; 1993), inter-institutional relationships and social structures 

are viewed here as located and constituted by the social interactive practices 

themselves. Thus social worlds are routinely talked or written into existence by 

interactants within and through their written texts or talk (cf. Heritage, 1984a; Baker & 

Keogh, 1995). Institutional contexts, such as the home or school, are viewed as ongoing 

courses of social action. Here social structures, including social institutions and inter-

institutional relationships, are understood to be contingent outcomes of participants’ 

practical activities. Members’ everyday work practices, evidenced in texts and talk, can 

be interrogated to document the ways in which they generate social structures. 

According to Mehan (1991: 79), such structures are often taken to be external and 

constraining upon the social situation and “not subject to change by individual actors”. 

However, analysts need to show that members actually work with reference to such 

‘structures’ in that “the practices can not be simply a researcher’s analytic device; they 

must be shown to be ‘members’ phenomena’” (Mehan, 1991: 79). Within the corpus of 

data practices need to be interrogated to show that social structures are members’ 

phenomena rather than simply the researcher’s analytic or explanatory device. 

Institutional contexts, from this perspective, are treated as “the contingent outcomes of a 

collaborative achievement between the participants” (Drew & Heritage, 1992: 61).  

 

Context is both reflexive and indexical. Reflexivity refers to the practices that at once 

describe and constitute a social framework. It is the feature of social action that 

presupposes the conditions of its production and at the same time makes the act 

observable as an action of a recognisable sort (Coulon, 1995: 23). Indexicality refers to 

the notion that words and expressions draw their meanings from their context. 

Indexicality points to the natural incompleteness of words. Words thus only take their 

complete sense in the context of their actual production; that is, they are “indexed in a 

situation of linguistic exchange” (Coulon, 1995: 17). Context is thus part of the social 

world that it shapes and by which it is shaped. That is, language is both mirrored by and 

constitutive of the social world.  
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The significance of any writers’ or speakers’ communicative actions are doubly 

contextual in that texts and talk are both context-shaped and context-renewing 

(Heritage, 1984a). Writers’ and speakers’ actions are context-shaped in that their 

contributions to an on-going sequence of actions cannot be adequately understood 

except by reference to the context. Their context-renewing character is directly related 

to the fact that they are context-shaped. Since every current action will itself form the 

immediate context for some next action in a sequence, it will thus inevitably contribute 

to the framework in terms of which the next action will be understood (Heritage, 1984a: 

242). 

 

Interactive practices evidenced in talk and texts are influenced by both situational and 

prelocutionary expectations that are a part of the assumed shared, commonsense worlds 

of interactants (Drew and Heritage, 1992). Such expectations can be linked to social 

factors that are either extrinsic or intrinsic to actual interactive events enacted between 

social members. Extrinsic factors include structural characteristics such as gender, class, 

age, race, and/or ethnicity. Smith (1987; 1990a; 1990b) argued that such features are 

normalised and rendered invisible within the texts and talk that actively mediate and 

organise social relations. Interactive and communicative practices thus accomplish the 

extra-local social world of which they are a part. Similarly, intrinsic factors also 

impinge upon written and conversational communications. Wilson (1991: 23) suggested 

that, whilst being context-sensitive, in that participants in interactions must be oriented 

to the context of their actions to use them competently, fundamental textual and 

conversational mechanisms such as turn-taking are also context-free, in that social 

interaction works through members using extremely general textual and conversational 

mechanisms (Wilson, 1991: 23). Adjacency pairs, for example, are sequential devices 

by which parties to talk may secure joint orientations to, and mutual understandings of 

the categorisations they are making (Hester and Eglin, 1997a: 10). As such these are 

“universally available devices employed by members in that work of construction” 

(Wilson, 1991: 26). Interaction can thus be analysed to exhibit the stable organisational 

patterns of action to which the participants are oriented (Heritage, 1984a: 241). The 

approach here, then, is to search for recurring textual or conversational patterns located 

across different educational sites in order to explicate the actual constitution of inter-

institutional relationships as evidenced in teacher-parent communicative practices. 
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Social knowledges and realities are achieved through particular textual and 

conversational practices that take place in specific sites. Realities are thus achieved 

textually and/or conversationally. According to Smith (1990a: 71), both written and 

conversational realities are, in effect, virtual realities. They become objectified factual 

accounts through the process of  “facticity” that she described as “a property of an 

institutional order mediated by texts” (Smith, 1990a: 79). Smith suggested that facts or 

knowledges are thus grounded and accomplished in a complex of ongoing actual 

practices and relations that carry the properties of the organisation and the properties of 

the relations of ruling of the greater social world of which they are a part.  

 

The extrinsic characteristics of the social order of the world of which they are a part are 

enacted through, and embodied within, textual and conversational practices found in 

inter-institutional communications such as school-home communications.  

 

The Organization of Social Interaction 

 

Two recurrent sets of rules have been found to be used in the organisation of social 

interaction: rules of courtesy, manners and etiquette, and rules of relevance 

(Goffman,1961). Such rules “constitute the frames through which a setting is defined” 

(Silverman, 1993: 49, emphasis in original). A frame offers certain identities to the 

participants sharing the encounter (cf. Strong, 1979). It seems that “encounters between 

people are always framed, and the framing endows participants with certain identities” 

Perakyla (1989: 127). As such, these frames embody commonsense notions regarding 

what is organisationally appropriate for certain categories or classes of persons within 

particular social sites such as schools. Frames thus embody particular expectations. 

Members orient to specific commonsense notions of relevant structural and 

organisational matters within particular social sites. It must not be assumed, however, 

that particular textual and conversational practices are merely functions of their 

institutional contexts. Members have to be seen to make these matters relevant for the 

occasion within their texts and talk. This is known as procedural consequentiality 

(Schegloff, 1991). Members’ orientations to structures must be warranted within 

particular interactive events evidenced in spoken and written teacher-parent 
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communications. Interactants negotiate their relevant identities and positionings within 

these sites, sometimes displaying evidence of subtle inter-institutional tensions and 

contestations. In this way practices evidenced within each site can be seen, therefore, to 

be context sensitive. Indeed, context can be as much a part of what traditionally has 

been meant by social structure as are attributes of the participants (Schegloff, 1991: 52). 

 

Issues of procedural consequentiality and relevance are important for ‘setting the scene’ 

in enabling particular institutional work to be accomplished. However, not all texts or 

talk written or said in some institutional context are relevantly oriented to that particular 

context (Schegloff, 1991: 62). Analysis must show that talk or written texts actually 

embody features that are demonstrably relevant to the participants and are procedurally 

consequential for the situated interaction on any given occasion (Schegloff, 1991: 57). 

In considering talk, it seems that in aligning their situated identities, interactants provide 

a working framework “which commits participants to the nature of the occasion ... and 

thereby provides for the presumptive hearability of utterances as relevant to the 

purposes of that occasion of talk” (Zimmerman, 1984: 219). Such practices, however, 

must be documentable within the institutional talk and texts themselves, and not merely 

pre-determined. 

 

Part 3: Analytic Method 

 

The analytic method used for the purposes of this project involves documenting both 

the membership categorisation devices and the sequential organisation of texts and talk. 

This chapter now proceeds to a consideration of key concepts that underpin these two 

approaches.   

 

Membership Categorization Devices (MCDs) 

 

Writers and readers of texts and conversational interactants position themselves and 

each other within certain social categories or classes within and through their talk and 

writing by using certain conversational and textual devices. Sacks (1989; 1992, Vol.1: 

113-125) called these devices membership categorization devices (MCDs), likening 

them to “inference-making machines”. He suggested that members position themselves 
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and each other within certain categories or classes based on their extra-local 

knowledges, and their knowledges gained from the use of particular prelocutionary 

strategies. Such understandings allow members to make inferences about what people 

are or should be like if they belong to certain categories or classes. That is, members 

come to associate certain attributes or activities as appropriate or ‘normal’ for certain 

groups of people. Some membership categories can be used and heard 

commonsensically as going together, such as husband/wife, parent/child, 

teacher/student, and so on. Such associations of categorisations or membership category 

devices are known as “standardised relational pairs” (cf. Silverman, 1993: 111-112).  

 

Sacks (1974) suggested that particular activities are expected and done by persons who 

are incumbents of certain categories. Such activities are thus viewed as category-bound 

activities. Cuff (1980), Jayyusi (1984; 1991), Silverman (1987) and Baker & Keogh 

(1997) proposed that expectations regarding appropriateness of behaviour in terms of 

category-boundedness also involve a moral dimension. Incumbents’ behaviours are 

interactively constituted as sufficient or wanting in relation to their particular category 

and social membership; that is, “categorization work is embedded in a moral order ... 

[and] the social order is a moral one” (Jayyusi, 1984: 2, emphasis in original). In texts 

and in talk, participants provide accounts that display possible findings about their 

characters and moral appearances. Texts and talk are thus morally implicative. In telling 

about the world, participants in interactions are thus also inescapably telling about 

themselves (Cuff,1980: 35); that is, they constitute moral versions of themselves and 

each other within and through their talk.  

 

Moral categorisations and or versions or accounts are actively written or talked into 

being in situ. Categories are collected with others in the course of their being used. This 

means that the collection to which a category belongs on a specific occasion is 

constituted through its use in this particular context. It is, thus, part and parcel of its use 

in that particular way. Its recognisability is part of the phenomenon itself. “What 

‘collection’ the category belongs to, and what the collection is, are constituted in and 

how it is used this time” (Hester and Eglin, 1997a: 21-22, emphasis in original). That is, 

membership category devices or collections can be regarded as locally produced 

achievements of members’ practical actions and practical reasoning. 
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One way of approaching textual and conversational data to document the ways in which 

members achieve social order is by using membership categorisation analysis (MCA). 

Such an approach “affords a way of examining how social structures are articulated in 

the talk-in-interaction of everyday life” (Hester & Eglin, 1997c: 157). This approach is 

used as one method to analyse the school-home communications obtained for the 

purposes of this research project, as demonstrated in chapters 5 to 8. Analysis of 

different modes of school-home communications reveal how moral categorisations or 

versions of parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood, and their relationships with each 

other, are textually and conversationally constituted within and though these various 

educational sites. 

 

The Sequential Organisation of Texts and Talk 

 

Simultaneously with identifying membership categorisation devices using MCA, the 

sequential aspects of texts and talk can also be analysed. When interrogating printed 

texts, the sequence of topics and ideas can be documented to see, for example, what 

might be foregrounded and what might be omitted. In this way it is possible to identify 

preferred readings and dominant discourses of practice. Similarly, with talk, certain 

patterns of lexical, sequential and structural practices, such as the use of particular 

adjacency pairs, can be identified. As such, particular sequences in talk provide 

evidence of how the participants are hearing each other, how they position themselves 

and each other, and how they actively work up particular interactive relationships.  

 

Categorial and sequential aspects of texts and talk are both features of social interaction. 

They are reflexively related and mutually determined (cf. Watson, 1997a: 73). Both can 

be analysed in order to document how and what sorts of relationships are constituted 

within and through school-home communications. However, in practice, these are so 

closely interwoven as to be separable only for the purposes of analysis. Indeed, 

 

the production of particular types of sequential items is informed by an orientation 

to the membership categories of the speakers, just as these items contribute to the 

categorization of the speakers. Social identity provides for a sense of the 
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sequentially organized talk [and text], just as the talk [and text] provides for a 

sense of social identity (Hester & Eglin, 1997a: 2). 

 

So it is that there is a difficulty in isolating the categorisation devices and the sequential 

aspects of texts and talk. The chapter proceeds to consider analytic features that are 

specific to the analysis of talk-in-interaction, using conversation analytic devices such 

as those described above 

 

Conversation Analysis (CA) 

 

Conversation analysis (CA) is “the study of the structures and the formal properties of 

language considered in its social use” (Coulon, 1995: 38). CA is one of the most 

developed and richest fields of ethnomethodology (EM). CA originated in the 

interrogation of everyday mundane conversations to see how the social world is 

constituted actively through talk. CA was pioneered by Harvey Sacks at the University 

of California in the period from 1964 to 1975. Sacks initiated the investigation of “the 

levels of social order that could be revealed in the everyday practice of talking” 

(Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998: 17). Sacks’ method of analysing naturally occurring 

conversational talk has now been extended to include analysis of not just informal 

instances of conversational talk, but also to interrogate instances of institutional talk 

such as that of classroom talk (eg. Mehan, 1979), courtroom proceedings (eg. Atkinson 

and Drew, 1979) news interviews (eg. Heritage and Greatbatch, 1991), job interviews 

(eg. Button, 1992), and doctor-patient interactions (eg. West, 1984 and 1990; 

Silverman, 1987). The basic tenets of CA still pertain to the analysis of institutional talk 

in that there is an emphasis on revealing the orderly nature of such talk through the 

analysis of sequential practices such as turn taking, and through the use of membership 

categorisation analysis (MCA) to identify of how participants position themselves and 

each other within and through their talk as institutional members. This broadening of 

ethnomethodology’s field of analysis has led to the realisation that “it is not 

conversation but talk-in-interaction that is the broader and more inclusive 

characterisation of the phenomena of study” (Psathas 1995, p. 2, emphasis in original). 

Drew and Heritage (1992) suggested that such applied ethnomethodology may use 
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Schegloff’s (1987) term ‘talk-in-interaction’ to refer to the analysis of institutional talk 

as the object of analysis. 

 

Institutional talk-in-interaction legitimises, naturalises and normalises particular ways 

of interacting (Schegloff, 1991: 61). It is within and through such talk-in-interaction 

that contextual realities are both enacted and embodied. Drew and Heritage (1992) 

suggested that four main dimensions of institutional talk-in-interaction can be 

interrogated to identify particular organizational arrangements: lexical choice; turn 

design; sequencing strategies; and overall structural organization. The key concepts 

related to each of these four dimensions are now summarised briefly, and their 

relevance to the analytic approach used to interrogate the data for this research project 

is outlined. 

 

Lexical Choice 

 

One dimension of the analysis of talk is the choice of words used by the participants 

during their interactions. For example, teachers may be heard to use technical 

vocabularies and/or educational jargon in school documents and teacher-parent talk, 

thereby establishing their position as that of professional, in contrast to the lay parents. 

In addition, participants may position themselves as members of institutional ‘teams’, 

such as a member of the school or a member of the family, rather than speaking on 

behalf of themselves as individuals. This is often achieved by the selection of certain 

pronouns, in particular their use of the first person plural (“we”) in contrast to the use of 

the first person singular (“I”). In institutional talk-in-interaction it seems that “one 

participant is often in a more powerful position discursively to constrain the actions of 

his or her co-participant[s]” (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998: 170). Particular lexical 

choices and strategies implicate the participants in positioning practices in relation to 

each other, and can be viewed as practices of power in action. As such, asymmetrical 

institutional relationships are actively talked into being. A productive approach to 

analysing the ways in which inter-institutional talk and texts, such as school-home 

communications, work is thus to document lexical choices.  
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Turn Design 

 

One of the first discoveries and foci of attention in the development of conversation 

analysis was that of the ordered sequential organization of turn taking. Sacks (1992), 

and Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974) demonstrated the ordered nature of 

conversation and other talk by interactants through their interrogation of turn-taking 

procedures as documented in members’ interactions. These authors emphasised the 

local character of the organisation of interaction, arguing that “conversation ...[is] 

characterized as locally managed, party-administered, interactionally controlled, and 

sensitive to recipient design” (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974: 696). Their research 

was foundational for CA because it revealed the systematic sequential or syntactical 

structures of talk that occur across different conversational sites. Participants display 

their understandings of the state of the talk for one another through turn-by-turn talk 

(Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson, 1984). They enact and display mutual understandings 

in the sequentially organised details of their conversational strategies. Such publicly 

displayed understandings are thus available for analysis.  

 

Conversation analysis has also revealed that conversation is organised so that only one 

speaker speaks at a time and that there are regular transitions between speakers. The 

transitions between the speakers are achieved in an orderly fashion, mostly without 

overlaps between speakers and without gaps between adjacent turns. The participants in 

conversation orient to these sequential features of talk in their conversational 

interactions. Such sequential features of conversation have been found to operate 

independently of contextual variations such as the identities of the speakers, the topic of 

the conversation, the site of its production, or the size or length of turns (Heritage 

1984a; Schegloff 1987; Mehan, 1991). In this sense talk, as has already been discussed, 

is both context free and yet also context sensitive. For example, talk can be viewed as 

context free in that certain conversational procedures appear to occur regardless of 

context, such as only one person speaking at a time, and simultaneously context specific 

in that particular turn-taking sequences appear to be specific within particular 

institutional contexts (Wilson, 1991). Conversation analysts study data to reveal the 

locally produced orderly sequential or syntactical structure of institutional talk.  
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Sequencing Strategies 

 

One of the most noticeable things about conversation is that certain classes of 

exchanges conventionally come in pairs, such as questions and answers; greetings and 

return greetings; and invitations and acceptances or declinations (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 

1998: 39). Talk-in-interaction is thus organised in such a way that “what is said at any one 

time sets up expectations about what is to follow either immediately afterwards or later on 

in the interaction” (Gumperz, 1992: 304-305). Most talk occurs within a framework of such 

paired linkages known as adjacency pairs (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973: 295-296). Pomerantz 

(1984) showed how the preferred / dispreferred status of second part adjacency pairs is 

signaled by particular conversational devices. So, for example, she documented that 

preferred responses were delivered without delay, whereas dispreferred responses were 

often preceded by hesitations or by weak agreement tokens. Analysis has revealed that 

there is a preference for agreement in talk (Sacks, 1987).   

 

Drew and Heritage (1992: 37) argued that the phenomena through which the 

institutionality of the talk is substantiated are most often sequential phenomena such as 

the use of adjacency pairs. It seems that “when a speaker produces the first pair of an 

adjacency type structure, they may constrain what next speaker may do in next turn” 

(Psathas, 1995: 18). Just who initiates new moves in talk, who tends to ask the most 

questions, and so on can thus be analysed to document who is setting the agenda during 

inter-institutional talk. In this way the analysis of teacher-parent talk, for example, can 

be interrogated to investigate the active constitution of structured interpersonal 

relationships. 

 

Overall Structural Organisation 

 

Investigations of institutional talk have developed from CA findings regarding common 

everyday talk. However, interrogation of institutional talk-at-work (cf. Drew & 

Heritage, 1992) has shown that although institutional talk-in-interaction shares certain 

similarities with everyday conversation, certain strategies may be used that make them 

different. Particular institutions and inter-institutional relationships are thus actively and 

differentially talked into being. 
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Particular features of social action and social relations are characteristic of specific 

institutional settings. For example, Mehan (1979; 1985) showed that classroom talk 

tends to follow a three part initiation-reply-evaluation (IRE) sequence initiated by the 

teacher: the teacher asks a question (Initiation); the student(s) answer (Reply); and the 

teacher then evaluates the answer (E). Similarly, Maynard (1991) identified a generic 

perspective display series (PDS) of three turn moves in medical consultations: the 

clinician’s opinion, query or perspective display invitation; the patient’s reply or 

assessment; and finally the clinician’s report and assessment. This cycle was typical of 

most of the diagnostic medical consultations he analysed. Researchers of courtroom 

settings (Atkinson and Drew, 1979; Maynard, 1984), student-counsellor interviews 

(Erickson & Schultz, 1982), HIV counselling sessions (Perakyla & Silverman, 1991), 

political speeches (Atkinson, 1984a, 1984b; Heritage & Greatbatch, 1986), and health 

visitor visits (Heritage and Sefi, 1992) have all identified particular structural 

organisations that are characteristic of sequences of talk-in-interaction in these specific 

institutional settings. Particular organisational structures in talk during teacher-parent 

meetings may be indentified through detailed analysis of such events.  

 

CA then, as a branch of EM, examines order as it is produced through talk in an 

achieved manner in situ, accomplished in and through the actual practices of social 

members. So it is that in such ways the institutions of home and school, and institutional 

identities of parents, teachers, and students/children, and their inter-institutional 

relationships are actively talked into being.  

 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis 

 

Foucault spoke of theory as “a tool-box of concepts” (Rajchman, 1995: 14). A central 

concept in Foucault’s theoretical tool-box is that of discourse. The details of talk and 

texts constitute particular discourses. Discourses are products of texts or talk-in-interaction 

(cf. Schegloff, 1995: 186). The term ‘discourse’ is used to denote “connected stretches of 

language which hang together so as to make some sense to some community of people” 

(Gee, 1996: 90). In its simplest form, discourse is “a linguistic unity or group of statements 

which constitutes and delimits a specific area of concern, governed by its own rules of 
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formation with its own modes of distinguishing truth and falsity” (Weeks, 1982: 111). As 

such, discourse is a social process.  

 

Foucault conceived discourses as “practices that systematically form the objects of which 

they speak. ... Discourses are not about objects; they do not identify objects, they constitute 

them and in the practice of doing so conceal their own invention” (Foucault, 1974: 49). 

Foucault’s theoretical framework can be applied to the analysis of discursive practices 

evidenced in sites of inter-institutional interactions. This perspective is of particular use 

when interrogating the active constitution of inter-institutional relationships such as school-

home relationships.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Foucault’s notion of power is fundamental to his approach to 

discourse analysis. The possibilities of who can and does say what and when are directly 

related to the social and institutional positions held by the readers and writers of texts, and 

the participants and audiences of talk. This concept of discourse emphasises the social 

processes that produce meaning in particular places at particular times. It is the task of 

discourse analysts to reveal “how it is that one particular statement appeared rather than 

another” (Foucault, 1974: 27). This is achieved through close analysis of the details of texts 

and talk. As can be seen, a Foucauldian discourse analytic approach can thus effectively 

complement methods of detailed interactional and categorical analysis such as EM and CA.  

  

Foucault (1980) argued that power is exercised in a capillary way across different social 

and institutional sites. He maintained that educational sites are subject to preferred or 

official discourses, and are also centrally involved in the propagation and selective 

dissemination of such discourses. He suggested that every educational system is thus a 

political means of maintaining or modifying the appropriateness of discourses with the 

knowledge and power they bring to them (Foucault, 1971: 46, translated in Ball, 1990: 

3). By analysing the details of textual and conversational practices evidenced in various 

examples of school-home communications using a multiperspectival approach to 

include analytic practices adopted by EM and CA, and Foucauldian discourse analysis, 

some aspects of the politics of mundane, everyday, taken-for-granted school-home 

(teacher-parent) relationships will be revealed.  
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In addition to the analytic approaches described above, critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) also provides some analytic techniques that can be implemented usefully when 

interrogating the sites of inter-institutional interactions such as school-home 

communications.  

 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a development from Western Marxism, and has been 

influenced by key thinkers and movements such as Gramsci (1971), and the Frankfurt 

School including Althusser (1971) and Habermas (1977). All emphasised the notion that 

“capitalist social relations are established and maintained (reproduced) in large part in 

culture (and hence in ideology), not just (or mainly) in the economic ‘base’ ” (Fairclough 

and Wodak, 1997: 260). Other perspectives have influenced the development of CDA and 

are attended to within their theoretical frameworks. These include discourse analysts such 

as Fairclough (1989; 1992a & b), French discourse theorists such as Foucault (1970; 1974; 

1979a; 1979b; 1980; 1991), researchers using systemic linguistics such as Halliday (1980; 

1987), critical linguistic theorists such as Fowler, Hodge, Kress and Trew (1979), social 

semioticians including the work of Hodge and Kress (1988), the critical work of socio-

cognitists such as van Dijk (1993), hermeneuticians including Maas (1984; 1989, cited in 

van Dijk, 1997), and the Duisburg School including the work of Jager and Jager (1993, 

cited in van Dijk, 1997).  

 

CDA sees discourses evidenced in language use in writing and speech as forms of social 

practices. Such social practices are implicated in dialectical relationships between events 

and situations, institutions, and the social structures that frame them. As such, discursive 

practices may have major ideological effects in that they help to sustain and reproduce 

unequal power relations between different social groups in the ways through which they 

represent things and position people (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997: 258). CDA thus views 

discourses as being both socially constitutive and socially shaped. 
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CDA is an approach that focuses particularly on the textual and conversational discourses 

that constitute “power relations in the institutional contexts of everyday life” (Kamler, 

Comber and Cook, 1997: 325). Dominant discourses of practice are identifiable by 

interrogating inter-institutional textual and conversational practices found in examples of 

different school-home communications. CDA is thus another useful complementary 

framework from which to analyse the textual and conversational practices evidenced in 

school-home communications in order to identify particular practices of power that position 

family and school members in relation to each other within their textually constituted and 

mediated social worlds.  

 

As has been discussed, this research project thus focuses not just on the details of texts and 

talk, using an integrated social approach, but also takes a broader perspective to show the 

social, political or cultural functions of discourse within institutions (van Dijk, 1997: 5). As 

such, then, this thesis implements a multiperspectival approach by using complementary 

strategies utilised by ethnomethodologists, conversation analysts, Foucauldian discourse 

analysts and critical discourse analysts to interrogate both the textual and conversational 

details and the broader issues of power as evidenced in school-home communications. 

Such a multidisciplinary analytic approach allows for moves between both micro-textual / 

conversational work and broad social formations (cf. Kamler, Comber and Cook, 1997: 

326). 

 

The above approaches to textual and conversational analysis focus particularly on language 

in the forms of printed and spoken words. In addition, some of the corpus of data includes 

visual and pictorial components. In order to interrogate these features, an approach was 

necessary to complement the above analytic techniques.  

 

A Social Semiotic Approach to Analysing Visual Features  

 

As well as using techniques primarily taken from these the above analytic frameworks, 

some of the data analysed here contain visual representations in combination with print 

that need to be analysed in order to identify how the documents work to constitute 

particular school-home relationships. For example, school promotional materials such 

as those analysed in Chapter 5 employ prominent visual features such as logos, pictures 
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and photographs in addition to printed texts. Such features must, therefore, also be 

considered for the purposes of analysis. In order to do this notions included in a 

“grammar of visual design” are used (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998). This 

approach can be viewed as comparative with the textual and conversational analytic 

methods discussed above, and is used to supplement and complement them. The 

methodology uses a social semiotic approach to visual analysis. The key notion here is 

that of ‘sign’. The visual components of school promotional documents such as colour, 

perspective, line, position and their forms are considered to be ‘signifiers’ of particular, 

culturally specific meanings. Members of any society 

 

have available the culturally produced semiotic resources of ... societies, and are 

aware of the conventions and constraints which are socially imposed on ... [the] 

making of signs (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996: 11). 

 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1998: 218) argued that “the visual as a mode of representation 

and communication displays regularities which are discoverable”. They suggested that 

printed documents present messages that are expressed not only linguistically, but also 

through a visual arrangement of marks on a page. To them, the layout of documents, 

particularly those that are multimodal, containing more than one visual element 

simultaneously such as blocks of texts, headlines, photographs, and so on, involve three 

signifying systems, namely information value, salience and framing.  

 

Information value is related to the positioning on the page of texts and visuals. Kress and 

van Leeuwen (1998) suggested that a page layout opposes left and right, placing ‘given’ 

elements on the left, and ‘new’ elements on the right. Simultaneously a layout polarises top 

and bottom, placing the ideal at the top and the real at the bottom. Finally, visual 

composition is structured along the dimensions of centre and margin, with the centre 

presented as the nucleus of the information, to which the other elements are in some sense 

subservient, and therefore marginalised. 
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Salience refers to the way in which layout “places the various meaningful elements into the 

whole, and provides ordering and coherence among them” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1998: 

200). Such meaningful elements include such features as, for example, the size of the text 

(larger visuals and text provide greater salience), the sharpness of focus, contrasts between 

strong and soft colours, placement in the visual field, perspective, and so on. Salience has 

both an aesthetic function and also plays a role in structuring the messages presented in 

multimodal documents. 

 

Textual features may be marked off from each other (disconnected) or joined together 

(connected) by the use of framing devices. Disconnection can be realised, for instance, by 

thickness or colour, and connection can be realised, for example, by the repetition of such 

features as colour or shapes. Information value, salience and framing all work together to 

structure texts into coherent and meaningful wholes. Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1998) 

notion of the triptych (see Figure 4.1 below) is useful when considering the layout of 

multimodal texts such as school promotional documents. 

 

Table 4.1 

The Dimensions of Visual Space (cf. Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1998: 198) 

Margin Margin 

Ideal Ideal 

Given New 

Centre 

Margin Margin 

Real Real 

Given New 

 

The layout of school promotional documents are similar to those identified by Kress and 

van Leeuwen (1996; 1998). The visual components of such documents are an analytically 

essential extension of the printed documents, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 4. Such 

features are viewed as signifiers of aspects of the school that are actively promoted as part 
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of the schools’ marketing and positioning practices. Again, such an approach, when used in 

conjunction with ethnomethodology, CA, DA and CDA, provides a more detailed 

knowledge of how school-home communications work to constitute particular inter-

institutional power relationships than would be possible using a single analytic approach. A 

combination of micro and macro approaches such as those specified above thus provides a 

rich and complex way of analysing the data. 

 

Summary: Mapping Theories of Discourse 

 

It is not argued in this thesis that all the above approaches to textual, conversational and 

pictorial analysis are, in fact, similar or interchangeable. Indeed, there are certain ways 

in which they are divergent. Silverman (1993), for example, argued that DA and CDA 

are different from EM and CA in that the former two analytic approaches possess the 

following three features: 

 
1. They are concerned with a far broader range of activities, often related to more 

conventional social science concerns (eg. gender relations, social control, etc.). 

 
2. They do not always use analysis of ordinary conversation as a baseline for 

understanding talk in institutional settings. 

 
3. DA [and CDA] work with far less precise transcripts than CA (Silverman, 1993: 

121). 

 
In order to highlight some major similarities and differences in the analytic approaches 

used in this thesis, a number of key perspectives associated with these different theories of 

discourse are summarised below in the form of a table. As is shown, the various approaches 

differ somewhat in the way they view some features of the social world. So, for example, 

the notion of context is approached differently by conversation analysts and discourse 

analysts. Conversation analysts deny the pre-existence of socio-structural features such as, 

for example, gender, demanding rather that their existence must be warranted within and 

through the actual talk. In contrast, discourse analysts assume that gender relationships are 

pre-existing and thus documentable within and through talk and texts. Both approaches, 

however, acknowledge the importance of considering power relationships. Similarly, 

context is viewed as interactively constituted by conversation analysts, whereas discourse 
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analysts assume that context is implicit within any social interaction and thus influences the 

way participants talk. Again, both approaches acknowledge the importance of such 

characteristics and are not, therefore, mutually exclusive.  

 

Table 4.2 

Mapping Theories of Discourse 

Theories of 
Discourse 

Ethno-
methodology
/ 
CA 

Discourse 
Analysis 

Foucauldian 
Discourse  
Analysis 

Critical 
Discourse  
Analysis 

Social 
Semiotics 

 
Key 
founding 
claims 
 
 

 
Interaction is 
an ordered 
achievement 

 
Discourses 
constitute the 
social world 

Institutions 
construct 
subjects as 
objects of 
knowledge 

Linguistic 
forms are 
constitutive 
of 
ideological 
positions 

Texts and 
talk 
constitute 
cultural 
signifiers and 
social signs 

 
View of the 
social world 
 
 

The world is 
orderly and 
constituted 
through talk 
and texts 

The world is 
interactively 
constituted 
through 
discourses 

Technologies 
of the self 
and regimes 
of truth 
constitute the 
social world 

The world is 
interactively 
constituted 
through  
discourses 

The world is 
interactively 
constituted 
through talk 
and texts 

 
Key Notions 
and Concepts 
 
 

Sequential 
organisation; 
membership 
categorisatio
n devices 

Discourses 
are both 
shaped and 
constrained 
by social 
structure 

Social 
regulation; 
disciplinary 
power; 
panopticism  

Discourses 
have major 
ideological 
effects; 
intertextuality 

Multi-
modality;  
information 
value; 
salience; 
framing 

 
Main forms 
of Language 
analysed 
 

Printed and 
spoken 
materials; 
both 
mundane and 
institutional 
talk and texts 

 
Printed and 
spoken 
materials 

Mostly 
printed 
materials, in 
particular 
historical 
documents 

 
Printed and 
spoken 
materials 

 
Printed, 
spoken and 
visual 
materials 

 
Concept of 
Context 
 
 

Context is 
realised 
within and 
through texts 
and talk 

Interactions 
are 
contextually  
situated and 
influential on 
what happens

Social 
institutions 
are  contexts 
that work to 
regulate the 
populace 

Institutional 
contexts 
influence 
positioning 
practices  

Context both 
shapes and is 
shaped by 
textual 
signifiers 
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Theories of 
Discourse 

Ethno-
methodolog
y/ 
CA 

Discourse 
Analysis 

Foucauldian 
Discourse  
Analysis 

Critical 
Discourse  
Analysis 

Social 
Semiotics 

 
Relationship 
of Language 
to Thought 
 

Language 
normatively 
writes and 
talks social 
worlds into 
being  

Language 
shapes and 
determines 
thought 

Language is 
related to 
regimes of 
truth that 
embody 
thought 

Language 
shapes and 
determines 
thought 

Language 
signifies 
thought 
through a 
system of 
signs 

 
How ‘power’ 
in language 
is 
conceptualised 
 

Power is 
written or 
talked into 
being, and 
has to be 
evidenced in 
the data 

Power is 
everywhere 
and enacted 
within and 
through texts 
and talk 

Power is 
everywhere, 
evidenced in 
regimes of 
truth 

Power is 
embedded 
within 
identifiable 
grammars  

Power is 
enacted 
through the 
inclusion and 
placement of 
components  

 
What 
Analysis can 
Reveal 
 

How social 
members 
manage their 
interactions 

The 
operation of 
powered 
structural 
constructions 

 
Institutions at 
work 

Social / 
ideological 
grammars 

 
Systems of 
social signs 

 

Differences in analytic approaches do not mean that they cannot be used in complementary 

ways. Despite some divergences, such as those discussed above, many key notions can be 

used selectively in complementary ways within the multiperspectival analytic approach 

implemented here. As can be seen, central to all these analytic approaches is the place of 

various forms of language in the interactive construction of the social world.  

 

The term ‘multiperspectival’ is used to describe the overall analytic approach used for this 

research project. This approach uses a number of key notions and strategies deriving from 

the different approaches to textual and conversational analysis discussed above. It is argued 

that despite certain divergences such a as those included in the table, by selectively using 

some of the key notions derived from each of the above frameworks, a more thorough and 

richer analysis is possible than by using a single analytic perspective. 

 

Within this thesis, then, I use a combination of analytic approaches, not based on the 

assumption that they are the same, or that they  
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can be integrated into a larger and more comprehensive perspective or that there 

should be a single standard for evaluating the methodological emphases of these 

approaches to qualitative research (Miller, 1997: 25). 

 

Rather, the combination of approaches used here provides the possibility of dialogue 

between these interpretive frameworks in order to provide an insight into the ways in which 

meanings are constituted and implicated into mundane teacher-parent relationships as 

evidenced in school-home communications. In this way it is possible to move between 

micro-textual analytic work and broad social formations. As such, this multiperspectival 

analytic approach is an original way to access an area of research that has, to the present, 

largely been neglected. A rationale for using such an approach is provided in the next 

section of this chapter.  

 

Using a Multiperspectival Approach to Interrogate School-Home Communications 

 

This research methodology uses a multiperspectival and cross-disciplinary approach to 

interrogate the data. By analysing examples of both printed texts and talk using such an 

approach, a comprehensive interrogation of inter-institutional language practices is 

possible. The use of such a combination of analytic strategies derived from a variety of 

frameworks in complementary ways represents an innovative approach to interrogating 

the active constitution of inter-institutional relationships such as teacher-parent 

relationships. Each approach has much to learn from the theoretical strengths of the 

others. Indeed, when posited in terms of the interconnections between both their 

differences and the common ground they share, a combination of different research 

approaches offers researchers a rich theoretical and political opportunity to re-examine 

the partiality of their respective views (Giroux, 1992:42). Such a multiperspectival 

approach opens up theoretical inquiry to a multiplicity of discourses and methods. 

Kellner (1995: 27) argued that such a transdisciplinary approach 

 

involve[s] border crossings across disciplines from text to context, and thus 

from texts to cultures and society … draw[ing] on a disparate range of fields to 

theorize the complexity and contradictions of the multiple effects of a vast range 

of forms  of … communications (Kellner, 1995: 28). 
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The approaches used here implement and extend Garfinkel’s (1967) documentary method 

of interpretation. This method consists of treating the actual appearance as ‘the document 

of’, as ‘pointing to’, as ‘standing on behalf of’ a presupposed underlying pattern. Not 

only is the underlying pattern derived from its individual documentary evidences, “but 

the individual documentary evidences, in their turn, are interpreted on the basis of ‘what 

is known’ about the underlying pattern. Each is used to elaborate the other” (Garfinkel, 

1967: 78).  

 

In order to capitalise on the advantages of such a multiperspectival approach, this research 

project, as outlined above, employs some of the key perspectives and approaches used in 

ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, and Foucauldian discourse analysis. Like Miller 

(1997: 24), I argue that “the microsociological insights of ethnomethodology ... and 

conversation analysis ...  may [usefully] be linked with the macro-historical emphasis of 

Foucauldian discourse studies”. By analysing textual and conversational features that are 

common to both the printed and word and to talk, and that produce institutional discourses, 

such as the sequence of events, categorisation devices and lexicon such as pronouns, it is 

possible to document how certain textual practices and discourses work to constitute 

specific social worlds and mediate particular interpersonal relationships. Such an analytic 

approach thus “examines together micro and macro, global and local” (Comber, 1997: 

391). 

 

In the following chapters, strategies of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and 

Foucauldian discourse analysis are used productively in complementary ways to identify 

practices of power at work through discourses evident in the linguistic details of texts and 

talk. Despite some differences, these analytic approaches are shown to work together in 

that each perspective stresses how social life may be organised within multiple social 

realities, and how the realities are socially constructed through our use of language. Each 

also emphasises the reflexive nature of accounts of social settings, realities and issues 

(Miller, 1997: 25); each, therefore, can provide a productive interrogation of the others. 

 

Heritage (1997) argued that the Foucauldian view of power inhering in institutional 

knowledge, classifications, knowhow and normative arrangements works well with the 
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conversation analytic view that it is created, renewed and operationalised in many disparate 

but interlocking facets of the organization. Both perspectives converge in the idea that this 

power inheres both in the knowledge, classificatory and interactional practices of 

institutions and their incumbents, and in the discretionary freedoms which those practices 

permit for the incumbents of institutional roles (Heritage, 1997:179). As such, then, these 

approaches can be used in compatible ways.  

 

Summary and Conclusion 

 

Having argued that both written and spoken texts can be approached using the same 

analytic resources, this chapter went on to outline and discuss some of the main tenets 

of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, Foucauldian discourse analysis, critical 

discourse analysis and social semiotics that have informed analysis of the data corpus. It 

has been argued that there was a need to adopt a multiperspectival and multidisciplinary 

approach to analyse the data for the purposes of this particular research project. It has 

been noted that theory and research practices are, in effect, inseparable.  

 

The analytical strategies and techniques used here have made possible the study of such 

inter-institutional relationships in a way which, 

 

connects the intensive with the extensive context of institutions, which 

combines the local episodic manifestation of power with social practices on a 

broader scale, and which shows the structural significance of micro-political 

practice (Gilbert and Low, 1994: 21-22). 

 

The methodological moves used were specifically aimed at identifying how particular 

textual and conversational practices worked to write or talk institutional memberships 

and inter-institutional relationships into being. The following four chapters analyse 

examples of the data collected for this research project: Chapter 5 analyses printed 

promotional documents; Chapter 6 examines examples of monologic school to home 

talk and a school letter addressed to parents; Chapter 7 consists of an intensive case 

examination of the initial talk evidenced in one particular teacher-parent interview; and 

Chapter 8 interrogates a number of other examples of interactive teacher-parent talk to 
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show how certain themes and discourses of practice were enacted within and through 

conversational practices originating in various state and private school teacher-parent 

interviews. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

PRINTED SCHOOL TO HOME COMMUNICATIONS: 

SCHOOL PROMOTIONAL DOCUMENTS. 

 

One way of analysing how inter-institutional relationships are established is to 

document textual practices evident in printed or written communications. According to 

Bloomfield and Vurdabakis (1994), printed communications are a vital way in which 

organisations or institutions constitute reality and the forms of knowledge appropriate to 

them; that is, they constitute institutional discourses. Many organisations, such as 

schools, are virtually dependent on paperwork. Atkinson and Coffey (1997, 45-46) 

suggested that school administrators and teachers are all routinely, and often 

extensively, involved in the production and consumption of written records and other 

kinds of documents. If one wishes to understand how organisations such as schools 

work, and how people work in them, one cannot ignore institutional members’ various 

activities as readers and writers. In addition to their record-keeping tasks, schools 

produce significant documents of other kinds, including a variety of sources primarily 

concerned with their self-presentation such as those analysed in this chapter. 

 

This chapter focuses on a number of examples of school promotional materials to 

document how teacher-parent relationships are actively constituted within and through 

printed school-home communications. Part 1 introduces the method used for analysis. Part 

2 describes and analyses a number of promotional documents originating from a variety of 

private schools, and Part 3 does the same with a focus on state school promotional 

documents. Part 4 looks at the issue of the commodification of education. It seems that 

there is a continuity of moral versions of schools, homes, teachers, parents and students 

textually and visually constituted across these various educational sites, evidencing Luke 

and Luke’s notion of a traverse of discourses (1995). As such, school promotional 

documents are “revealing documents in terms of encapsulating the discourses currently 

underpinning late twentieth century education” (Symes, 1998: 148).  
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Such discourses both shape and are shaped by the marketplace, reflecting education’s 

contemporary position as a purchasable commodity. The chapter concludes by arguing that, 

despite differences in textual and visual details, that documents such as these work in 

similar ways to constitute particular moral versions of the institutions of home and school, 

moral categorisations of parents, teachers and students, and their inter-institutional 

relationships. Textual and visual strategies are found to work in similar ways, producing 

similar preferred school-ordered versions of the right sorts of schools, homes, teachers, 

parents, students and children.  

 

Part 1: Textual Analysis 

 

Analytic Perspectives 

 

It has been argued that texts construct and reflect the world of which they are a part. 

Dorothy Smith’s (1990b) view that social organisations are textually mediated is adopted 

here. Texts are situated in and structure particular social relations in which people are 

actively at work. Texts thus enter into and order courses of social action and relations 

among individuals such as parents, teachers and students. The texts themselves have a 

material presence and are produced in economic and social processes that are part of a 

political economy. Textually mediated institutional discourses are distinctive features of 

contemporary society. They appear as socially organised communicative and interpretive 

practices that intersect with and structure people’s everyday worlds (Smith, 1990b: 162-

163). School promotional documents can be interrogated to identify how they make sense 

of their textually and visually constituted and mediated social worlds (Watson, 1997). Texts 

such as these “selectively draw upon orders of discourse - the particular figurations of 

conventionalized practices ... which are available to text producers and interpreters in 

particular circumstances” (Fairclough, 1992b: 194, emphasis in original). The school 

promotional documents analysed here are viewed as active in that they predispose readers 

to particular given interpretations (Watson, 1997: 95). That is, such texts evidence 

preferred (dominant) and dispreferred readings and discourses. It must be acknowledged, 

however, that multiple readings of and resistance to preferred discourses are always 

possible. Every text allows for these possibilities, depending upon the readers’ / analysts’ 

backgrounds, knowledges and understandings. 
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Symes (1998: 139) suggested that there has been a transition to a more image-based 

approach to educational marketing, and that this is at its most striking in the 

promotional documents and prospectuses that some schools are now producing to 

advertise themselves.  Schools promote themselves through a variety of impression 

management activities and techniques. School prospectuses provide summary accounts 

of schools’ immediate aspirations and outlines of their educational advantages and 

assets. Symes (1998: 140) argued that because of its sophisticated narrative, a school 

promotional document is more like an “advertorial” than an advertisement in that its 

value-adding process is discursive, tapping into a wide range of educational impressions 

and experiences. As such, discourses worked up in school prospectuses, for example, 

tend to be mapped in ways that parallel the educational expectations of its ideal readers, 

resonating with particular ideologies about schooling constituted within and through 

these documents. Such discourses might be viewed as evidence of style. Kenway and 

Fitzclarence (1998: 51) argued that style provides an impetus for markets, and can be 

understood as “providing tools for ‘constructing personhood’ – as a statement about 

who one is, and who one wishes to be”. As such, style can be viewed as a tool for 

constructing the identity of the school and marketable relations between adults and 

children. School promotional documents aim, in part, to provide information for 

prospective parents and students regarding the school in question. They also work to 

constitute particular versions of the right sort of schools and homes, and of particular 

preferred moral versions of institutional members such as parents, teachers and 

students, and of their inter-institutional relationships. 

 

School promotional materials range from glossy, professionally published information 

packages and brochures, to school desktop-printed materials. This chapter now 

interrogates eight school promotional documents aimed at potential parents and their 

children. The documents are viewed from an ethnomethodological perspective in that 

they are conceived as writing particular versions of institutionalised social worlds and 

interpersonal relationships into being (Heritage, 1984a; Baker and Keogh, 1995, 1997). 

These brochures were selected for analysis specifically because they were produced by 

a variety of school types - private and state, single sex and coeducational. The analyses 

provide a report of the major themes that arose in these exemplars of school documents.  
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As discussed in Chapter 4, the following analyses are a member’s analysis. According to 

Cuff (1993: 3-4), the basic difficulty is that an analyst is also simultaneously, 

irreversibly and irrevocably a member of the society being studied. To grasp what is 

going on, the analyst has to employ the self-same methods and procedures as any other 

member of this society. One problem, therefore, is how to move outside the world of 

commonsense while remaining irredeemably within it. This is a dominant 

methodological problem for studying the world from an ethnomethodological 

perspective as an analyst’s biography and cultural membership inevitably impinge on the 

selection of research topic, data collection and analyses. As such, analyses are always, to a 

certain extent, subjective interpretations of what is viewed and/or read. Reid, Kamler, 

Simpson and MacLean (1996) showed that researchers have different ways of looking at 

even the same events, and that this “may result in the privileging of one particular reading 

over others” (Reid et al., 1996: 94). An analyst thus views the world from a particular 

vantage point, meaning that what is seen is always necessarily partial, in that it is both an 

incomplete and interested account of what is envisioned (Brodkey, 1992: 297-298). 

 

This chapter demonstrates the multiperspectival analytic method used for this research 

project to document how particular versions of home and school, and school-home 

relationships were written into being in a number of school promotional documents. The 

analytic method aimed to address the main research questions specified in Chapter 1, 

namely: 

 

 What versions of the institutions of home and school, and of parenthood, 

teacherhood and studenthood, are constituted within and through these school-

home communications?  

 

 How do printed school documents and teacher-parent talk work to constitute 

particular school-home relationships? That is, how do the talk and texts work to 

position parents, teachers and students? How are their inter-institutional 

relationships organised? And how do school-home (teacher-parent) 

communications actively mediate and constitute the social world of which they 

are a part? 
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 How can these phenomena be accounted for? 

 

In order to analyse these school documents, I focused particularly on the following 

textual features: 

 

 The use of vocabularies and lexicon.  

 The textual ‘sequence of events’. 

 The use and layout of visual materials. 

 The establishment of preferred and dispreferred discourses; and 

 How the preferred versions of institutions and institutional memberships, and 

the relationships between these, are constituted. 

 

The promotional documents analysed in both Parts 2 and 3 of this chapter include a variety 

of photographs and visuals in addition to texts. These work, simultaneously with the texts, 

to constitute particular marketable versions of the schools. Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996; 

1998) social semiotic approach is used to interrogate the visual components of these data, 

looking particularly at their layout in relation to information value, salience and framing. 

The analyses that follow have resulted from close interrogation of the selected school 

promotional documents using the multiperspectival analytic methods described in Chapter 

4. 

 

The initial section of Part 2 of this chapter describes and analyses a promotional 

document originating from a boys’ independent private school. This is followed by a 

briefer analysis of other private school promotional documents, in particular those 

originating from two girls’ independent schools and a coeducational independent 

school. These were selected from 19 private school promotional documents collected at 

the 1993 Independent Schools’ Expo. They are all examples of elite private schools, and 

are representative of other available private school documents.  
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Part 2: Document Analysis: Ruling Class Schools’ Promotional Documents 

 

A Private Boys’ School Promotional Document 

 

A brochure originating from a boys’ private secondary school is examined first (see 

Figures 5.1.1, 5.1.2 and 5.1.3). The front cover (Figure 5.1.1) features the school’s name 

in a dark green strip towards the top. It overlays a distinctive school hat below on the 

left, and a piece of blank paper on which are resting a watch and a record book on the 

right. All three items feature the school’s logo. All items appear to be situated on a dark 

mahogany desk-top.  

 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1998) have devised a method of analysing texts produced for 

mass publication, such as the front pages of newspapers, using social semiotics. These 

researchers suggested that items featured at the top of such texts denote the ideal, and 

those towards the bottom the real. The layout of school promotional documents can be 

viewed in this way. The name of the school is displayed prominently within a green 

band, visually disconnected with the items photographed below by means of a white 

frame outlining the top. According to Kress and van Leeuwen (1998), the placement of 

the school’s name in this position signifies the ideal. Parents are expected, perhaps, to 

understand what the naming of this elite boys’ school signifies.  

 

Certain colours carry particular socio-cultural meanings for most people (Fishel, 1991: 

89). The rich dark green and gold colours in this brochure (Figures 5.1.1, 5.1.2 and 

5.1.3) suggest a certain ongoing affluence, stability, conservatism and continuity. 

Similarly the repetition of the school emblem and the inclusion of roman numerals on 

the watchface conjure up connotations of tradition. This is in keeping with Synott and 

Symes’s (1995) suggestion that school badges or emblems, because of their symbolic 

authority in the signifying practices of schools, lend legitimacy to certain conducts and 

capacities such as those specified within school promotional documents.  
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Figure 5.1.1 
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Synott and Symes (1995: 140) comment, 

 

the total livery of the school [here including its badge, watch, record book and 

hat] acts in both nominative and normative ways ... [and] ... represents a symbol 

of invariance, an emblem of educational values that stand out against the passage 

of time (Synott and Symes, 1995: 142-143). 

 

The “livery” of this school, connoting its exclusiveness and colourfulness, is dominated 

by rich dark green and gold colours. The dark green and gold colours featured in this 

brochure (Figures 5.1.1, 5.1.2 and 5.1.3) suggest a certain continuing affluence, 

stability, conservatism and continuity. Similarly the repetition of the school emblem and 

the inclusion of roman numerals on the watchface conjures up connotations of tradition, 

and a bourgeois attention to ‘tasteful details’. 

 

The importance of literacy, scholarship and learning are suggested and/or implied by 

the inclusion of the record book and the writing paper on the front page of this 

document. Potential parents, to whom this document is aimed, are positioned as 

presumably valuing the attributes suggested by this picture. The picture of the watch is 

repeated on two pages of this brochure, implicitly designating its importance or salience 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 1998). One possible reading of this repetition is that the watch 

signifies the school’s concern in terms of time to provide value for money. Another 

implies the importance of parents to act quickly to ascertain a place for their son at this 

elite school. The watch also works as a cultural signifier, indicating that this school has 

a past, a present and a future. It should be noted that although the use of the watch on 

the boys’ school pamphlet suggests the theme of time passing, simultaneously the 

pamphlet denoted timelessness in that the pseudo letter on the back page was dated by 

day and month (“Thursday, November 7”) but not by year. 
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Figure 5.1.2 
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The backdrop of the back page of this brochure (Figure 5.1.2) suggests, like the front 

cover, a mahogany desktop. Centred on it is a letter commencing “Dear Mr and Mrs 

Johnson”. At the lower right of the page, holding a green and gold fountain pen, above 

a letter printed on school letterhead, is a well-manicured male hand. The position in 

which the hand is photographed, marginalised at the bottom and lower right of the page, 

suggests that the writer, supposedly the headmaster (as specified in the text at the end of 

the letter) has just signed this letter. The headmaster’s name is printed below the 

signature on the pseudo letter. The presentation collages the symbols that call up a 

nineteenth century gentleman’s private study.  

 

The reader is positioned as potentially part of or aspiring to such a masculine, ruling 

class world. Kenway and Fitzclarence (1998: 54) suggested that choice of school “is 

more about parental ambitions, hopes and anxieties than those of their children”, 

arguing that education markets thus play a role in class formation, differentiation, 

distinction and mobility. Parents in a position to exercise choice are assumed to view 

schools as a means of obtaining particular positional goods in the class interests of 

themselves and their children. Readers could thus, perhaps, be expected to substitute 

their own names for those of Mr and Mrs Johnson here, reading themselves in as the 

addressees. It should be noted here that the family name “Johnson” is of anglo-celtic 

heritage, as is that of their son’s name “Michael”. The titles “Mr and Mrs” appear to 

preclude other professional expertise in that other titles such as “Dr” or “Professor” are 

not used. Single-parent families are not acknowledged by this particular form of 

address. The contemporary “Ms” address for women is not used either, textually 

endorsing a preferred traditional version of parenthood.  

 

The writer of this pseudo letter is making an explicit evaluative assumption in 

paragraph 1 that “All parents” agree with his first statement regarding the acceptability 

of their “rightfully” aspiring to give their child “the best education”, asserting that the 

best education is “the best start in life”. The writer textually constitutes a particular 

version of parenthood as one that wants the best. The signatory is addressing a 

readership that is positioned as agreeing with his statements regarding what the best 

might be and, it is implied, are suitable parents for this particular school. The document 
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is thus working towards the constitution of a particular preferred version of the school’s 

parents as potential clientele. 

 

In paragraph 2 the headmaster specifies the foundations of the school’s “mission”, as 

based on “traditional principles of education, Christian values and respect for others in 

the community”, none of which are elaborated or explained. (There is a strip to the left 

of the centre-fold that explicitly spells out “Our Mission”, as described later in this 

chapter. This is provided as the given (cf. Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998), and its 

repetition in the centre-fold and on the back page signifies the mission statement’s 

importance). It is implied that the readers understand and concur with these values. This 

is in keeping with the ethnomethodological view that social members share a 

commonsense taken-for-granted-world in terms of Schutz’s (1962) general thesis of 

reciprocal perspectives, discussed in the previous chapter. 

 

Importance is signified through the repetition of the terms “traditional” and “tradition” 

in this first paragraph (cf. Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998). The year of the 

school’s foundation (“1902”) is also included here. Such textual features constitute the 

school as a stable and established institution, one that has stood the test of time with its 

continuing emphasis on tradition and traditional values. The inclusion of the school’s 

year of foundation in this paragraph works further to demonstrate its traditionalist 

credentials, serving to join one generation of learners to another, constituting “an 

ideological and axiological constant in the fluxion of time” (Synott and Symes, 1995: 

143). Within this paragraph, the headmaster textually positions himself as a member of 

the school’s continuing institutional order by his use of the pronoun “we”, an order that 

has, presumably, continued since the year of the school’s foundation. 

 

The use of the term “nurtured” in the second paragraph regarding tradition is cohesive 

with the next paragraph that considers the school’s “caring educational environment”. 

The hand at the bottom of the page perhaps visually signifies the hand that nurtures. The 

school is thus textually and visually constituted here as being simultaneously pastoral 

(cf. Hunter, 1994) and pedagogic. Despite the possibility of addressing a wide audience, 

particular versions of acceptable parenthood are constituted here. Parents are assumed 

to value most, if not all, of the features specified. The text privileges a preferred reader, 
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one who values the characteristics specified in this document. The characteristics 

include “the best start in life”,  “traditional principles of education’, “a caring 

educational environment”, and “responsive[ness] to the ever changing needs of ... 

students”. 

 

The use of the pronoun “our” describing “students” in this paragraph is significant. The 

term “students” is generally associated with the school rather than with the home. The 

pronoun “our” is used in conjunction with the term “students” rather than with the 

possible alternative terms “boys” or “sons”. Here the school is signifying proprietorship 

of the students within a school institutionalised discourse, rather than including them 

within the discourse of ‘home’ or ‘family’. It is the school’s world that counts here, and 

the boys and their families are incorporated into the school’s world by the use of this 

pronoun. The use of the term “evolved” is also noteworthy in this paragraph. This term 

denotes a possibly slow but gradual and responsive evolution by this school from its 

moment of foundation in 1902 to the present, suggesting once again a certain continuity 

and permanence. This factor allows for the possibility of both tradition and adaptation 

to change. 

 

In paragraph 4, students are again included within the school’s order by the use of the 

term “our”. “Our boys” are thereby continuing to be constituted as part of the category 

‘school’ rather than ‘home’/‘family’ here. The school world rather than the world of 

home is foregrounded within this text. Parents are textually positioned as persons who 

are expected to support and aspire to the sorts of values specified by the headmaster as 

the school’s representative in the letter. Until the final paragraph, however, parents are 

not positioned as having any specific or direct role in supporting or taking responsibility 

for their sons. The school seems to have textually assimilated and recast this 

responsibility within and through this document. Students and their parents are 

subsumed into the school’s world. This document thus works in a textually imperialistic 

way. Homes are textually colonised by the school’s discursive order. Parents are 

involved as both readers and clients in this textually constituted school world. 

 

Also in paragraph 4, the headmaster promises to give “our boys” (not “your sons”) “the 

best opportunity to fulfil their potential in life and grow into mature, responsible 
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members of the community”. The best here is designated as “fulfil[ing] their potential in 

life” and “grow[ing] into mature, responsible members of the community”. The 

sequencing of ideas here is of interest in that “fulfil[ing] their potential in life ” appears 

before “grow[ing] into mature, responsible members of the community”. It seems that 

the writer, again, subsumes the readership as those who want just this for their children 

in a commonsense, taken-for-granted way. It is proposed as natural, and foregrounded 

in these ways, that no good parents would want their sons to become the implied 

opposite: immature, irresponsible outsiders. It is implied also that the boys are not yet 

mature and responsible.  

 

The use of the superlative “best” in this pseudo letter is of interest. Its salience is 

demonstrated in that the term is used three times in paragraph one, preceding the terms 

“education” and “start”, and in this paragraph preceding the term “opportunity”.  It is 

assumed that the readers share an understanding of what is meant by the term “best”, 

and are in agreement with it. In this way, readers are able to read into the text their own 

versions of the school’s aspirations for their children as being in keeping with their 

children’s “best” interests. The selection of attributions to educational practice detailed 

in paragraph 4 are comprehensive and inclusive: “excellence” in “all of our pursuits”, 

including “academic, sporting, spiritual and cultural” pursuits. A preferred school 

version is written into being. Potential parents are positioned as those who value the 

aspects actually specified by the pamphlet. 

 

Use of the pronoun “We” in the concluding paragraph serves a particular purpose. The 

writer, the headmaster, has positioned himself as one of the school team, just one of 

many who are school members and who are concerned with providing the items 

promised in the preceding paragraphs. In this paragraph “Mr and Mrs Johnson” are 

positioned as potential members of the school team. Specifically, they are positioned as 

the parents of “Michael”. Mr and Mrs Johnson signify any potential future school 

parents. Michael, in turn, could be read as signifying any potential future student. The 

use of specific names individualises the parents and student. Such a personalising 

device suggests that the school is interested in each and every student attending the 

school. In this instance there is no use of the depersonalising “Dear Parents” greeting 

found commonly in other school documents. The writer states that he “look[s] forward 
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to discussing Michael’s potential attendance” in this paragraph. This directly implies 

that there are still certain gate-keeping procedures that need to be undertaken prior to 

“welcoming you [the Johnson family members] into the family of [name of school]”. 

Attendance is thus not a foregone conclusion. It seems that it is the school here that has 

the right to the final decision regarding who can and cannot attend and become 

members of the institution. 

 

Use of the phrase “the family of [name of school]” seems to indicate that the school is 

partially subsuming the traditional family practices of nurturing through caring. 

According to Symes (1998: 138), “time and time again the notion of school as family is 

a feature of the promotional rhetoric of private schools”. The “Johnson” family is, 

however, here potentially to be welcomed into this school family category, thus 

becoming a part of the school’s institutional order. The parental home is positioned as 

an adjunct to this pastoral school (cf. Hunter, 1994). In this way the school is seen to be 

colonising home (family) space and responsibilities in a textually imperialistic way. 

That is, the document is textually establishing its role as that traditionally undertaken by 

parents, subordinating parents as partners rather than initiators of such practices.  

 

Clear demarcations of educational and socio-cultural responsibilities are drawn in this 

letter. The school positions itself as giving the boys “the best opportunity to fulfil their 

potential in life and grow into mature, responsible members of the community”. Parents 

are subordinated as aspirants and clients, being positioned as those who should merely 

“rightfully aspire to give their child the best education - the best start in life”. Other 

than that, no specific duties are directed at or specified for parents. The school is 

textually constituted, in this particular document, as the main agency through which the 

boys will mature and their futures will be produced. Parents and homes are textually 

positioned as adjuncts to the school, the traditional parental roles of nurturing their 

children being partially superseded by and subsumed into the world of the school. 

 

Having looked in detail at the front and back covers of this independent boys’ school 

promotional document, we turn briefly to the centre-fold of the document (Figure 

5.1.3). 
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Figure 5.1.3 



Chapter Five 

 120

The layout of the centre-fold is structured in the form of a simple, polarised, 

symmetrical horizontal triptych: Margin-Centre-Margin (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996: 

211), in which the centre acts as a mediator between the given on the left of the page 

(the school’s mission statement headed “Our Mission”), and the new on the right of the 

page (a bulleted section headed “The Features of [name of school]”. The middle part of 

the centre-fold, consisting of two-thirds of the total space, is a spread of captioned 

photographs of the school and its students, in the form of a collage showing various 

aspects of the life of the school. This section draws the eyes, and the two sections on the 

left and right of the centre-fold are, in effect, text in the margins surrounding the 

photographs. The three sections of the triptych are disconnected from each other by the 

use of different-coloured backgrounds.  

 

Closer analysis reveals that a particular version of this school has been produced by the 

usage of specific textual and visual signifiers. Within the top left-hand section of the 

centre-fold, to its right, there is a disconnected framed photograph of the headmaster, 

next to which are printed an extensive number of credentials that presumably relate to 

him. These ascribe the headmaster as being well qualified to lead such a prestigious 

school. The positioning of the photograph and credentials signify the ideal given (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998). Immediately below these is the school’s mission 

statement, positioned as the real (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998). Within this 

mission statement the school, represented in the present tense, is again textually 

constituted as being the primary vehicle or means for obtaining a particular sort of 

future. Many of the discourses that appeared in the pseudo letter analysed above 

reappear here in the mission statement. For example, the discourses of the 

caring/nurturing school; the provision of a comprehensive educational environment 

including balanced involvement in the academic, spiritual, sporting and cultural life of 

the school; and the goal of having the students take their places as responsible, 

contributing members of society are again included.  

 

One feature emphasised in this school’s mission statement is that of the school’s 

spiritual / Christian mission: the emphasis is on being in favour with “God and Man”, 

and the statement that “students [will] graduate as well adjusted people having a Godly 

purpose and goal in life” reiterates such a Christian perspective. The lack of precise 
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specifications of phrases such as “well adjusted” and “a Godly purpose” means that the 

writer and readers are positioned as sharing common aspirations for their children / 

students. Like the pseudo letter on the back page, the statement made is that it is 

unnecessary to spell out what these terms actually mean, such vagueness allowing for 

multiple understandings. 

 

On the far right side of the centre-fold, positioned as the new (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

1996; 1998), is a list of sixteen bulleted points that enumerate some of the school’s 

valued attributes. Each item consists of a noun and related descriptor or adjective 

embellishing the subject. For example, the boarding complex is “new”, the surrounds 

are “natural ... [and] close to the city”, the staff are “experienced and dedicated”, the 

junior school is “newly constructed”, the computer rooms are “well equipped”, the 

indoor sports complex is “modern”, the music centre is “excellent”, the drama and 

theatre program is “highly developed”, the class sizes are “controlled”, and the chapel is 

“beautiful”. There is nothing ordinary about this school as evidenced by the frequent 

use of such intensifiers in the language. Adjectives and descriptors are all 

amplifications. 

 

The centre spread dominates the centre-fold, taking up approximately two thirds of the 

double page. It consists of variously angled, sometimes overlapping, photographs in the 

form of a collage featuring various aspects of life at this school. This works rather like a 

storyboard for a potential video or television programme about the school. The 

photographs resemble a series of scenes, and each picture is accompanied by a caption. 

The textual captions contain various voices: the voice of a narrator (like a talk-over), 

and, at times, the voices of the actual students portrayed in the photographs. The 

captions for these are informal and chatty in style, emulating captions in a personal 

photo album. For example, the caption accompanying the picture of the boys playing 

rugby is the following: “’Spot the ball’. Strength in numbers as the boys pack into a 

spirited maul in one of the weekly ... rugby games”. Also, the caption accompanying the 

photograph of two students and (presumably) a male teacher purportedly working at a 

computer terminal, states: “The world of computers at your fingertips ...”. There is 

ambiguity in the use of the possessive pronoun “your” here in that it simultaneously 
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includes both the readers and / or the boys featured in the photographs within this 

visually and textually produced school world. 

 

Within the display of photographs the only mention of a female is contained in the 

caption accompanying the photograph of the boys undertaking woodwork: “’Look mum, 

a new kitchen table leg’. The manual arts course has given me the chance to take 

woodwork right through to year 12”. “Mum” is textually positioned in her traditionally 

appropriate place, the kitchen. Apart from this, feminine influences are absent from 

these photographs and captions. Two photographs, including this one, are captioned as 

though spoken/written by students featured in the pictures themselves. This one uses the 

pronoun “me”. The other caption using this device accompanies a photograph of a 

student working out with weights in the gym. Here the caption begins, “‘And after this, 

it’s homework next’”. This caption suggests that the words are being thought aloud by 

the student featured in this particular picture. This is followed by the textual voice-over: 

“The modern gym is a very popular place to practise the ‘healthy body, healthy mind’ 

adage”. 

 

Competition and achievement are emphasised throughout this centre-fold, particularly 

in the pictures featuring sporting activities. The nearest the captions get to constituting 

the ‘pastoral school’ in this spread of photographs is contained in the text 

accompanying the picture of the boys in the boarding house: “Some friendly advice and 

guidance from a dormitory senior proves a great help for students in the new boarding 

house complex.” Also within this brochure is a mix of the pastoral and the pastorale. 

“Caring” and “nurturing” are both specified on a number of occasions. The pastorale is 

particularly acknowledged within and through the photograph of a group of students 

sitting around a large open book, seated on the ground of what looks to be a riverbed in 

a natural bushland setting. This picture is accompanied by the caption: “Briefing the 

adventurers ... students and teachers map out a strategy to tackle another day’s trekking 

on one of the Outward Bound Adventure Courses”.  

 

The world portrayed in the promotional brochure originating from this boys’ school, 

both textually and pictorially, is a stable but responsive white, masculine, Christian, 

ruling-class world. None of the photographs shows a female or non-anglo-celtic facial 
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features. The captions, despite their apparent informality, feature aspects of life 

traditionally associated with the heritage of traditional British male ruling class 

boarding schools. Winning through competitive sports such as rowing or rugby (“the 

determined crew of the first VIII digs deep during yet another win”), individual 

excellence such as featuring a nationally well known school sporting figure, and school 

achievements such as winning the “Appeal Award for the highest fund-raising effort” 

and the school newspaper that has been “voted the best school newspaper in [the state]” 

are emphasised throughout the pamphlet. Physical fitness is emphasised (“The modern 

gym is a very popular place to practice the ‘healthy body, healthy mind’ adage”). 

Cultural activities are not omitted from this document either, with bulleted items 

including the “Excellent music centre” and a “Highly developed drama and theatre 

program”.  

 

This school promotional document draws on and constitutes a variety of discourses. 

Discourses of individual excellence and achievement coexist with discourses of the 

school as a caring community. Indeed, these two discourses are explicitly linked in the 

one bulleted point that specifies an “Atmosphere of care and concern with an emphasis 

on individuals and personal development”. Similarly, discourses of tradition are found 

linked directly to discourses of contemporary innovation, as, for example, in the letter 

featured on the back page. Such discourses are thus used in a way that complements 

rather than contradicts each other. The school also includes both the religious (the 

“peace and ... tranquil surrounds of ... [the] Chapel” and the secular, albeit with a 

military ring (“students and teachers map out a strategy to tackle another day’s 

trekking”). Such varying discourses might, on close critical inquiry, be understood as 

potentially incompatible. However, varying discourses appeal to a range of potential 

parents. Meredyth and Tyler (1993: 8-9) suggest that multiple discourses are common 

in school documents because, 

 

the modern education system cannot be understood as the (flawed) actualisation of 

a single principle .. [such as] equality, democratic freedom or self determination ... 

The institutions, schemas and technologies which formed the modern school system 

are ... more heterogeneous than this, supporting multiple and often contradictory 

principles.  
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The above textual and visual analysis of this school’s promotional pamphlet has 

revealed the following discursive and practices: 

 

 The name of the school, and emblemic devices, including the school’s badge 

and a watch, are featured from the front page, through the activities, to the last 

page, symbolising, in part, the school’s continuing adherence to tradition. 

 

 Literacy and the awareness of time are both indicated by the use of particular 

signifiers, namely a school watch, writing paper and a school record book. 

 

 The text frequently relies upon the readers’ intertextual knowledges to signal 

particular understandings, such as their understandings of such concepts as the 

significance of the school’s livery to signify tradition. There are texts within 

texts. Hegemonic readings are foregrounded as preferred. However, multiple 

readings are always possible. 

 

 The school order is presented as masculine, white and ruling class. 

 

 The preferred readership, and by extension, potential parents, are positioned as 

members of a traditional nuclear family. 

 

 The writer endorses specific parental values, such as those of aspiring to give 

their children the “best”, through the use of such adverbs as “rightfully”.  

 

 The readers of the pamphlet are positioned as in agreement with the particular 

values specified by the writer. However, descriptors tend to be broad (for 

example, the use of the term “best”), and therefore open to varying readings and 

interpretations, appealing to a range of potential parents.  

 

 This promotional document constitutes itself as able to provide continuing 

traditional educational principles simultaneously with providing for adaptation 

to change, again appealing to a range of potential parental requirements. 
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 The school presents itself as a nurturing institution (that is, a pastoral/pastorale 

school). The school promises excellence in particular pursuits: namely 

“academic, sporting, spiritual and cultural” pursuits. As such, this is not an 

open set of pursuits. Alternate pursuits are thus devalued or negated through 

their omission. 

 
 Potentially competing discourses are presented side-by-side as part of the 

school’s total market package. In this way a broad range of parents, with 

possibly differing priorities, are addressed as potential clients. 

 
This chapter now proceeds to summarise some textual features that appear in other 

private school promotional documents. It will be shown that, although each brochure 

tries to represent its particular school as distinctive, the end result is, rather, a set of 

general compatibilities. That is, such brochures work in the same ways to produce 

different schools as fundamentally similar institutions.  

 
Girls’ School Promotional Documents: Past, Present and Future: The Theme of Time-

Passing 

 
Similar to the boys’ private school promotional pamphlet described above, two high-

gloss, A4 sized coloured pamphlets, folded into six sections, originating from each of 

two different girls’ private schools, also feature diverse discourses. In both pamphlets 

the schools are textually and pictorially positioned within their socio-historical contexts. 

The pamphlets stress both traditional values and the need to adapt to a changing 

contemporary world.  

 
The front pages of all the private school promotional brochures obtained for this 

research project include the same features, namely the schools’ names, their mottoes (in 

Latin), their logos and, apart from the boys’ school brochure analysed above, a 

photograph of a group of uniformed students in a pastorale setting. “The Values of 

Yesteryear... in Harmony with ... the College of Today” are the headings of each 

section of the triptych featured in the centre-fold section of the first of the girls’ schools 

discussed here (Figure 5.2.1).  
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Figure 5.2.1 
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There is a fourth section overleaf on this brochure that early part of this century. 

Beneath this photograph is a section relating the early history continues the theme of 

time with the heading “Meeting the Challenges of Tomorrow”(Figure 5.2.2).  

 

The front sections of both the girls’ school promotional pamphlets (Figures 5.2.3 and 

5.3.1) are laid out in a similar way. Each is divided into a vertical triptych (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998), featuring three distinct sections from top to bottom. The top, 

signifying the ideal, consists of the school name, disconnected from the rest of the 

pamphlet in a separate strip or frame. In the centre are framed photographs of uniformed 

students. And at the bottom, signifying the real (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998), 

is text. Both pamphlet covers include their respective schools’ logos and mottoes. On 

the first girls’ school pamphlet the logo is centrally positioned right at the top of the 

page, signifying the ideal. In contrast, the emblem on the second girls’ pamphlet is 

superimposed on the bottom of the photograph. Both of the schools’ mottoes are in 

Latin. The first school’s motto is not translated, whereas a translation of the second 

girls’ school motto is situated below the emblem, positioned as the real.  

 

The centre of the front section of the first girls’ school pamphlet (Figure 5.2.3) features 

a coloured photograph of four current students, standing in what appears to be a 

courtyard outside a brick and lattice verandahed building, presumably the school. One 

of the students is shown holding a piece of paper, perhaps signifying the notion of the 

importance of literacy. The maroon-printed statement below (“A … Church School for 

girls providing quality education in a caring and Christian environment”) explicitly 

constitutes the spiritual / pastoral school. Below that, this time in black, smaller sized 

font, the text continues: “Educating young ladies since its establishment in 1901”, and 

below that: “Years 1-12”. The theme of time passing is introduced, this time textually 

rather than pictorially as was portrayed in the boys’ school document that used the icon 

of the school watch to document time passing, discussed previously.  

 

Beneath the heading “The Values of Yesteryear”, on the first page of the inner triptych 

of the girls’ school pamphlet (Figure 5.2.1) signifying the given (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 1996; 1998), is a photograph of the heads of two girls in school uniform, the 

sepia-coloured print giving them the appearance of having been photographed in the 
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Figure 5.2.2 
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early part of this century. Beneath this photograph is a section relating the early history 

of the school. The text is interspersed by another photograph of students. Unlike the 

private boys’ school promotional document, the nouns here tend to lack embellishment. 

The tenor is more formal and businesslike than that of the previously analysed 

document. One adjective that is used in this girls’ school document is the term 

“potential”. In school promotional documents such a term is often used in conjunction 

with verbs as enabling or providing opportunities for students to fulfil or reach this 

state. As previously discussed, the boys’ school similarly included the text  “Our boys 

are given the best opportunity to fulfil their potential in life” in the pseudo letter 

addressed to “Mr and Mrs Johnson”. 

 

The middle section of the centrefold triptych of the girls’ school pamphlet features 

“Primary School”, “Secondary School” and “Religious Education”, and section three on 

the right of the page signifying the new features “Computer Studies”, “Music”, “Sport” 

and “Debating and Public Speaking”. Again, discourses of academic and sporting 

excellence and the caring school coexist in this pamphlet. The traditional values, 

discussed earlier, do not preclude innovation. For example “A feature of the new 

Secondary Library will be an electronic learning centre with desktop publishing 

facilities”. 

 

The pictures and text positioned on the first third of the back page of the pamphlet 

(Figure 5.2.2) are a direct contrast to the sepia coloured photographs and discourse of 

tradition of the first section of the triptych, described above (Figure 5.2.1). The ex-

students pictured in this section of the document have taken up, in the main, 

traditionally male careers, such as engineering and joining the Navy. However, “A…” 

travelled as a missionary, so attending this particular school presumably does not 

preclude students from later following traditional female caring professions. 

Interestingly, the common traditional female careers such as teaching or nursing are not 

included among this particular cohort of ex-students. As with the boys’ school 

document, this girls’ school promotional pamphlet seems to exclusively address and 

include white, ruling class families. This is evidenced by the absence of girls of non 

anglo-celtic appearance in the photographs.  



Chapter Five 

 130

Figure 5.2.3 
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The final section of the pamphlet (Figure 5.2.2) concludes with information about the 

school’s “Location” within the continuing maroon coloured strip, and features a map of 

the school's geographical situation, its address, and a cut-out proforma requesting 

“further information regarding entry into Primary/Secondary School”.  

 
The first girls’ school pamphlet conjures up a school world both similar to and different 

from that constituted in the boys’ school pamphlet. Emphases on both tradition and 

innovative change are included in both documents. In summary, 

 
 The girls’ school pamphlet includes the name of the school and its emblematic 

device in a prominent position on the front section of the pamphlet. However, 

these do not figure repetitively as happens in the boys’ school pamphlet 

analysed earlier. 

 
 The themes of literacy and of time passing are signified within and through the 

texts and visuals included in both documents. 

 
 The girls’ school is presented as simultaneously feminine and feminist and 

ruling class by the inclusion of photographs portraying students in both 

traditional (‘caring’) roles, and in potentially empowered roles (working at 

computers). 

 
 A variety of pictures portraying different aspects of school life are included in 

both documents, appealing to a range of potential parents / clients. 

 
 Discourses of both tradition and adaptation to change are included. 

 
 The schools are presented as simultaneously pastoral, pastorale, academic and 

spiritual / religious.    

 
The second girls’ school promotional pamphlet discussed here also embodies the theme 

of past, present and future. The phrase “Academic excellence with Traditional Values” 

features twice in the pamphlet, demonstrating its salience (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

1996; 1998). Like the other girls’ and the boys’ school pamphlets described above, this  
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Figure 5.3.1 
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pamphlet consists of various sections containing photographs, captions and descriptions 

of the school. The front section of the document (Figure 5.3.1) contains a photograph of  

two contemporarily uniformed students playing stringed instruments, signifying the 

theme of cultural tradition. The scene is a pastorale. The school’s name and its school’s 

crest and motto are positioned above this photograph, signifying the ideal. The visuals, 

such as those included in this frontspiece, signify values such as continuity, tradition, 

high culture, excellence and pastorality. 

 
The first two inner sections of the centre-fold spread consist of a collage of variously 

shaped and sized photographs featuring life at the school (Figure 5.3.2). The girls are 

presented, both visually and textually, as familiar with and competent to handle old and 

new technologies. Traditional female pursuits, such as sewing, caring (through the Red 

Cross), as well as modern pursuits (the use of technology) and spirituality (the 

photograph of a student sitting with a Uniting Church Pastor) are simultaneously 

alluded to in this collage of photographs depicting school life. 

 
The third section of the inner spread, on the far right of the centre-fold of the pamphlet, 

consists mainly of text, disconnected from the rest of the page within a white ground. It 

is headed with the slogan “Academic Excellence With Traditional Values”, positioned 

as the ideal (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998). On the right-hand side of this page 

section, immediately below the slogan, positioned as the new (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

1996; 1998), is a photograph of a middle-aged female, presumably a teacher. 

Immediately under the slogan, and both adjacent to and beneath the picture, printed in 

black, is an introductory statement about the school. The school has places for both 

boys (“from pre-school to Year 4”) and girls (“to year 12”), and both day and  boarding 

places (“open to girls 10 years and over”). Another statement regarding the school’s 

“curriculum and environment” follows. Beneath these statements are four red-coloured, 

bulleted sub-headings: 

 
 Academic Excellence … 

 Academic Balance … 

 Career Options … [and] 

 Practical Christianity … 
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“Academic Excellence” is described in terms of students securing “tertiary places, many 

achieving outstanding success”; “Academic Balance” is described as “a comprehensive 

range of co-curricular activities…”; “Career Options” in terms of a course that “look[s] 

beyond traditional career stereotypes”; and “Practical Christianity” as “the practical 

application of firm Christian values for personal growth …”. As such, a positive 

descriptor accompanies each sub heading. Beneath these points, a text specifies the 

Church group to which the school is aligned. 

 

On the following section (Figure 5.3.3) three photographs depicting various other 

aspects of school life are featured. Unlike the previously described boys’ and girls’ 

school pamphlets, this document shows a number of teachers of both sexes with 

students. The teachers are pictured as either sitting or standing in positions that suggest 

their overt continued surveillance of the students. This school is thus visually presented 

as a regulated and controlled institution. 

 

The final section of this girls’ school pamphlet (Figure 5.3.3), similar to the previously 

described girls’ school pamphlet, features information about access to the school, its 

geographical location, and contact numbers. There is no map on this pamphlet. Instead 

this school has placed two further photographs on the back page, dividing the text 

regarding “Access” (by rail, bus and street) from “For further details and prospectus 

contact: …”.  

 

Once again, this pamphlet originates from a ruling class school. Despite its official 

rhetoric specifying a curriculum “look[ing] beyond traditional career stereotypes”, the 

document does not feature, explicitly, any non traditional female activities, apart from 

the students featured in the photographs of the computer room, and in the science room. 

In both these cases, however, the accompanying adults, who in the instance of the 

science laboratory is the figure actually handling the equipment, are males, as is the 

swimming coach. Only the teacher of Maths is female. Girls are portrayed undertaking 

predominantly traditional, female-oriented activities. The world portrayed within and 

through this document suggests the nostalgic values of yesteryear. 
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Unlike the two previously described school pamphlets, this third one portrays a number 

of pictures of girls with non-anglo-celtic facial features, perhaps depicting its 

multicultural composition. The uniforms are, however, of very British looking tradition. 

Most students are well groomed and neatly presented, although two girls are less neat in 

appearance, perhaps allowing exclusivity to co-exist with inclusivity, thereby 

addressing a wider audience of parents whose daughters possibly do not always appear 

perfectly attired or groomed.  

 
In summary, then, this girls’ school pamphlet, like the other two pamphlets, textually 

and pictorially constitutes a similar yet unique version of the institution. 

 
 The school name and emblematic devices feature prominently. 

 
 The importance of literacy (in both print and electronic forms) is featured. 

 
 The visuals and text are designed to appeal to a range of ruling class 

parents/clients. 

 
 Complementary discourses are included and emphasised as a marketing strategy. 

 
From the above descriptions of three single sex school promotional pamphlets, it has 

been established that certain recurring discourses including such complementary 

discourses as tradition and change, individual excellence and the school as community, 

and the pastoral and pedagogic school were constituted textually and pictorially within 

them. The remainder of this section of Chapter 5 now interrogates examples of co-

educational school promotional documents. Both originate from the same independent 

(private) coeducational school. 

 
A Private Coeducational School Promotional Document: Pink and Blue: The Colours of 

Coeducation 

 
A poster (Figure 5.4.1) and a promotional booklet (Figures 5.4.2, 5.4.3, 5.4.4, 5.4.5, and 

5.4.6) originating from the same coeducational private school feature pink hued 

backgrounds upon which the text is printed. The upper strip of the poster, positioned as  
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Figure 5.4.1 



Chapter Five 

 139

the ideal (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 1998) contains the school’s name. The outer 

borders of the booklet’s pages are dark blue, featuring a marbled effect. Separating the 

two predominant colours are narrow strips of maroon, and the sub headings of the text 

are also printed in maroon. Maroon is the dominant school colour, seen in the uniform. 

Neither pink nor blue features as a uniform colour. However, within westernised 

culture, of which the school is part, the colours pink and blue have connotations of the 

feminine and the masculine, respectively. Perhaps, therefore, the use of these two 

colours simultaneously within the document might be thought of as depicting visually 

the colours of coeducation. 

 

The strip at the top of the poster (Figure 5.4.1), signifying the ideal (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 1996; 1998), contains the school’s name, and the school’s motto. The main 

area of the poster is a triptych, consisting of three columns of print containing 

information regarding various features of the school. The centre column consists of four 

subsections: “Commitment to Total Welfare”; “Music”; “First-Class Facilities”; and 

“The Fellowship of Boarding”. It features no photographs. The left and right-hand 

columns contain photographs of the school pastor (on the left) and a photograph of the 

school chapel (on the right). The repetition of the religious connections of the school are 

thus foregrounded within both the text and the visuals.  

 

In the left column, under the heading “Coeducation”, the author of this promotional 

poster positions the school as offering “better educational opportunities” than can 

single-sex schools, specifically because of its coeducational organisation. Student 

academic achievement, as proven by “Our strong academic record” and the 

development of “social and emotional maturity” are specified as consequential to the 

coeducational environment, incorporating the “family environment based on Christian 

values” provided by the school. This school is textually positioned in opposition to 

implied other schools which do not offer such features.  

 

On the left of the front page of this same school’s promotional booklet (Figure 5.4.2) is 

a blue marbled-effect strip, at the top of which is printed the school’s logo and motto, in 

Latin. (Like the second of the two girls’ school’s promotional brochures, and unlike the 

boys’ school and first girls’ school brochures, this motto is translated in this 
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coeducational school’s document, on the second page). The centre and right hand three 

quarters of the page is divided into a triptych. The top section, signifying the ideal, 

contains the school name. In the centre is a photograph of students sitting on a well-

presented lawn outside a verandahed two story building in an idealised pastorale. 

Beneath the photograph, positioned as the real, is a text headed “Calling all parents …”. 

This is an open call to all potential parents, unlike the individualised closed call of the 

pseudo letter featured in the boys’ school pamphlet discussed above  (Figure 5.1.2) 

which specifically addressed the fictional  “Mr and Mrs Johnson”. 

 

Parental choice is emphasised within the text headed “Calling all parents …”. It seems 

that there is perhaps a ‘right’ parental choice of school here. This text addresses the 

right sort of parents, those who are assumed to share the same concept of the 

importance of choosing the “right” school for their children. Responsibility for such a 

choice is placed squarely upon parents, although “we” (the school)” offer help in 

making this “important decision”. The students, as in other brochures, are not made part 

of the selection of school process. The addressees are the sorts of parents who are 

textually positioned as those who “Naturally ... want the best for each of ...[their] 

children”. 

 

The use of nouns and pronouns is informative in this text. Paragraph one addresses parents 

directly in the second person, using the possessive pronoun “your” three times in 

conjunction with the noun “child”. Parents are encouraged to ascertain that the choice of 

school they make “is the right one”(emphasis in original). Paragraph two commences with 

the (unnamed) author using the third person, writing of “many families [that is, parents 

who] ... choose [school] ... for their son or daughter”. The author follows this statement by 

using the possessive pronoun “your” in conjunction with the noun “child” once again. Use 

of the term “child” positions the student textually within the category ‘family’ rather than 

within the category ‘school’. 

 

In keeping with traditional Christian principles, the parents being called do not 

necessarily have to be wealthy, and might indeed be subject to financial “concessions ... 

according to the family’s means”. However, Christian families do have “first preference 

in all enrolments”. Christian parents are thus explicitly designated as being the  
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preferred parents, and are seemingly assumed to share the school’s commitment to 

Christian coeducation, as specified in the earlier sub heading.  

 

In paragraph five of the message “Calling all parents”, wanting the best for one’s 

children is naturalised. The best is explicitly textually designated as being the choice of 

a “first-class Christian school for your children’s education”(emphasis in original). The 

school’s help is offered in making this choice, thus implying that such help might be 

needed. Parents who are aware of their responsibilities in making the right sorts of 

choices and decisions regarding their children’s educational futures are both explicitly 

and implicitly constituted textually within and through this document. The school’s 

version of family is constructed and foregrounded within and through this document. 

 

This school is textually constituted as a positional good. It is of interest here to compare 

the textually constituted ‘right’ sorts of parents in this text with those textually 

constituted in the private boys’ school pamphlet as specified within the promotional 

letter addressed to “Mr and Mrs Johnson”. The parents in the boys’ school document 

were constituted as those who “rightfully aspire to give their child the best education - 

the best start in life”. Such a statement implies that the “best start in life” is already 

there – theirs for the taking, although conditions apply. The parents of students possibly 

attending the coeducational school, in contrast, are constituted as those who “naturally 

... want” to make the right choice of school. Such parents, it is implied, would like to 

purchase an educational package “based on traditional principles ..., Christian values 

and respect for others in the community”. This coeducational school document recruits, 

shapes and interpolates particular parental moral aspirations, constituting the parents as 

naturally wanting the best; that is, parents are positioned as aspiring rather than pre-

positioned ruling class parents.  

 

“Christian Coeducation” is a phrase used repeatedly within this school’s promotional 

documents. It seems that such a practice is associated with caring and nurturance. Later 

in both the booklet and on the poster, under the heading “Commitment to Total Welfare” 

(Figures 5.4.1 and 5.4.3), the concept of “Christian Coeducation” is further explicated. 

Students are discursively positioned as consumers who are actively “encouraged to seek 

counsel” of the professionals based at the school regarding 
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spiritual, personal and academic matters. The school is thus constituted as being able to 

fully enact the duties expected of a family regarding the total welfare of students / 

children. The school can be seen to fulfil the role of carer / nurturer, acting ‘in loco 

parentis’ in effect. The constitution of the ‘pastoral school’ (Hunter, 1994) is thus 

enacted within and through this text. Such a caring and nurturant environment might be 

expected to undertake the duties of the traditional family, and, indeed, might even be 

viewed as doing so better than parents. Exactly what the features of nurturance and 

caring entail are not described. Family and school are discursively constituted as 

sharing the same intangible appreciations regarding what it is that constitutes “Christian 

Coeducation”.  

 

Immediately prior to the heading “Commitment to Total Welfare” in the booklet (Figure 

5.4.3) is a section headed “Academic Achievement”. In this section it is stated that “80 

per cent of our Year 12 graduates who apply for tertiary studies are offered placement 

each year”. It would be of interest to speculate on the ‘other’ twenty percent of the 

students omitted from this section. The next section is headed “Extra help Available”, 

stating that admission to the school “is not determined by academic achievement”. 

Support is available for both students “who need extra attention to help them attain their 

peak performance”, and for “the gifted” with the provision of “extension programs”. 

Academic help is implied, rather than help in other areas, such as sporting skills, for 

example. The students are textually individualised (“Each”) and normalised (“all”) 

within and through these sections. It seems that this school is textually constituted as 

inclusive, a range of academic student ability levels being catered for within this 

Christian coeducational school.  

 

This coeducational school’s advertising materials emphasise both academic (pedagogic) 

and caring (pastoral) features throughout the remainder of the documents. Various other 

sections are contained in the booklet, including those regarding “Junior Secondary 

Curriculum”, “Senior Secondary Curriculum”, “Sub-Schools Promote Student Care”, 

“[School] Bush Campuses”, “Extracurricular Activities”, and “Why Choose [School]?”. 
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As with all the other schools’ promotional materials described above, this school is 

represented as a form of substitute home or family. Various phrases and terms appear 

throughout the document which constitute the school as ‘caring’. The constitution of the 

school as caring is particularly evident in the section headed “Sub-Schools Promote 

Student Care”(Figure 5.4.5). The solution to this “challenge” of “being able to cope 

with the pressure of providing a modern education while also providing proper pastoral 

care for all students” is structural. The school itself is divided up into smaller, family-

like units, each of which containing specific “Heads” (father figures?) and other staff 

responsible for relating and caring for their respective students. Catering for the needs 

of students is, like caring, traditionally a parental duty. The section dealing with “Bush 

Campuses” (Figure 5.4.5) also features the school superseding traditional family 

activities or parental responsibilities for experiences beyond the classroom walls. 

Parent-child responsibilities and activities are made redundant in this text in that 

everything a traditional family can offer its children is available within and through the 

school. 

 

According to this document, under the heading “Why Choose [name of 

school]?”(Figure 5.4.6), parents have the responsibility of choosing this school as “a 

suitable school for your child”, although parents are directed to do so “only after 

considering all the factors”, the decision being one “which you [the parents] should 

make very carefully”. By the use of the second person pronoun “you”, all parents are 

addressed directly as having this responsibility. Parental choice is presented as a moral 

issue here. Parents are reminded that this decision has to be made “very carefully”. 

Once having made the decision to send their child to the school, however, the duties of 

parenthood appear to be taken over by the school. Perhaps the author of this text is 

implicitly suggesting that the school might conceivably be the main institution to 

undertake the traditionally parental duties of responsibility and care rather than the 

parents addressed in and through this document. Members of the school team will avail 

their professional expertise and service to any parent who “Naturally ... want[s] the best 

for each of ...[their] children” (Figure 5.4.2). A school such as this one, “Committed to 

Christian Coeducation,” appears to offer the ‘best’ in the form of a not fully explicated 

“first class Christian school for your child's education” (emphasis in original). The 

school in this instance is constituted as both a pedagogic and a pastoral institution,  
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virtually positioning the parents as obsolete apart from their duties of “naturally... 

want[ing] the best” and “Choosing the right school” for their children. “Wanting the 

best” and “choosing the right school” are constituted as identical to, or equivalent to 

each other in and through this particular text.  

 

This private coeducational school is produced discursively as inclusive rather than 

exclusive. Students of non anglo-celtic appearance are portrayed explicitly in most 

photographs featuring groups of students. Coeducation is visually constituted by the use 

of photographs depicting both boys and girls, the numbers of each being approximately 

equal. Students are referred to as “students” throughout the documents, not being 

differentiated on the basis of sex, apart from two notable exceptions. The only times 

that the sexes are nominally separated is when the school’s boarding facilities are 

referred to. In these instances (Figures 5.4.2 and 5.4.4) boys are girls are specifically 

mentioned: “there are limited vacancies for boarders in 1992 – especially for boys – 

and for boys and girls in 1993 and beyond” (Figure 5.4.2), and “The college’s 

residential section incorporates three boarding houses for boys and three for 

girls”(Figure 5.4.4). It seems that separate sleeping arrangements are “based on 

Christian values”. Perhaps such separate sleeping arrangements is what makes this, 

specifically, a Christian coeducational school. 

 

The school is officially non-selective according to either academic ability (Figure 5.4.3: 

“remedial help is available for all students who need extra attention to help them attain 

their peak performance”), or to financial means (Figure 5.4.2: “Some concessions are 

available for families according to the family's means”). School graduates are 

constituted discursively as “tak[ing]” their place, rather than perhaps being fitted for 

their place in the world, covertly producing this school as a ruling-class institution. It 

seems that “Young men and women who graduate from [School] are well equipped to 

take their place in the world, contributing in a responsible and creative manner” 

(Figure 5.4.3). Graduates of this school are thus implicitly positioned as having a right 

to a particular place in the world. The text thus calls up a distinction between a ruling 

class and a working class world.  

 



Chapter Five 

 149

Figure 5.4.6 



Chapter Five 

 150

In summary, analysis of the above two promotional documents originating from this 

private coeducational school reveals: the inclusion of emblematic devices and colours 

signifying tradition and coeducation; complementary discourses such as those of 

tradition and innovation, individual excellence and community achievements, academic 

and sporting success and achievements, and the caring/spiritual (Christian) ethos are 

included as marketing features, and readers (parents/students/clients) positioned as in 

agreement with the school’s version of their institutional world. 

 

Summary of Part 2 

 

Analysis of the above private school promotional documents has demonstrated a 

number of recurring features that might be understood as a traverse of discourses (Luke 

and Luke, 1995). For example, all the private school promotional documents analysed 

here feature their badges, mottoes and emblematic devices in prominent positions, and 

often repetitively. Their mottoes tend to be in Latin. These Australian private schools 

were textually constituted thus as similar to many British public (that is, exclusive 

private) schools on which many of them were modelled, signifying their imperial 

heritage. Traditionally, British public schools were established for the sons and 

daughters of the ruling classes, and emphasised values such as leadership and fair play. 

These school documents thus contain traces of their colonialist origins, as suggested by 

Synott and Symes (1995), through their depiction of their academic, sporting and 

cultural achievements. Such schools are implicitly separated from ‘other’ less 

prestigious schools.  

 

Within these private school promotional documents, the school versions of the world 

tend to be implied, and what are valued within these textually and visually constructed 

school worlds are often photographically presented or suggested rather than specified 

precisely. The visuals signify what are to be valued, and support the texts. Despite 

differences in detail, certain visuals recur across these different educational sites. So, for 

example, photographs of neatly presented, clean, uniformed, students actively 

participating in various aspects of school life, located in various school sites such as the 

gardens (signifying the pastorale), and classrooms, and libraries (signifying the  
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pedagogic) often feature within these materials. As such, these versions of studenthood 

might be viewed as value-added students: 

 

Those [students] with ‘face value’ … are those who lift the school’s academic, 

sporting or cultural performance and image, and those who conform to the 

school’s and the teachers’ educational norms (Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998: 51). 

 

In this way images of acceptable students function as commodities for marketing the 

schools. 

 

The documents analysed here all originated from schools with various Christian 

denominational connections. Aspects of Christianity and spirituality are also frequently 

included through photographs of students in or beside school chapels within these 

promotional documents. Such images of the schools implicitly suggest rather than 

explicitly designate well-ordered, conformist and regulated institutions. 

 

The private school promotional documents position parent / client readers as a group of 

like-minded persons; ones, it is assumed, who agree with the schools’ versions of the 

world. In this way the school documents constitute particular versions of parents as 

being those who would like to send their children to these sorts of schools. That is, 

particular moral versions (cf. Baker and Keogh, 1995, 1997) of parents are constituted 

within and through these texts in relation to these particular schools. Again these 

versions are implied rather than explicitly specified. Parents are implicitly positioned as 

those who will support the work of the school. At times the traditional parental duties of 

caring are subsumed into the world of the school. Like-minded parents are, however, to 

be welcomed into the school family. That is, they are positioned as being part of or 

adjunct to the school, rather than separated from it. Their duties of care and control are 

constituted as implicated within the world of the school rather than within the home. 
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A variety of discourses, presumably designed to attract a range of potential 

parents/clients, are included within the documents. These usually include emphases on 

tradition, adaptation to change, academic and sporting excellence, a caring environment, 

well-kept surroundings, and uniformed students. Various contrasting discourses work in 

complementary ways, offering ranges of educational attributes for the benefit of 

students. Potential parents/clients are invited to buy into total educational packages to 

ensure their children’s future success; a future that can be enabled and purchased by 

choosing to send their children to attend these particular schools. 

 

From analysis of promotional documents such as those described above, therefore, it 

seems that different private schools are presented in similar ways to a broad range of 

potential clients. Texts and visuals suggest rather than assert regulation, conformity and 

uniformity. They depict a comparable range of potential achievements. The schools are 

discursively produced as regulated but flexible institutions, designed to cater for a range 

of like-thinking parental clients. Despite attempting to specify aspects unique to each 

school, It seems that similar features are highlighted in comparable textual and visual 

ways by all the private school documents analysed here. The major difference tends to 

be in the details of the mottoes, badges and uniforms featured by each school. The 

private schools’ promotional documents thus can be seen to constitute, overall, 

somewhat similar, indeed ‘uniform’ institutions. Such institutions can be seen from 

within their socio-historical contexts; that is, such schools can be viewed as institutions 

of social regulation and control cast in terms of traditional, class-based activities and 

demeanour. Students attending these schools are textually positioned as those who will, 

in future years, be leaders rather than followers. 

 

School promotional documents, such as those discussed in this chapter, may be read as 

one of many “impression management” devices adopted by schools to attract potential 

clients (Fitzclarence and Kenway, 1998: 50). As discussed in Chapter 2, increased 

marketing of education has had a conservative effect on schooling. Analysis of the 

private school promotional documents, discussed above, has shown that mostly 

traditional images of the schools have been adopted as marketing features. Part 3 of this 

chapter proceeds to examine examples of promotional documents originating from four 

state high schools to ascertain whether or not Fitzclarence and Kenway’s (1998: 54) 
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contention that state schools model themselves on schools perceived to be “better”, such 

as those discussed above, is supported. Textual and visual features are again analysed to 

show what sorts of versions of the schools and school personnel, parents and students 

are textually constituted, and how such categories are positioned within and through 

these documents. These are compared and contrasted with those identified through 

analysis of the private school promotional documents described in Part 2 of this chapter. 

 

Part 3: Document Analysis: State School Promotional Documents: The Textual 

Explication of Marketable Discipline 

  

Private schools such as those discussed above are all fee-paying; in contrast, state 

schools are not. Despite this, parental choice is an element associated with student 

attendance at state schools as well as private schools. State school promotional 

brochures, such as those analysed here, make this clear. These four state school 

promotional documents were collected in the period 1992 to 1993. Three were collected 

from the waiting areas of the Administration buildings of these schools, and the fourth 

was handed directly to me by the Principal of that particular school, who told me that 

they had recently been delivered to all addresses in the school’s immediate catchment 

area specifically to attract new students. The difficulties associated with collecting data 

from state schools has previously been discussed, in Chapter 3. These were the only 

promotional documents I was able to obtain from the 29 state schools. As such, all three 

have been analysed in full, to compare and contrast them with the private school 

promotional documents analysed above. 

 

Analysis of the four state school promotional documents shows the similarity of their 

formats. Indeed, they could have been produced by the same advertising agency in that 

their contents and structure seem to conform to a formula. This can be highlighted by an 

examination of the four pamphlets simultaneously, page by page, starting by analysing 

their front covers (Figures 5.5.1, 5.6.1, 5.7.1 and 5.8.1). 

 

All four covers feature the schools’ names, emblems (badges) and mottoes, all in 

English rather than Latin, but specifying the traditional values of achieving, learning,  

Figure 5.5.1 
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and striving, and a photograph of an outside view of the school. The photographs 

featured on the front covers of schools 1, 2 and 3 (Figures 5.5.1, 5.6.1 and 5.7.1) feature 

groups of both male and female students wearing their school uniforms. The fourth  

school cover (Figure 5.8.1) features an photograph of the front of a school building 

labeled “Administration” and omits any students. There is an open door to this building 

at the end of a path running through well-kept gardens. It is as though the path is 

actively leading readers as prospective clients (students and their parents) into this 

building. 

 

The students in the photographs presented on the front of the first three state school 

brochures are presented as well behaved, regulated and conformist. The school mottoes, 

specified in English rather than in Latin as was the case for all the previously analysed 

private schools, specify behaviours that may well have originated during 

modern/industrial times. As such, these identify the schools’ traditional function of 

producing ‘good workers’ for the future nation are exemplified in the mottoes 

“Learning for Living” (Figure 5.5.1), “Strive to Understand” (Figure 5.6.1) “Achieve 

with Dignity” (Figure 5.7.1) and “Diligence and Integrity” (Figure 5.8.1). The front 

covers all suggest the pastorale. Despite differences in details, the versions of these state 

schools that are textually and visually constituted on these front covers of these 

promotional documents appear almost to be mirror images of those found in the private 

school documents such as those analysed above.  

 

The back covers are also produced in an almost formulaic way. The major topic 

featured on these pages, both textually and visually, is that of the schools’ uniforms. 

Perhaps recurring inclusion of this feature of schools is because they are associated with 

“a tradition of schooling that emphasises discipline and sound behaviour principles, of 

which care and management of a smart uniform are seen as important indices” (Symes, 

1998: 144). In these instances, photographs of students, mostly standing, wearing 

different combinations of the correct uniform are placed above textual information 

regarding the school uniform requirements.  
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Such requirements are, at times, specified very explicitly as, for example, in the 

following: (Figure 5.5.2): 

 

Senior Dress Uniform (Years 11 and 12) 

GIRLS: 4 gored navy skirt (just below knee length)  

 

In this same document, “Uniform Requirements” are highlighted by being placed within 

a separate box with a white background. The requirements included in this box are of 

particular interest, in that the rationale for placing such an emphasis on the wearing of 

the correct uniform are herein specified: 

 

The Parents’ and Citizens’ Association has decided that [name of school] will 

be a ‘uniform’ school for all students 

 

The ambiguous meaning of the term ‘uniform’ here is noteworthy. There is a play on 

the word in the form of the noun (the uniform) and the adjective (uniform meaning ‘the 

same’). Regulation through uniformity is the message here. The text continues (Figure 

5.5.2): 

The wearing of a school uniform is an important factor in developing a healthy 

school tone, pride in the school and pride in oneself ... 

 

An almost identical statement appears in the second state school document, under the 

heading “School Uniform Details”  (Figure 5.6.2) where it is stated that:  

 

The wearing of the uniform is an important part of the development of a healthy 

school tone and all students are encouraged to wear the uniform with pride” 

 

A similar statement is included under the heading “Uniforms” on the fourth school 

document in Figure 5.8.2. In this instance the school’s Parents and Citizen’s 

Association is cited as the source of the uniform regulations. Here it is stated that:  

 

The [name of school] Parents and Citizens Association has decided that this 

should be a uniform school. It maintains that the wearing of a uniform helps 
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create an identity for the school, fosters good school morale and engenders high 

self esteem in the students… 

 

Such statements present uniforms and uniformity as signifying pride in the school and 

pride in oneself. It is assumed that student appearance symbolises their internal state. 

“Like the purchased object, the body can be made a sign of the individual’s 

accomplishments, talents, capacities and character” (Finkelstein, 1991: 4). A correctly 

uniformed body signifies a correctly regulated self (cf. Symes and Meadmore, 1996). 

The uniformed therefore disciplined student body, as signified by the wearing of school 

uniforms, is thus textually and visually constituted within and through these documents. 

Wearing the uniform with pride was not even an issue in the private school promotional 

documents analysed above. Neither were “good school morale” nor “high self esteem in 

students”. Unlike the state school documents, it seems that such features were taken for 

granted by those particular private schools. 

 

Kenway and Fitzclarence (1998: 52) suggest that “most schools are obsessed with 

students’ appearance and the uniform is a central feature of this obsession”. This 

certainly seems to be supported by the emphasis on uniforms included within these 

three state school promotional documents. The continued inclusion of strong directives 

regarding uniforms within these state school promotional documents is of particular 

interest at the present time. Traditionally in Queensland state schools, uniforms have 

been supported, but the wearing of them has not been legally enforceable. That is, the 

wearing of school uniforms has been a convention rather than a requirement in 

Queensland state schools. Recently this issue has come to the attention of the public 

since a parent of a student attending one particular Queensland state high school 

brought this fact to the attention of the media. He contacted the State Ombudsman 

regarding this issue when his daughter’s school attempted to exclude her for not 

wearing its uniform. As a result of this,  

 

The Opposition plans to introduce a private members’ bill giving principals the 

legal right to enforce dress codes in schools [and] Education Minister Dean Wells 

… vowed to tackle the issue and will address the Parliament when it resumes (The 

Courier Mail, 28 January 1999: 1).  
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The issue of the wearing of uniforms in state schools continues, thus, to remain 

contentious.  

 

Nothing in the private school promotional texts compared to the high degree of 

explicitness of directives regarding uniform contained in the state school promotional 

documents. Unlike the private school documents, wherein parents / readers are 

implicitly positioned as like-minded in terms of sharing the schools’ values, parents of 

state school students are positioned as not necessarily sharing, or even knowing, about 

the schools’ value systems. These have to be explicitly pointed out. Parents learn 

exactly how to be acceptable parents by means of the precise specifications regarding 

requirements included in these documents. It seems that these parents, as well as 

students, need regulation.  

 

As well as information regarding uniforms, state schools 1 and 2 (Figures 5.5.2 and 

5.6.2) include information regarding safety requirements. These relate further to 

uniform requirements. Such requirements are stated as based on Department of 

Education regulations. An authority overseeing the school is inveighed in order to 

authorise these uniform requirements. It is through such means that state regulations 

enter and colonise school and thus home space. That is, state school promotional 

documents, such as those analysed here, might be viewed as one means by which the 

norms of the state are conveyed into the private sphere of home, “making it hard to 

distinguish the family from the disciplinary continuum of … social apparatuses” such as 

schools (Donzelot, 1979: 227).  

 

State schools 3 and 4 (Figures 5.7.2 and 5.8.2) also include sections on their last pages 

that specify “Parental Involvement”. This is an item not explicitly mentioned in any of 

the previously analysed private school promotional documents. Apparently there are 

particular ways of becoming involved as parents of students at these state schools, and 

these need to be specified. Both these state school documents provide details of the 

schools’ P & C (Parents and Citizens Associations) times and places of meetings. Both 

also cover the roles of Parent Volunteers. Such information brings parents physically 

into the space of the school, and in that sense their ‘involvement’ is regulated.  
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State school 3 (Figure 5.7.2), under the heading “Parental Involvement”, also includes a 

sub section regarding the school canteen (“The School canteen opens at 8.15 every 

morning with the help of volunteer [implying parent] workers ...”. Parent volunteers are 

expected to undertake work within the geographical location of the school. This school 

also gives information regarding “Guidance” under the same heading. A parental deficit 

model is implied within and through this text, the school positioned as able to “assist 

students and their families in dealing with personal, educational and vocational issues”. 

Again, nothing like this appeared within the private school promotional documents 

analysed above. 

 

School 4 (Figure 5.8.2) also includes a section headed “Student Participation” on its 

final page, in addition to sections regarding “Parental Involvement” and “Uniforms”. 

Inclusion of this section suggests that ‘participating’ students are used in a positive way 

as a commodity to help ‘sell’ this school to potential clients. It seems that students who 

‘participate’ are used to represent, and thus market, the school in a positive way. These 

include students involved in the local Junior Council, those involved in the Outdoor 

Club, and students elected to represent their peers on the Student Representrative 

Council. According to Kenway and Fitzclarence (1998: 51), “students’ behaviour is a 

major feature of school style and functions as a sign to adults. … Compliant and docile 

behaviour is integral to the idea of good students”. Indeed, it seems that “only the good 

are good for the school” (Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998: 51). Students such as those 

specified on this brochure are here constituted as ‘good’ (that is, well behaved) students, 

and used in a marketing way.  

 

Having looked at the front and back pages of these four state school promotional 

documents, the centre-folds will now be analysed (Figures 5.5.3, 5.6.3, 5.7.3 and 5.8.3). 

A noticeable difference in these documents compared to the private school documents is 

the relatively large amount of text included in the centre-folds. However, similar to the 

private school documents, all of these state school pamphlets feature a selection of 

scenes from the life of the school. Unlike the private school documents, none of these 

photographs is captioned.  
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Figure 5.5.3 
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Figure 5.6.3 
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All centre-folds feature pictures of students wearing ‘correct’ school uniforms, and 

undertaking various school activities. Only one centre-fold photograph omits students, 

that of State school 4 (Figure 5.8.3). This is the same school that did not feature 

students on its cover page (Figure 5.8.1). All of the other school promotional documents 

feature photographs of students, some working or sitting in the school grounds (Figures 

5.5.3, 5.6.3 and 5.7.3) signifying the pastorale. Three schools feature photographs of 

students working on computers (Figures 5.5.1, 5.7.3 and 5.8.3) signifying the 

importance of information technology. Two schools (Figures 5.5.3 and 5.5.7.3) feature 

photographs of students using library facilities, signifying an emphasis on literacy. Two 

schools (Figures 5.5.3 and 5.8.3) feature students playing musical instruments 

signifying the importance of cultural activities. Two schools (Figures 5.5.3 and 5.6.3) 

show students working in science laboratories signifying an emphasis on the scientific. 

Two schools (Figures 5.5.3 and 5.8.3) show students involved in sporting activities, 

perhaps signifying the adage “healthy bodies, healthy minds”. Two schools (Figures 

5.6.3 and 5.8.3) feature students cooking signifying the value of practical life skills. 

Two schools feature students working in their respective Art Rooms, signifying the 

value of creativity. Finally, one school document (Figure 5.5.3) features students 

undertaking Graphic Design, signifying vocational skills. As such, the full school 

‘package’ is portrayed within and through the various photographs included in these 

state school promotional documents.  

 

From the above it seems that certain visuals have a tendency to appear repetitively in 

promotional documents originating from a range of secondary school sites; that is, there 

is a traverse of discourses across different educational sites (Luke and Luke, 1995). The 

state school photographs, with their inclusion of correctly uniformed students, are 

similar in appearance to those featured in the private school documents analysed above. 

Such findings support Kenway and Fitzclaren’s (1998) notion that state school 

marketing is based on emulation of more prestigious private school marketing images. 

That is, “many schools model themselves on those perceived as better … and distance 

themselves from the ideas associated with schools of lesser standing” (Kenway and 

Fitzclarence, 1998: 54). Such emulation involves a double movement: an imitation of 

those richer, and differentiation from those poorer or less refined.  
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Figure 5.7.3 
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Figure 5.8.3 
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A range of student activities is presented as desirable, designed specifically to attract a 

range of potential parents/clients in both private and state school advertising documents. 

In addition to the repetition of certain visuals in state school documents such as the 

inclusion of correctly uniformed students, certain sub sections appear repeatedly. Table 

5.1 (below) shows the titles of sections specifically included in the four state school 

documents. Of interest is the commonality of certain topics across all four educational 

sites. Some topics, although not having sections to themselves, are included or 

mentioned in other designated sections. 

 

Table 5.1 

Recurring Topics Featured in the State School Promotional Documents 

 Figure 4.19 Figure 4.20 Figure 4.21 Figure 4.22 

Philosophy/Aims/Objectives/Value

s/Mission Statement 

    

Courses     

Curriculum Features     

Cultural Activities     

Sport     

Facilities     

Behaviour Code     

Counselling/Guidance     

Special Needs Support     

Tutorials     

Extra Curricular Activities     

Student Council     

Pastoral Care     

School of Excellence: Gymnastics     

Library/Resource Centre     

Computer Literacy     

 

The topics included as sub sections in the cases of some documents include the topics 

“Computer Rooms”, “Resource Center”, “Sporting Facilities” and “Specialist 
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Facilities” under the section title “Facilities” in the first state school document (Figure 

5.7.3). Similarly, in the fourth school document (Figure 5.8.3) “School Curriculum”, 

“Catering”, “Tafe Subjects”, “Enrichment Department” and “Guidance” come under the 

heading “Curriculum Features”; “Assembly Hall”, “Computer Rooms” and “Library” 

come under the heading “Facilities”; “Dance”, “Music/Drama”, “Debating” and “The 

Equestrian Club” come under the heading “Cultural Activities”; and “Sports Facilities” 

comes under the heading “Sport”. Not having a formal heading does not, therefore, 

preclude the inclusion of certain topics somewhere within the centre-fold of these 

documents. 

 

Many of the designated sections, such as “First Class Facilities” (Figure 5.4.1), 

“Computer Studies” or “Computer Facilities”  (Figures 5.2.1 and 5.4.4), “Sport” or 

“Sporting Facilities” (Figures 5.2.1 and 5.4.1), were also included within the private 

school promotional documents analysed earlier. The boys’ private school document 

(Figure 5.1.3) and the first state school document (Figure 5.5.3) both included mission 

statements. The private school mission statement specifies its aims in terms of the 

future: “to develop his God given talents ... [to] enable students to graduate from the 

College as well adjusted people ... capable of taking their place as a responsible, 

contributing member of society”. Similarly, this state school’s mission is also 

designated as being to enable “all students to reach their potential as well as directing 

them towards responsible citizenship”. In both these statements, the schools’ function 

of providing a responsible future citizenship is explicitly specified. In contrast, the 

“Objectives” specified in the third state school document (Figure 5.6.3) are far more 

concrete, immediate and pragmatic. For example it includes the following statement: 

“To attain a basic standard of literacy and numeracy”.  

 

Expectations regarding behaviour are referred to in the third state school’s back page, 

under the heading “School Procedures and Rules” (Figure 5.7.2). These, however, are 

not explicitly specified here, but rather it is stated that they “…are outlined in the 

Student Diary issued to students each year”. Schools 2 and 3 both explicitly spell out 

official expectations under the heading “Behaviour Code” (Figure 5.5.3) and “Code of 

Behaviour” (Figure 5.6.3). Emphasised are the terms “Courtesy, Standards, Respect” in 

the first state school’s document (Figure 5.5.3), and “Courtesy and Consideration for 
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Others” in the second state school’s document (Figure 5.6.3). Under these are a number 

of bulleted points. School 2 specifies nine behavioural expectations, including 

“Speaking to people politely” and “Wearing the correct uniform neatly”. School 3 

specifies four, namely: 

 
 Being on time. 

 Coming prepared to work 

 Respecting the rights and property of others 

 Working to capacity 

 
These are all behaviours that would, presumably, also be valued by potential employers. 

School 4, rather than specifying behaviour codes, includes a section on “Values” 

(Figure 5.8.3), stating that the school values a number of qualities, including 

“responsibility; … co-operation and teamwork; … employability … [and] positive work 

attitude” among others. These, like the behaviour codes described above, specify 

practices concerned with social interactive practices. They are, once again, expressed 

explicitly in this particular document. It seems, thus, that state schools, unlike private 

schools, act as if they cannot assume that parents operate on appropriate understandings 

of what constitutes appropriate behaviours. As such, this is signaled by the explicit 

inclusion of such directives regarding school values. It also suggests that parents, 

justifiably, should be concerned about their children’s employability.  

 

As stated above, state school texts, such as the promotional documents considered here, 

tend to emphasise behaviours that have traditionally been valued as positive attributes 

in workers. Such inclusions in state school promotional documents signal their origins 

in the industrial era, when docile workers would have been valued, and mass schooling 

was the means of providing such workers. Schools, were then, as now, agencies of state 

regulation and control, and a means of disciplining the social populace (Foucault, 

1977). Such processes help to construct both the identities of particular subjects such as 

state school students, and also distinctive class forms at the cultural, symbolic, 

economic and structural level (cf. Willis, 1977: 2). These practices work simultaneously 

with various others as a means of self-induction and self-regulation to constitute “the 

regeneration of working class culture in general … [They are] an important example of 

how this … is related in complex ways to regulative state institutions” (Willis, 1977: 3). 
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The inclusion of explicit directives regarding behaviour in state school promotional 

documents positions parents as needing to know such expectations. It is notable that 

none of the private school promotional documents analysed in this research project 

contained comparable explicit directives regarding behaviours, perhaps signaling an 

assumed expectation that private school parents already know, and are in agreement 

with, the schools implied views regarding appropriate student behaviours. 

 

A final, obvious difference between state and private school advertising documents, as 

specified above, relates to the amount of printed text. The private school documents 

tend to rely largely upon pictorial, often iconic reminders of a certain culture, 

photographs conjuring up visions of the school worlds. Such worlds are ‘envisioned’, 

alluded to or evoked rather than spelled out. Because prospective private school parents 

are assumed to share the same sets of values and visions for their children's futures as 

the schools, and the institutional organization of the schools are alluded to through brief 

captions and pictures, rather than being specified or elaborated upon. In contrast, as 

discussed above, the state school promotional documents specify overtly their 

expectations regarding student behaviour within the texts themselves. The institutional 

worlds of the schools are thus explicitly ‘set out’ in detail in these documents.    

 

Summary of Analysis  

 

It seems that school promotional materials such as prospectuses are a well-defined 

genre (Symes, 1998) that exhibit some general structures and features in common. 

Typically they include some or most of the following, depending perhaps on the 

importance that a school accords them: a message from the principal; an overview of 

the school and its history; the school’s mission statement; its location and accessibility; 

enrolment procedures; a code of conduct or behaviour; and a description of the 

curriculum. Particular school promotional documents may also feature some more 

specific idiosyncratic properties that work to distinguish them from other schools.  

 

School promotional documents such as those analysed in this chapter constitute particular 

versions of schools designed to attract particular new clients. They use specific images that 

function as commodities for the image of the school (cf, Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998: 
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50). Simultaneously with constituting particular versions of schools, such documents also 

constitute particular selected versions of parenthood and studenthood. Parental readers 

learn, through the documents’ inclusions and exclusions, of the sorts of parents and 

students preferred by particular schools. Parental readers, further, may well read more than 

one of these documents, whose comparabilities thereby assume increasing significance. 

 

Parental-reader positions are constructed by textual discourses which in the short term, 

according to Kress (1985: 37), provide instructions about how to read the text, how to 

act in certain ways, to take stances, to conform or adapt. In the longer term those 

constantly reiterated demands construct certain ‘subject positions’, that is, sets of 

statements which describe and prescribe a range of actions, modes of thinking and 

being, for an individual, compatible with the demands of a discourse.  

 

Readers of school promotional materials learn the normative versions of the category 

‘preferred parent’; that is, the texts construct ideal parent readers by supplying interests, 

aesthetics, demeanour and aspirations that provide reading positions from where the 

texts seem unproblematic and natural. In such ways, parents learn how to be particular 

sorts of parents, in keeping with school-preferred versions. Like-minded parents are 

encouraged to choose certain schools whose value systems are in accordance with their 

own. Although it will be the students who will ultimately attend the schools chosen by 

their parents, these documents are aimed to attract parents with their particular 

constituted versions of uniformed, disciplined and regulated students. These documents 

seem to be catering for parental rather than student choice. In this way the education 

market reflects and helps to shape power relations between adults and children (cf. Kenway 

and Fitzclarence, 1998: 50). Such texts help shape ‘good’ students according to normative 

adult moral versions of studenthood.  

 

Both the state and private school promotional documents portray disciplined, uniformed 

students. However, it seems that private schools’ promotional materials portray the 

discipline of students and their parents subtly rather than explicitly through textual and 

visual strategies, using pictorial representations of uniformed bodies in well-managed 

surroundings. The photographic tableaux presented within private school advertising 
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materials show how children will or would look doing things if they attend these 

schools. According to Foucault (1977: 148, emphasis in original), 

 

the first of the great operations of discipline is … the constitution of ‘tableaux 

vivants’, which transform the confused, useless or dangerous multitudes into 

ordered multiplicities. … It was a question of organizing the multiple, of 

providing oneself with an instrument to cover it and to master it; it was a 

question of imposing upon it an ‘order’. 

 

As such, then, school promotional documents can be viewed as a particular technology 

of power, enacting discipline on the bodies of the students portrayed in these 

documents, producing “docile bodies” (Foucault, 1977). The children’s regulated 

futures are envisioned through the use of such pictorial materials. Although the second 

private girls’ school document, previously described, contains photographs of students 

who might be viewed of as under teacher surveillance (Figures 5.3.2 and 5.3.3), 

regulation of student behaviours and activities are presented mainly in the form of 

student self-regulation in these private school documents. Of all the 19 private school 

promotional pamphlets, posters or booklets collected for this data corpus, none 

explicitly specifies particular expectations regarding student behaviour and appearance 

or school rules. This is in direct contrast to the state school promotional materials that 

explicitly specify, both textually and visually, the schools’ expectations regarding 

behaviour and appearance.  

 

Despite such differences in presentation, both private and state schools market 

themselves as uniform and uniformed, disciplined and regulatory institutions that 

contribute to student future possibilities. School promotional documents can thus be 

viewed as instances of disciplinary practices that classify and name populations, 

producing what counts as normal for a certain group at a certain time. There is a 

commonality in what counts as the preferred version of the school, and the categories of 

characters who occupy the school presented within and through such documents: 

parents, teachers and students. School promotional materials can thus be conceived as 

commodifying practices of social regulation, contributing towards the production of 

docile social bodies. Schools are, thus, discursively produced as similar, even though 
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the details of the ways in which schools do this vary. The end products are recognisable 

as similarly functioning institutions of state control, and as such, disciplinary power 

through schooling becomes commodified. The following section examines the notion of 

the commodification of education. It is argued that both private and state schools in 

contemporary western societies must increasingly enter the social marketplace for their 

growth or even their continued existence. Practices that position schools within the 

market are evidenced in home-school communications such as promotional materials. 

 

Part 4: The Commodification of Education 

 

Baudrillard (1990) pointed out that contemporary society can be described as ‘the 

consumer society’, being primarily determined by consumerism. It seems that 

contemporary government “has placed education within the ideology of the market and, 

in particular, within the notion of consumer power” (Bowe et al. 1994a: 63). Consumer 

choice, that is, parental choice, has become a key notion associated with education 

today. As discussed in Chapter 2, part of being a ‘good parent’ is making the ‘right 

choice’ of school for one’s children. Parental choice has become a moral issue, and is 

now closely associated with the populist notion of “the responsible parent” (Bowe et al., 

1994b: 38). Evidence from school-home communications have shown that family 

practices “are increasingly aligned with social objectives not through coercion but 

through acting upon the wishes, desires, and aspirations of adult” (Rose, 1990: xii). 

Parents are positioned as potential clients, with particular aspects of the schooling 

commodified and made marketable in ways that work to persuade parents to purchase 

particular futures for their children. As such, parents are encouraged to view schools as 

institutions that will provide their children with future positional goods. Most schools 

today, both private and state, produce information brochures and packages such as those 

analysed in this chapter, designed specifically to attract potential clients (parents and 

students) to take avail themselves of and / or buy into their distinctive educational 

services. 
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The increasing commodification of education as a consumer product appears 

widespread throughout many western nation states, including Australia. Bowe et al. 

(1994b: 42) suggested that parents and students might today be “‘overdetermined’ by 

the world of consumption ... so that the images, ethics and practices of ‘the consumer 

society’ ... begin both to construct the ‘educational product’ and the activities of the 

consumers”. Evidence of a consumerist-driven move to increasingly commodify 

education can be documented in a variety of different kinds of home-school 

communications, and in particular in schools’ promotional materials such as those 

discussed in this chapter. 

 

School personnel of both state and private schools are increasingly investigating, 

investing in and implementing innovative ways of packaging and selling their 

institutions. This is evidenced by the proliferation of advertising materials emanating 

from schools today. In a previous generation only private schools did this, but with the 

increasing commodification of education, state schools now also market their 

educational products. Mass media publish and produce special editions profiling 

particular schools and other educational institutions. Specialist educational magazines 

feature regular columns proffering advice aimed at educationalists concerning school 

marketing techniques (cf. Hodge, 1993; Vining 1994a, 1994b, 1994c, and 1995). 

Schools are conducting market research, and a number now employ specialist Publicity 

Officers. Schools are increasingly competing with each other for ‘clients’ (parents, 

students and sponsers). Indeed, many are importing expertise from marketing and fund 

raising experts, and developing marketing plans (Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998: 48). 

Selling schools has become big business, and educational establishments are utilising a 

variety of outlets and modes for this purpose. These include appearing and marketing at 

particular public exhibitions, for example at Independent Schools’ Expos that are held 

annually in a number of Australian State capital cities. It seems that schooling has now 

entered the social marketplace. According to Watkins (1992: 22), 

 

we see principals of schools openly touting for business ... in the competitive 

quest for prestige, status and consumers. Similarly, schools have to compete 

with each other for the dwindling supply of resources which had been previously 

available from the state. The ensuring stress on image and ‘brand’ status ... 
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impinge on the packaging of the education product, assuming a much greater 

significance than any needs of the general school population. 

 

Parents rely on a range of sources, including family members, old school networks, 

friends’ and neighbours’ advice, open days, advertisements, pamphlets and brochures to 

obtain information about potential schools for their children (Benton, 1994). Often 

posters, leaflets, handouts, videos, prospectuses, parents’ information books and 

packages comprise the first textual contact prospective parents have with schools, 

although they may have heard about the schools previously. In addition, a number of 

schools now organise information sessions for potential parents and students, an 

example of which is analysed in Chapter 6. 

 

Particular features of schools are emphasised within and through such marketing 

packages. Advertising is a complex type of communication that is both selective and 

strategic; it advocates and seeks to persuade. It is about ‘face value’ and ‘best face’. 

Best face involves the publication of successes in such areas as sporting and cultural 

competitions, and face value involves concealing relative failures and problems (cf. 

Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998). According to Kenway and Fitzclarence (1998: 49), 

“through their advertisements, schools are constructing educational dreams – they tap 

into a whole range of fantasies, but the question is, whose?”. As such, then, school 

promotional materials have to appeal to a wide potential market by attempting to 

present the school as everything to everyone, comprehensive and value-neutral, while 

simultaneously establishing the institution’s unique character that is attractive and 

persuasive to particular potential clients (parents) (cf. Lesko, 1988: 145). In order to 

achieve this, many school promotional documents include contradictory discourses in 

complementary ways, such as the discourses of tradition / innovation, and of individual 

excellence / community values, among others. Such features are frequently addressed 

explicitly in school promotional packages. In this way a school can come to terms with 

its paradoxical nature as a social entity by developing and projecting a unique 

identifiable character, basing that character in traits that have broad market appeal. 

 

The recurrence of many of the features included across the various types of school 

promotional documents is in keeping with Synott and Symes’ (1995) research of the 
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‘symbolic architecture’ of education such as school uniforms, mottoes and badges. They 

found  

a large degree of uniformity in the meaning content of ... school icons, derived 

from a common core of educational values established during the formative 

decades of universal school but resting on older heraldic principles (Synott 

and Symes, 1995: 139).  

 

Morris (1994: vi) suggested that such commonalities may be viewed as “the outcome of 

an orthodox way of thinking about school that is part of the history of schooling” 

(emphasis in original). Repetition of such themes constitutes particular discourses that 

embody and enact charismatic ideologies that perpetuate the legitimacy of certain 

hegemonic versions of schooling (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Indeed, consumerism 

in schooling, such as that evidenced in the school promotional documents analysed in 

this chapter, can be used to reinstate traditional and oppressive educational practices. As 

such, “educational consumption works as a form of displacement and social control, and 

power relationships are refracted through it” (Kenway and Fitzclarence, 1998: 55). 

However, despite the pervasiveness of such commonly occurring traditional themes or 

discourses, each school tends to emphasise particular features that they market as 

unique unto themselves. So it is that school promotional documents are simultaneously 

both similar and unique. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has suggested that despite differences in the textual and visual details, that 

school promotional documents tend to market common versions of schooling. Versions 

of well-disciplined students, parents and teachers are marketed as a commodity. As 

such, regulatory practices are marketed as discursive facts within and through school 

promotional materials.  

 

Chapter 6 proceeds to analyse two examples of monologic school talk and a school 

letter addressed to existing parents to see whether, and how, similar versions of schools, 

teachers, parents and students are constituted within and through such texts and talk, 
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thus further evidencing common interests, pursuits and consequenses in the 

accomplishment of school-home relations. 

 



CHAPTER SIX 

SCHOOL TO HOME COMMUNICATIONS DIRECTED TO PARENTS AS 

COLLECTIVE AUDIENCES 

 

Institutional facts, including particular moral versions of institutions and institutional 

personnel and their relationships, are talked and written into being and made 

accountable within and through school-home communications. This chapter interrogates 

two examples of school talk and a school letter directed to parents who are collective 

audiences to illustrate such processes. Part 1 of the chapter analyses an instance of a 

state school Principal’s speech to potential parents and their children during a new 

parents’ and students’ induction morning (see Appendix 6 for the full text). Part 2 

analyses a private school Principal’s address to existing parents, students and other 

interested parties who attended the school’s Speech Night (See Appendix 7 for the full 

speech). Part 3 analyses a letter signed by the Dean of the School sent to the parents of 

students attending a private school immediately before the commencement of a school 

vacation (see Appendix 9 for the full letter). The chapter concludes by suggesting that, 

like the school promotional documents analysed in the previous chapter, it is the 

schools’ moral versions of the social world and order that are foregrounded as the 

preferred moral versions in these examples of school to home communications. 

 

Although all communications are interactive, as discussed in Chapter 2, it is not 

possible to ascertain how these particular school-home communications were received 

by the parents. For this reason I designate the two speeches and the letter analysed in 

this chapter monologic.It is acknowledged, however, that there is always the possibility 

of multiple hearings and readings by any audience.  

 

The school Speech Night (analysed in Part 2) was video-recorded, so it was possible to 

comment on the general appearance of the participants in this event. However, for all 

three examples of data here, I concentrated particularly on analysis of the transcriptions 

of the two Principals’ speeches, and on the text of the school letter. This chapter deals 

with specific features identified within each of these texts. For example, in Part 1 I have 

concentrated specifically on highlighting the use of pronouns as positioning practices in 

considering the Principal’s speech presented at the state school parents’ and students 
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induction morning. In Part 2 I look in particular at a private school Principal’s use of 

rhetorical devices in his Speech Night Address. Such devices are frequently used by 

public speakers. I argue that this Principal used a number of these devices recurringly to 

maintain audience attention and as an aligning strategy. Finally, in Part 3, I focus 

particularly on the main discourses textually constituted within and through the private 

school letter addressing parents of existing students, to show how they work to set up 

oppositionals or contrasts between ‘us’ (this school) and ‘them’ (other schools, parents 

and students).  

 

Part 1: Analysis of a State School Principal’s Speech at a New Parents’ and 

Students’ Induction Morning1 

 

The example of home-school communications presented below is a transcript of a 

speech given by a male Principal of a coeducational state high school in December 

1992. He addresses an audience of parents and soon to be enroled children. The 

prospective grade eight students were expected to commence attending the school at the 

beginning of the following school year, in January. 

 

The full transcript of the speech is presented below. As specified above, rather than 

undertaking a detailed report of all the conversational strategies found within this 

speech, the analysis focuses, in particular, on this Principal’s use of pronouns as 

positioning practices. This speech, similar to the school promotional documents 

analysed in Chapter 5, allows for a multiplicity of hearings or readings. Both 

compliance and resistance are possible. There is, however, no evidence within the audio 

recording of how the audience received this Principal’s directives.  

 

Transcript of the State School Principal’s Speech 

(See Appendix 10 for transcription conventions). 

The participants2 are designated in the following way:  

P: Principal (Mr Woodstock) 

A: Audience 

                                                 
1 Analysis of this speech has appeared in Keogh, 1997a. 
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MW: Mrs Winter (Grade 8 Coordinator) 

 

1. P: I'd like to talk to the students first of all and then just a couple of words to 

2. couple of words to the parents. I've no doubt what I'm about to say and other  

3. people are going to say to the students, Mrs Winter ((name of Grade 8  

4. Coordinator)) is going to say and other people are going to say during the day. But, 

5. they I are the basic things and I think they're important to? all of our students coming 

6. in. They are the half a dozen basic rules that this school runs on. (     )so important, 

7. our school doesn't believe in a lot of rules, we believe that this is a? an adult  

8. situation and therefore we should just be able to put down the basic rules. But I 

9. make (no beg your pardons) about any of the, any that we put down there. There's 

10. no negotiation. If you the student don't want to keep to the rules then  you shouldn't 

11. have coming here. (     ). First of all students, can we get the first main four (up) 

12. out of the way. Any time you er er see any of the teachers on staff you've got to 

13. talk in an adult way and I'm about to say good morning to you and you're not 

14. allowed to give me the primary school good mo:rning Mister Wo:odstock, okay? 

15. Good morning students 

 

16. A: ((fast chorus)) Good morning Mr Woodstock 

 

17. P: Yeah that’s good, this one here blew it 

 

18. A: ((laughs)) 

 

19. P Okay. L'see, what about the basic rules? The first one, students, is that your 

20. mother and father send you to us, and they would hope that you'll be accounted 

21. for. Let me tell you quite clearly, your (   ) must be accounted for at all times. In 

22. other words here's no wandering around the school. It's a very situation here 

23. from primary where you were with the one teacher all the time, and, it's very (  ) 

24. temptation there to duck off. Mum and Dad are entitled to expect that we 

25. account for you and we will insist on that. And there is no way around it. Any 

26. time you're going to have to report in to? Mrs Winter (     ) Mrs  Mills is one of 

27. the deputies. Keep that in mind. 

 

28. The second thing. Mrs Winter I'm sure will talk about this one. When we draw 

29. kids from a number of high schools, there's always hh a number of feeder 

30. schools there are always fights. Well we're beyond that. That's kids' stuff. That's  

                                                                                                                                               
2 For the purposes of this thesis, all names are fictitious. 
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31. kids' stuff. You're entitled to come here. And Mum and Dad will expect that you  

32. be left alone. And you may not bully anybody else. And that just means  if you  

33. came from (   ) and another student comes from? From [name of primary  

34. school], there's always that bit where you've got to work out? The pecking order  

35. isn't there? Who’s the new boss? Well there are no bosses. You come here you keep 

36. your hands to yourself. You don't bully anybody and if anybody is bullying you, and 

37. I'm afraid that's the reality of life, that occasionally not often in our school, 

38. particularly at the beginning of the year, the older students tend to push the? 

39. see Mrs Winter straight away. If anybody's pushing you around, make sure you don't 

40. younger ones around. Now that's not on. Anybody who's bullying you, you go and 

41. put up with it. 

 

42. Third thing. When you're given an instruction in this school, it is carried out 

43. without debate. I see an awful lot of rubbish on TV these days, where? Um hh 

44. there's (     ) all the time and different situations. Now that's not the reality. At  

45. our school, if a teacher gives you, if a teacher gives you an instruction, without 

46. debate, if you can't handle it, whether another school is more, more with it or 

47. modern in their, in their attitudes. If you believe that you've been unfairly dealt 

48. with, by all means handle that in an adult way. Go and have a talk with your 

49. teacher, you can go and have a talk with Mrs Winter. But, the third basic rule  

50. is? you do what you're told. No debate.  

 

51. Fourth thing. (   ) I brought a letter up o make a point. That the presentation of 

52. our students and our school makes a big difference. And this has come from an 

53. employer, round here that's looking after one of the students for work experience 

54. and the last paragraph says? 

55. AS A RESULT OF RACHEL'S PERFORMANCE AND PRESENTATION 

56. WHEN SHE'S BEEN WITH US, WE LOOK TO GIVING RACHEL THE 

57. OPPORTUNITY TO WORK WITH US ON A CASUAL BASIS AND AS SOON 

58. AS WE HAVE A PERMANENT VACANCY SHE'LL GET A JOB, WITH US. 

59. Now that's part of the thing that you'll hear with us and it applies at all times. 

60. If our school presents well, if our students present well, our students do the 

61. right thing we get lots of these letters. If you don't? Then we don't receive 

62. letters and you guys don't get a job. That's the reality of it. That's the reality 

63. of it. The better this school's, the more likely our students are to get jobs and 

64. that's what it's all about. 

 

65. Tied in with that, look after our school. We've got a beautiful school, we've put 

66. an awful lot of effort into it. The eight years we've been in existence. We've got 

67. great facilities here, we've got as good as any, any state high school in the 



Chapter Seven 

 186

68. state. There's been an awful lot of work gone into it. The P and C, in particular 

69. the ladies in the tuckshop, have raised an awful lot of money and we um we 

70. should be (   ) proud of  what we've got. 

 

71. Last, I'll leave the students, I'd like thirty seconds to the parents (     ) I 

72. believe that the theory that is, put out, and (     ), schools are run as a 

73. cooperative between parents and, parents and staff. Any time Mum or Dad is 

74. concerned about anything, we I would like very much if you would contact us.  

75. If you have a son or daughter in grade eight then I suggest to you that you 

76. contact Mrs Hope or Mrs Winter first. If the problem is of a more general 

77. nature then by all means ask to talk to one of the deputies or myself. Feel free at 

78. any time (0.2) to make contact with the school to discuss a problem.  

79. And again there's no  negotiation of those half a dozen basic rules that we put to the 

80. students. I believe that it is  in the best interests of our students to keep the 

81. very basic rules. That's all I've got to say. Has anybody? would anybody like 

82. to address any question to me before I leave? I've  got to go Mrs Winter 

 

83. W You go it went very well Mr Woodstock 

 

84. P (     ) has anybody got a question they'd like to put to me? (2.0) That's great.Welcome 

85.        along, I'm sure that you'll find this is a, a really excellent school (and it's right 

86.       for your)  sons and daughters. Thanks Mrs Winter. 

 

In this speech, the first full speech of the induction session, the Principal introduced the 

audience to the moral order of the school by announcing school rules. The first four 

rules were ostensibly directed at the new students themselves: accountability for 

movement around the school, behaviour with other students, the non-debatability of 

teachers’ instructions, and the presentation and appearance of the students and the 

school environment. The Principal overtly addressed the final directive to the parents, 

describing the school as “a cooperative between parents and, parents and staff” (Line 

73), although he was also addressing the students indirectly as an overhearing audience 

(cf. Atkinson, 1979 and 1982; Heritage, 1985; Silverman, 1987; Heritage and 

Greatbatch, 1991; Keogh, 1992; Baker and Keogh, 1995).  

 

What is notable were the ways this Principal designed the talk to address the two 

different audiences simultaneously throughout his speech. At times the different 

member categories in the audience (parents and / or their children) were positioned as 
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direct addressees of the talk, whereas at other times they were positioned as overhearing 

audiences. Such ambiguities of audience allowed participants to maintain positive moral 

versions of themselves and each other within and through such talk. Just who exactly 

the direct addressees were, and who the indirect addressees, remained ambiguous and 

shifting. Using pronouns, this Principal constituted an ever-changing and dynamic 

audience of parents and / or students who might or might not have received his words as 

directives for themselves or for each other. In this way the Principal subtly avoided the 

possibility of being heard to make direct commands to any one category in the audience. 

(This is similar to much interactive talk in parent-teacher interviews analysed later in 

this thesis when students are present at the meetings). As will be shown, the direct 

recipients of parent-teacher-student talk frequently remain dynamic and ambiguous.  

 

The inclusion of school rules in this Principal’s speech as a topic of interest for these 

prospective state school parents and students was noteworthy. Perhaps, like the state 

school promotional documents analysed in the previous chapter, such talk implied that 

this Principal perceived it necessary to introduce this audience explicitly to the school’s 

moral order by specifying school rules precisely; that is, he stipulated particular 

institutional regulatory practices in his speech. It seems that full membership of this 

institution involved an acceptance of these rules, “without debate”(Line 43) by all in the 

audience. The Principal, speaking on behalf of the school, talked about expectations 

regarding what was deemed appropriate, according to this school’s value system. That 

is, the school’s moral order was talked into being in this way. The school was 

constituted thus as a disciplined and disciplinary institution. Expectations regarding the 

moral categories of acceptable parents, students and teachers were presented within and 

through this Principal’s speech.  
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The Use of Pronouns 

 

There are many possible ways of approaching texts in order to discover how they 

actively organise and mediate social relationships. As previously stated, there is no 

attempt to explicate fully this example of the data. Rather, the specific focus of this 

section of Chapter 6 is analysis of the Principal’s use of pronouns, to reveal some 

particular institutional positioning practices evidenced in this speech. Such practices 

reveal the relevancies of parents, teachers and students as constituted by and for them, 

within and through this example of school talk.  

 

Wright (1989: 1) proposed that: 

  

individual subjectivity is produced in and through … language and this in turn 

locates the subject in the discursive frameworks available in society. It is neither 

unified nor fixed but is the site of conflict as contesting forces strive for 

dominance. 

  

According to Wright (1989), the use of pronouns within texts is complex and varied. 

She maintained that the use of pronouns is indicative of multiple and ambiguous subject 

positions available to interactants, and signals differences in social relations and 

individual subjectivities that may be explained in terms of subjects’ positionings in 

dominant discourses in the culture. 

 

Pronouns play a central role in the routine use and understanding of language (Hanks, 

1992: 46). Smith (1990b) designated pronouns (pronominals), with temporal and spatial 

terms such as now, here, there, then, and so on, “deictic terms”. Such terms 

 

organise socially, as what is present for both speaker and hearer (and writer 

and reader), time and distance, and the positions and arrangements of persons 

with reference to the ‘position’ of the speaker [or writer]. What they refer to can 

be identified only when the position of the speaker [or writer] and the context in 

which they are used is known. (Smith, 1990b: 56).  
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Speier (1973) suggested that pronouns might be viewed as the social cement of 

interactional management. By this he meant that pronouns work by producing and 

maintaining particular participant relationships. Watson (1987: 264) argued that such 

terms are “part of social members’ jointly-held conventional apparatus for achieving 

orderly, intelligible communication”. He further suggested that the selection and use of 

given personal pronouns are effected with regard both to the typical and to the particular 

characteristics of the social / interactional settings or occasions in which co-participants 

are situated, or are part of, or are referring to (Watson, 1987: 266). According to Brown 

(1970), pronominalisation (the use of personal pronouns in communicative practices) 

demonstrates and constitutes relations of power. Brown considered the work of 

pronouns of address, in particular, arguing that they have a close association with 

dimensions of power and solidarity fundamental to the analysis of social life.  

 

If one accepts the above proposals regarding pronominal use, the analysis of pronouns 

in this Principal’s speech can be used as a useful means of identifying what is present 

within this educational site, and for detecting the positions and arrangements of the 

audience with reference to the speaker’s position as Principal of the children’s 

prospective high school. The analysis of pronouns, such as those used by this 

Principal’s in his speech, elucidates power relations between the speaker and the 

audience as recipients of this talk. By such analysis it is possible to identify: 

 

 how the school and institutional expectations were actively talked into being, and  

 how members of the audience, as potential parents and students, were positioned in 

relation to the school’s expected institutional order. 

 

This section now looks at the ways in which this Principal positions himself and his 

audience by his use of different pronouns including ‘I’, ‘we”, ‘my’ and ‘our’.  

 

The Use of “I” 

 

This Principal consistently referred to himself either in the first person singular or plural 

throughout this speech. It is noteworthy that the Principal was not formally introduced, 

nor did he refer explicitly to his official position as Principal to his audience, although 
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all the other speakers at this educational event were either introduced, or introduced 

themselves by the use of their names, institutional positions and roles. The Principal’s 

frequent use of “I” within this context actively established him as an institutional 

authority figure whose words counted. Occupying the category Principal perhaps 

designated the right to talk authoritatively and imperatively about school rules.  

 

The Principal talked on behalf of the school here. His position designated him the right 

to issue institutional decrees such as those directed, explicitly, to students in lines 42-

43: “When you're given an instruction in this school, it is carried out without debate”. 

Parents were positioned as overhearing audience who might or might not have heard 

themselves also implicitly directed to accept such directions without debate.  

 

Questions from the audience were called for, but none were asked. This could 

conceivably and equally be seen as a proper response to the Principal’s statement “I've 

got to go Mrs Winter” (Line 82) which was inserted between two calls for questions. 

While this statement may well have been a stock administrator’s phrase, it also carried 

the implication that, whatever the reason for the Principal’s leaving, it must surely have 

been because of school-based business. By this means the Principal delegated Mrs 

Winter, the Grade 8 Coordinator and school representative, to respond to any questions. 

Possibly, therefore, the audience did not need to delay the Principal by asking any 

questions, despite his token invitations to do so.  

 

The audio recording of the whole morning suggested that the audience did not respond 

directly or interact with the speakers at this educational event. The audience tended to 

remain silent, apart from occasional laughter during, or applause at the end of the other 

speeches, suggesting compliance. Such a practice indicates that members of this 

audience appeared to accept ostensibly the school-ordered institutional versions of the 

world as constituted by the Principal who was speaking as an official representative of 

the school. As such, then, it seems the speeches presented by the Principal and teachers 

at this school event was received by the audience as one-way; that is, the morning was 

largely a monologic rather than an interactive event. It was the school’s version of the 

world that counted within this site. The possibility of resistant hearings cannot, 

however, be discounted.  



Chapter Seven 

 191

 

The Use of “We” 

 

The pronoun we is used to denote sets of persons working together as a single team; that 

is, it works as a solidarity marker (Wright, 1989). As the analysis below will show, this 

Principal’s use of we, in particular, discursively shifted the composition of teams to 

include and  / or to exclude different members. From time to time the pronoun we 

signified we as part of the professional (school) team. Sometimes it signified we the 

adults, parents and teachers, all working together for the common good of the students. 

At other times, it signified the teachers and students as members of the school team. 

Teams constituted within home-school communications thus both included and / or 

excluded different members of the school and or home: that is, they included varying 

combinations of parents, teachers, students, or members of the broader social 

community. Its use made team memberships dynamic and ambiguous.  

 

The Principal used the we of the institution to voice school-ordered concerns. Strong 

(1979: 70) designated this technique “the explication of collegial authority”. The use of 

we actively legitimises or reinforces the authority of the author / speaker as an 

individual in terms of his / her membership of the official institution. Such use of the 

collegial we is common in inter-institutional texts (Strong, 1979; Keogh, 1992; Keogh, 

1995). The authors or speakers of institutional texts thereby constitute themselves as 

having the backing or authority of the professional institutional team when they speak 

or write. In addition, this Principal simultaneously used the pronoun we to disavow any 

assertion, or potential assertion, that he was speaking in a personal capacity. “We” 

signified here that he was speaking collegially; that is, the Principal was speaking not as 

an individual but as an official representative of the school (cf. Watson, 1987: 271).   

 

This Principal used the collegial we eighteen times in his speech, almost as often as he 

used the first person singular pronoun I, which he used twenty times. He used these 

pronouns as devices that worked to authorise what he said as the official institutional 

version of the world. The Principal thus inserted himself discursively within the school 

as one of many. That is, this Principal positioned himself as a member, albeit an 

important one, of the larger bureaucratic school system. His words were not his alone, 
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but were presented as the words of we, the bureaucratic institution. For example, in 

lines 78-79 he states “there’s no negotiation of those half a dozen basic rules that we 

put to the students”. The use of we here signifies that he is speaking not as an 

individual, but rather as a representative of the school. 

 

Connell et al. (1982) suggested that access to state schools is more problematic for 

parents than access to private schools because of the bureaucratic nature of the state 

education system. The frequent use of the collegial we in this example of a state school 

Principal’s speech to potential school parents and their children might perhaps be 

viewed as a conversational practice that embodies the active achievement and mediation 

of such a bureaucratic home-school relationship. It may equally be an implicit 

acknowledgement of the physical presence of the teachers, parents and students in the 

school with the speaker. 

 

The use of we to denote the school-inclusive team, its members thereby constituted as 

working together for the common good, was also used by the Principal in his speech. 

This type of we-teaming was done in contrast to the implied you or they teams of the 

non-institutional (that is home) teams. By utilising this textual practice, the speaker 

superimposed the school’s version of the world as the legitimate one, and parents and 

students were directed to conform to this preferred version.  For example, towards the 

beginning of his speech, the state school principal said (Lines 7-9): 

 

our school doesn't believe in a lot of rules, we believe that this is a? an adult 

situation and therefore we should just be able to put down the basic rules. But I 

make (no beg your pardons) about any of the, any that we put down there  

 

His use of the collegial we three times here emphasised the school’s institutional order 

in terms of rules. The Principal positioned himself as one of the institutional team that 

formulated the basic rules. He constituted himself thus as not being alone. Rather, he 

positioned himself as one of the school collegial team, having the backing and support 

of his institutional colleagues for these directives. This technique strengthened his 

position as authoritative. 
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At times we the professional teams were constituted conversationally in such a way as 

to be separated from the you or they of the parental teams. For example, towards the end 

of his speech (lines 71-74), the Principal said  

 

I believe that the theory that is, put out, and (     ) schools are run as a 

cooperative between parents and, parents and staff. Any time Mum or Dad is 

worried about anything, we I would like very much if you would contact us.  

 

The Principal firstly uttered “we” in this extract, then corrected himself by using “I”. In 

this way he recalled himself briefly as a special individual working in and through the 

institution of the school. The Principal then reverted to using the we-type device 

immediately after this in the same utterance in that he asked parents (“Mum or Dad”) to 

contact “us” (the institutional/school team).  

 

Although the Principal suggested earlier that he would now like to address parents 

directly (in line 71: “I'll leave the students, I'd like thirty seconds to the parents”), he 

proceeded to speak of the parents in the third person (“Mum or Dad”), rather than 

speaking directly to the parents in the audience by using the second person plural you 

form. Thus, the Principal shifted around his acknowledged audience. Who was being 

positioned as the direct audience, and who as overhearing audience, was made 

ambiguous here. Both parents and students could hear another group rather than 

themselves as the one addressed. By giving directions in this way, the Principal ensured 

that both groups overheard the description of the school as “a collective between 

parents and staff”. Students were explicitly omitted from this collective category here. 

However, not all parents, but only those parents who might encounter problems were 

addressed here. This textual device thus seemed to work as a form of monologue, 

simultaneously directed towards both, or either, parents and / or students. 
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Possessive Pronouns: The Use of “My” and “Our” 

 

The use of possessive pronouns, such as my, your, our, their etc. denotes ownership. 

The use of my generally denotes personal private ownership. This Principal did not use 

the possessive my at all in his speech. However, he did use the possessive our four 

times, during two particular utterances, in Lines 5-8:  

 

I think they're important to? all of our students coming in. ... our school doesn't 

believe in a lot of rules, we believe this is a? an adult situation 

 

and in Lines 59-61: 

 

that's a part of the thing you'll hear with us and it applies at all times. If our school 

presents well, if our students do the right thing 

 

In both extracts, by juxtaposing our with students and school, this Principal could be 

heard as placing the students within the category school rather than within the category 

home. School and home were, thus, discursively separated, and the school was given 

primary ownership of the students in this instance, despite the actual physical presence 

of the parents who had accompanied their children to this school event on this occasion. 

Such categories were constituted through the use of membership categorisation devices 

(MCDs). It is to these that we now turn. 

 

Membership Categorisation Devices 

 

Based on both extra-local knowledge and textual devices included within oral and 

written communications, members can make inferences about what people are or should 

be like if they belong to a certain category or class. That is, members come to associate 

certain attributes or activities as appropriate or normal for certain classes of people. In 

the texts analysed here, such categories are established in terms of official institutional 

(school) accounts of what parents and students are or should be like. Certain classes or 

categories of persons, such as parents, teachers, or students, are constituted in particular 

ways. Sacks (1992: 113-125) named such textual devices “membership categorisation 

devices”, likening them to an “Inference-Making Machine”. 
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Personal pronouns are often set in opposition to an ‘other’, which might be either 

textually explicit or implicit. I, for example, might be set in opposition to you or they. 

Similarly, my or our might be set up in contrast to your or their. Smith (1990b) 

designated textual strategies that set up such oppositionals “contrast structures”. 

 

The use of possessive pronouns in relation to the constitution of areas of responsibilities 

is an effective way of setting up categorisations and contrast structures. By talking 

about school rules, the Principal, speaking as a representative of the school, sets up 

categorisations regarding what persons are or should be according to the school’s moral 

order. As such, moral versions are established (Sacks, 1992; Jayyusi, 1984, 1991; 

Silverman, 1987; Baker and Keogh, 1995, 1997). The Principal made statements from 

the position of the collegial we (the speaker-as-representative-of-the-school) about you 

(the parents) and / or they (the students). In this case, the Principal used pronouns that 

set up specific categories, allowing for a certain ambiguity, such as the instance in Lines 

73-74 discussed above: (“Any time Mum or Dad is concerned about anything, we I 

would like very much if you would contact us”). Just who the primary audience and or 

addressees were was not clear here. Also noteworthy was the substitution of the 

pronoun “I” immediately after he used of the collegial pronoun “we” in this extract. The 

Principal appeared to adopt briefly a stance of personal responsibility for his directions 

in this instance. 

 

Establishing Authority 

 

As shown above, this Principal positioned himself as a member of his particular 

institutional team by his use of particular pronouns. He did this by the use of pronouns 

such as we and our in order to substantiate the authority of his directives. At times the 

teams were ambiguous. This allowed for different hearings of the talk, thereby avoiding 

the possibility of specified undesirable behaviour from being heard as direct criticism of 

the audience.  

 

Another technique that this Principal used to corroborate the importance of his 

directives was the invocation of external authorities to substantiate his points. For 
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example, in his speech, the Principal specifically invoked the authority of the parent 

audience to students in support of school rules in lines 24-25 (“Mum and Dad are 

entitled to expect that we account for you”) and lines 31-32 (“Mum and Dad will expect 

that you be left alone”). In this instance he aligned the school’s institutional order with 

that of the home, thus strengthening his demand for student compliance. This is in 

contrast to other times when he discursively separated home and school by his use of 

“our”, such as in lines 5-8 (“I think they’re important to? all of our students coming in 

… our school doesn’t believe in a lot of rules, we believe this is a? an adult situation”) 

and 59-61 (“that’s a part of the thing you’ll hear with us and it applies at all times. If 

our school presents well, if our students do the right thing”), discussed above. 

 

The preceding analysis of this Principal’s use of pronouns as he speaks on behalf of the 

school, in his capacity of school representative, has shown that these devices 

contributed to the constitution of a school-ordered version of a disciplined social world. 

This world was presented as subject to specific school imposed rules and regulations 

that the audience was both explicitly and implicitly positioned as supporting. The 

school-ordered version of the world was thus normalised within and through this talk. 

This is similar to the school promotional documents analysed in Chapter 5 when it was 

found that disciplined and disciplinary school-ordered worlds were constituted and 

mediated within and through the texts and visuals in those documents.  

 

This chapter now proceeds to analyse part of a private school Principal’s Address to 

parents and students on Speech Night (see Appendix 7 for the full speech).  

 

Part 2: A Private School Principal’s Speech Night Address3 

 

This educational event took place at a private school’s assembly hall towards the end of 

the 1992 academic year. I focus here on Atkinson’s (1984a and 1984b) and Heritage 

and Greatbatch’s (1986) method of studying political speeches. This Principal’s speech 

worked like a political speech in order to maintain the audience’s attention and in order 

                                                 
3 The Principal’s address at this event was titled “Principal’s Remarks” in the Official Speech Night 

Programme. 
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to align all present into a cohesive affiliated school community. One way the Principal 

undertook this was by using rhetorical devices such as  oppositionals to constitute this 

school in particular ways, in contrast to other less desirable insititutions. In this way, the 

Principal can be seen to be enacting the process of emulation (cf. Kenway and 

Fitzclarence, 1998: 54), as discussed in Chapter 5. As such, the process of emulation 

can be viewed as having a marketing function and involves a double movement: an 

imitation of richer schools, and differentiation from schools that are poorer or less 

refined. Both such movements were evidenced within this Principal’s address. As will 

be shown, he used oppositionals to conversationally construct this institution as a model 

school, distancing it from the ideas associated with schools of lesser standing. 

 

The analysis to be presented below highlights in particular the Principal’s use of 

invitations for applause. This is a key strategy used by many public speakers designed 

to “attract, sustain or upgrade the attentiveness of audience members who might 

otherwise be inclined to go to sleep” (Atkinson, 1984a: 11). It will be shown also that 

this Principal used certain specific conversational devices, in particular pronouns, 

systematically in a technique that further bound the audience together in an affiliative 

way to form a united school community or “family”. He also used various oppositionals 

to present a particular moral version of this school in contrast to both explicitly 

designated and implied other schools, rather like the school promotional documents 

described in the previous chapter. It should be noted that students, as well as parents, 

were present at this educational event, and were an overhearing audience. 

 

This speech was presented by the Principal of a large private coeducational school on 

the night of its annual Speech Night towards the end of the 1992 academic year. The 

Speech Night was one of a number of formal educational events held at this school 

annually. The procedures were full of ritual and tradition. The importance of ritual in 

school proceedings has long been acknowledged. Bernstein, Elvin and Peters (1971: 

160) argued that  

 

the symbolic function of ritual is to relate the individual through ritualistic acts 

to a social order, to heighten respect for that order, to revivify that order within 

the individual and, in particular, to deepen acceptance of the procedures used to 
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maintain continuity, order and boundary and which control ambivalence 

towards the social order. 

Similarly, Lesko (1988) suggested that collective rituals emphasise commonalities 

among people, working as re-presentations of participants’ lives. This Principal’s 

“Remarks”, like the state school Principal’s speech analysed in the previous section, can 

thus be viewed as an integral part of a ritualistic event designed in such as way as to 

bind together all members of the school, staff, students, parents, and associates as “a 

moral community, as a distinct collectivity” (Bernstein et al., 1971: 160).  

 

Unlike the previous example that was directed at potentially new parents and students, 

this Principal’s “Remarks” were directed at an audience of existing school families and 

associates. Rather like a politician at a party political conference speaking to a group of 

mostly like-minded people, this Principal’s speech presented the school and its 

achievements in a way that conversationally bound the audience and participants 

together at this event. 

 

One of the key problems public speakers face is keeping their audiences with them. As 

Atkinson (1984a: 9-11) stated,  

 

public speaking has an immense potential for boring audiences, as is well known to 

anyone who has ever fallen asleep during a speech, sermon or lecture. … Speeches 

and related forms of talk can … be seen to represent, almost by definition, a 

potentially unreasonable imposition on the tolerance of listeners.  

 

A problem common to most formal settings is how to affiliate or align an audience 

where “a single sequence of interaction is oriented to by all co-present parties” 

(Atkinson, 1982: 96). One practice that signals alignment is applause. According to 

Atkinson (1984b: 371), the action of applauding is invariably a display of affiliation 

that, in the context of political speeches, for example, expresses support or approval for 

the assertion that it follows. As such, it has been found that public speakers often seek 

applause through the use of seven routine rhetorical patterns “to solve the tricky 

interactional problem of ensuring that a collection of unrehearsed, disparate individuals 

can be coordinated in their behaviour as a group” (Hutchby and Woofitt, 1998: 238). 
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Such devices include, in particular, the use of oppositionals or contrasts, three part lists, 

puzzle-solutions, headline-punch lines, a combination of these, position taking, and 

pursuit. These devices are known as “invitations to applaud” (Heritage and Greatbatch 

(1986: 117), or “audience management devices” (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998: 235). 

Such devices work in a way that project their own ending, thereby allowing the 

audience to anticipate when the device, and thus the point being made, will end 

(Hutchby and Woofitt, 1998: 238). Like the audience at the induction morning 

discussed above, this audience refrained from applauding during this Principal’s speech, 

waiting until the end of his speech to do so. The prolific use of the above seven devices 

within this Principal’s speech will now be discussed. It is argued that the use of such 

devices worked partly as a means of subtly breaking up the speech into manageable bits 

of information, as well as working as an aligning strategy.  

 

The evening commenced with the playing of the “Trumpet Voluntary”. The audience 

stood at this point in the proceedings. At the end of this orchestral piece Handel’s 

“Zadok the Priest” was played by the school orchestra and sung by the “Performance 

Choir”. During this rendition, the official party, comprising staff and official guests, 

processed into the hall, walking along a central aisle between the seated rows of parents 

and other family members (towards the back of the hall) and students (closer to the 

stage in the front of the hall). The students, if they were not part of the school orchestra 

or choir, were seated in rows immediately in front of the stage, and every second row 

had a teacher standing beside it in a supervisory arrangement. The students were thus 

disciplined through both external surveillance and self-regulation, in a way reminiscent 

of Foucault’s notion of panopticism (Foucault, 1977). Students tended to remain quite 

still and quiet under these circumstances.  

 

The official party was preceded by school prefects carrying the school flag. All 

participants were dressed formally. Staff and some of the special guests wore academic 

gowns, and students wore full dress uniform. Parents and family associates were mostly 

wearing semi formal dress, the men in lounge suits with ties, and the women in smart 

dresses or suits. Smith (1990b: 176) suggested that “dress itself, hairstyling, makeup, 

packaging, themselves take on textual properties. They are to be ‘read’, ‘interpreted’, 

not merely seen. Their styles, colors, forms etc., are codified”. As such, the formality of 
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this speech night event was indicated explicitly by signifiers such as the standard of 

dress, the appearance and the comportment of the participants. Thus the formality of the 

occasion emerged not just from the language used but also “as a gloss for a myriad of 

features that can be heard to be ‘non-conversational’” (Atkinson, 1982: 96).  

 

The teachers, staff and special guests of the official party positioned themselves in front of 

chairs situated in a number of rows on the stage, facing the audience, during the musical 

item. The evening’s proceedings were specified in an official programme that had been 

placed on their chairs (see Appendix 8 for the full programme). Once the music had 

finished, after the entry of staff and guests, all remained standing for the national anthem. 

An opening prayer and a reading from the Bible by two religious ministers followed this. 

All then sat then while a male student lead the performance choir with a rendition of the 

song “Give me Wings”. This was followed by the “Principal’s Remarks” (as it was entitled 

in the official program).  

 

As stated earlier, I make no attempt to analyse this Principal’s Speech Night address in 

its entirety here. Rather, I focus particularly on paragraphs 11 to 31, below. These 

paragraphs were selected as they contain a number of  “invitations for applause” 

(Atkinson, 1984a and 1984b; Heritage and Greatbatch, 1986). The selection was, once 

again, somewhat arbitrary. Other segments of the speech could equally have been 

selected for detailed analysis and would have revealed similar devices. 

 

This section of Chapter 6 considers particular examples of incidences where the 

Principal used the seven “invitations for applause” identified by Atkinson (1984a & b) 

and Heritage and Greatbatch (1986), including both explicit and implicit oppositionals 

that worked to establish a particular moral version of this school in contrast to other less 

desirable schools. At times such devices implemented pronouns as positioning 

practices, while simultaneously constituting particular invitations to applaud and moral 

versions of the institution. I have analysed this speech sequentially here, although I do 

not document it in its entirety (for the complete speech, see Appendix 7).  

 

I discuss specific segments of the speech which are presented as extracts when they are 

analysed within this text. It must here be noted that I have labeled each section of the 



Chapter Seven 

 201

speech “Paragraph 12”, “Paragraph 13” and so on. These are numbered according to the 

number of the paragraph of the printed version from which the Principal read. The 

Principal tended to pause between each sentence and paragraph for approximately point 

five of a second before proceeding to read the next printed section or paragraph, as 

indicated by full stops (.) in the transcript of the speech. Within each speech paragraph 

the Principal tended to pause for less than point five of a second, and these pauses are 

indicated by commas (,) in the transcript. The Principal’s pauses mostly, but not 

invariably, followed the punctuation of the printed version of the speech. 

 

Transcript4 of the Private School Principal’s Speech Night “Remarks” 

 

Paragraph 11 

…thanks to our many other honoured guests and to the great number of parents who 

are with us tonight as we reflect on the progress of our college during 1992 and 

throughout our first decade. 

 

Paragraph 12 

We live in an exciting age of change. Mankind has inhabited this planet of ours for 

many hundreds of thousands of years. Yet, the technological, scientific and industrial 

era, to which we belong, is less than 300 years old.  

 

Paragraph 13 

Mankind’s fund of knowledge is doubling every three years, and this time differential is 

decreasing from year to year.  

 

Paragraph 14 

It is an exciting age of change. It is the exciting age of the ‘knowledge explosion’. 

 

Paragraph 15 

It is an exciting age for us, as educators and as parents, as, together, we mould the 

education of the young people who are entrusted to us. An education which, we hope, 

                                                 
4 This version of the speech is transcribed from the video recording. It is not a copy of the printed text. 



Chapter Seven 

 202

will prepare them for a rewarding life in this rapidly changing world of the 21st 

century. 

 

Paragraph 16 

As the educators, and as the parents of the young of our nation, we have, in partnership, 

the opportunity to nurture young men and women who will be the leaders, initiators and 

contributors in this world of dynamic change. But we also have the opportunity, if we 

get it wrong, to turn out young men and women who will merely be reactors to our 

changing world, and the followers in it. 

 

Paragraph 17 

Like most educators who think seriously about providing the most relevant start in life 

for the young men and women of our society, I am not particularly impressed with what 

I see in most of our schools of the late 20th century. 

 

Paragraph 18 

In the past decade, while a handful of progressive schools have been striving, through 

innovation, through change and through reform, to ensure, always, that their schools 

provide the very best start in life for the leaders of the 21st century, many of our fine 

non-government schools have become, or are becoming, little more than refuges for 

those professional educators who wish to escape the realities of the 21st century. 

 

Paragraph 19 

Schools in the late 20th century cannot be attached to the 19th century status quo. 

There is a continual need for us to examine what we teach and how we teach it, in order 

that the young men and women who are entrusted to us will become creative thinkers, 

autonomous learners and people who understand that education is a life-long process, 

young men and women who will be capable of taking their places as leaders and 

positive contributors in the rapidly changing world of the 21st century. 

 

Paragraph 20 
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Those of us who work at [name of school] understand that we need to have some 

sympathy for the Tom Peter’s statement, that WE MUST LEARN TO LOVE CHANGE 

AS MUCH AS WE HAVE HATED CHANGE IN THE PAST. 

 

Paragraph 21 

Teaching has ceased to be the comfortable profession that it has been for the last 

century, and we understand now that members of our profession need continually to 

reskill, and continually to rethink our teaching practice and our classroom 

management, in order that what we do remains totally relevant to the young men and 

women of our schools. 

 

Paragraph 22 

We, at [name of school], have accepted that the curriculum today can no longer be 

transmitted as it has been for decades in the past. 

 

Paragraph 23 

The past gave us the factory model of education, with the focus on batch processing of 

groups of students in classes. 

 

Paragraph 24 

Unfortunately, this still persists today in the way that we group students and in the way 

that we describe a teacher’s load as the number of classes that are taught by that 

teacher. 

 

Paragraph 25 

Even at [name of school] some classes and classrooms continue to exist in much the 

same way as they did in schools 100 years ago. But because of the changing needs of 

the students who must be well served in our schools, the future of such classes and such 

classrooms is not assured. There is a search for a better way of relating the teacher to 

the student in a setting that is more personal and individual, and which is more relevant 

to the needs of the student of the 1990s. 

 

Paragraph 26 
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The educational focus is moving from teachers teaching, towards individual students 

learning. The educational focus is moving from the teaching styles of teachers to the 

learning styles of individual students. Teaching will be subordinated to learning. The 

curriculum is opening up with fewer class prescriptions and more opportunity for a 

student to contribute to a personal curriculum, and more opportunity for students to 

interact with the world in which they will exist as adults. 

 

Paragraph 27 

There is a greater emphasis on co-operative learning, with joint projects encouraged. 

 

Paragraph 28 

The timetable has been modified to allow for more sustained learning that is not 

interrupted by some arbitrary bell to signify the end of a teaching period. Students will 

be encouraged to take far more responsibility for their learning, with the teacher 

becoming the facilitator of that learning, rather than the imparter of a stereotyped and 

definitive body of knowledge which, in any case, will soon be out of date. 

 

Paragraph 29 

Education, generally, has not kept pace with the changes of the modern scientific and 

technological world. The only area of our modern world where technology has not fully 

permeated is our classrooms, and, yet, we still confess, as educators, that our schools 

should be preparing our young for life in this scientific and technological world. 

 

Paragraph 30 

At [name of school] we have accepted our obligation to provide the very best 

educational opportunities for our students. In 1993, all students in years six and seven 

will acquire their own laptop computers, a further aid to individualized learning. And 

by 1998 all students above year three will have a personal laptop as an aid in their 

learning, their thinking and their research. 

 

Paragraph 31 

As we prepare ourselves to enter the 21st century, schools which perpetuate the rejected 

and the mediocre will be run over by those which are dedicated to change, which are 
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dedicated to educating the young for life by providing them with life skills and life role 

competencies, and which will, also, provide their students with the skills of basic 

numeracy, literacy and computer awareness. 

 

(The speech continues for another 43 paragraphs, ending after Paragraph 74. For the full 

speech, see Appendix 7). 

 

The Principal gave me a copy of the printed version of his Remarks in the form of the 

actual text of the speech from which he read on the night of the event. I was also 

provided with a video recording of an edited version of the Speech Night that included 

the Principal’s Remarks in its entirety. The video camera was trained on the Principal 

throughout his presentation. Mostly it focused on the entire figure of the Principal 

standing behind a lectern on the stage, although at various times the camera zoomed in 

to a close-up of the Principal’s face while he read. It is noteworthy that the Principal 

read almost word for word from the printed version of the speech; there was a minimum 

of lexical changes from the original printed version. The version of the speech, above, 

was transcribed from the video-recording of the event. There are very few differences 

between this version and the printed version. 

 

The Principal read from the printed sheets with his hands resting on the lectern on which 

the printed sheets were placed, using minimal body or hand gestures. This is in keeping 

with Atkinson’s (1984a: 66) findings that “speakers who rely on scripts are much more 

restricted when it comes to using non-verbal signals”. The Principal occasionally looked up 

and evidenced sweeping eye contact with the audience, but he made no attempt to hide the 

fact that this was a reading rather than a presentation of a rehearsed or a spontaneous 

speech. There was a microphone secured to the lectern, making his voice audible and clear 

for all in the audience. He punctuated his speech with pauses, usually at points marked by 

commas or full stops on the printed version. He spoke mostly in a monotone, with very 

little change in intonation. The audience remained mostly silent.  

 

In the first ten paragraphs the Principal commenced his speech by thanking, by name 

and position, the Chairman of the Board of School Directors and other official guests 

that included a number of church representatives, an alderman and a Professor of 
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History, invited there to launch his history of the school. He thanked them and “… our 

many other honoured guests, and to the great number of parents who are with us 

tonight, as we reflect on the progress of our college during 1992, and throughout our 

first decade” (Paragraph 11). This paragraph effectively set up the main topic of the 

speech, that of the development of the school during the 1992 academic year and 

throughout its first ten years. This Principal used sexist language within his welcome 

and throughout his speech; for instance he employed the terms “alderman” and 

“chairman”, implying a patriarchal view of the world. His inclusive use of the pronoun 

“our” positioned all present into the category “the school family” to which he referred 

later in his speech. 

 

Contrasts and Lists 

 

According to Heritage and Greatbatch (1986: 122), “the contrast, or antithesis, is perhaps 

one of the most basic resources of an orator”. Such a rhetorical device embodies both 

emphasis and completion-point projection. This strategy was used time and again by this 

Principal in his “Remarks”. Similarly, the three part list, “the second rhetorical device 

identified by Atkinson as a major weapon in the armory of public speakers” (Heritage and 

Greatbatch, 1986: 125), was frequently evidenced in this Principal’s Speech Night address. 

Both these devices were evidenced in the Principal’s next paragraph (Paragraph 12). 

Having introduced the topic or theme of the talk in Paragraph 11, the Principal’s next 

paragraph was as follows: 

 

 We live in an exciting age of change.  

a Mankind has inhabited this planet of ours, for many hundreds of thousands of  

years. 

b 1 Yet, the technological,  

2 scientific and 

3 industrial era, to which we belong, is less than three hundred years old.  

 

In this paragraph we can immediately see the use of both a contrast (designated a and b) 

and a three point list (designated 1, 2 and 3). The contrast was between the length of 

time “mankind has inhabited this planet …” and the relatively brief period (“300 
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years”) of a contemporary “technological, scientific and industrial era”, this era being 

expressed as a three part list. In this way the Principal introduced a contrast between a 

particular past and a particular present. He developed this theme during the continuation 

of his speech. The Principal’s use of the sexist term “mankind” is noteworthy here.  

 

In the next paragraphs (paragraphs 14 and 15, below), the Principal used repetition “to 

strengthen, underline or amplify almost any kind of message” (Atkinson, 1984a: 60). 

This device emphasised the importance the Principal placed on the concept of the 

present “age of change” and “age of the knowledge explosion”. This theme was 

continued in Paragraph 15: 

 

Paragraph 14: 

It is an exciting age of change. It is the exciting age of the knowledge explosion.  

 

Paragraph 15: 

It is an exciting age for us, as educators and as parents, as, together, we mould the 

education of the young people who are entrusted to us, an education which, we hope, will 

prepare them, for a rewarding life in this rapidly changing world of the 21st century. 

 

These two paragraphs might also be viewed as evidencing the rhetorical device designated 

‘headline-punch line’. Here the speaker “proposes to make a declaration, pledge or 

announcement and then proceeds to make it” (Heritage and Greatbatch, 1986: 128). 

 

The notion of a teacher-parent partnership was introduced for the first time in the 

speech in Paragraph 15. Versions of teacherhood and parenthood as “mould[ers]” and 

“educat[ors] of the young people who are entrusted to us” were worked up. This talk is 

morally implicative.  

 

Hunter (1993) argued that schooling has long developed a multiplicity of distinct 

functions, including a pastoral function, a skilling function, a regulative function, a 

human-capital function, a function of individual expression, a cultural heritage function 

and a political function. People’s institutional identities, when they are working in or 

with schools, will be variously constituted depending on the preferred enactments of the 
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functions of schooling, at that time and in that school. Paragraph 15 suggested 

particularly the preparing function of educators at this school to produce a rewarding 

life.  

 

The discourse of the teacher-parent (school-home) ‘togetherness’ was continued in 

Paragraph 16. The Principal again used combined rhetorical devices of a three part list 

(numbered 1, 2 and 3), and a contrast (labeled a and b): 

 

a As the educators, and as the parents of the young of our nation, we have, in 

partnership, the opportunity to nurture young men and women, who will be 

 1 the leaders, 

2 initiators and 

3 contributors in this world of dynamic change, 

 b  but we also have the opportunity, if we get it wrong, to turn out young 

men and women who will merely be reactors to our changing world, 

and the followers in it. 

 

According to this Principal, the parent-teacher partnership had the “opportunity to nurture” 

successful “young men and women” of this school who were potentially “the leaders, 

initiators and contributors in this world of dynamic change”. If the partnership “get[s] it 

wrong” a contrasting version of future citizens as “merely reactors” and “followers” was 

possible. It is obvious which the preferred version was here. Talk of such a parent-teacher 

‘partnership’ mirrored the similar construction of this relationship by the state school 

Principal in his speech to potential parents and students, analysed earlier. In both cases 

ultimate responsibility for producing the preferred sorts of future citizens was 

conversationally constituted in this speech as a moral duty for the parents and teachers 

rather than as a responsibility of the students.  

 

To be a leader was constituted as desirable; its opposite (“merely … reactors … and the 

followers”) was not. The notion that all students present could feasibly become leaders was 

implied. It was suggested that both parents and teachers, in partnership, held the same 

views regarding an acceptable future citizenship of leaders. 
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The next two paragraphs (Paragraphs 17 and 18) began to set up an extended contrast 

between this school and the wrong sort of other schools (that is, most schools): 

Like most educators who think seriously about providing the most relevant start in life 

for the young men and women of our society, I am not particularly impressed with what 

I see in most of our schools of the late 20th century. 

 

In Paragraph 17 the Principal described himself as an educator who “think[s] seriously 

about providing the most relevant start in life”. By using the pronoun “I” in the latter 

part of the sentence, the Principal presented himself as an individual educator who was 

“not particularly impressed with … most of our schools of the late 20th century”. His 

use of “our” worked to align the audience with his views of most (other) schools. This 

move worked to signal potential disapproval of  “most of our schools of the late 20th 

century”.  

 

Position-taking is another rhetorical device that Heritage and Greatbatch (1986) suggest 

is an invitation for applause. In the next paragraph, the Principal implicitly positioned 

this school with “a handful of progressive schools” that were doing the morally correct 

thing, that of providing “the very best start in life for the leaders of the 21st century”. 

Again the Principal used a combination of contrast (labeled a and b) and three part list 

(labeled 1, 2 and 3) in Paragraph 18: 

  

a In the past decade, while a handful of progressive schools have been 

striving, 

 1 through innovation, 

  2 through change 

3 and through reform to ensure, always, that their schools provide the very  

best start in life, for the leaders of the 21st century,  

b many of our fine non-government schools have become, or are becoming, little 

more than refuges, for those professional educators who wish to escape the 

realities, of the fast approaching 21st century. 

 

According to Atkinson (1984b: 384-5), 
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affiliative responses recurrently occur after self-directed statements of praise or 

boasts and opponent-directed criticisms or insults (or in other words favorable 

assessments of ‘us’, and unfavourable assessments of ‘them) [and that] this is 

particularly so at political meetings (emphasis in original). 

 

Such a strategy was evident in this paragraph (Paragraph 18). A “handful of progressive 

schools” of which, it was implied, this was one, was contrasted with “many [other] of 

our fine non-government schools [that] have become or are becoming little more than 

refuges for those … who wish to escape the realities of the … 21st century”. The 

Principal did not specify exactly who “those” were who were wishing to escape such 

realities. It is noteworthy that the Principal spoke explicitly of non-government schools 

here. Government (that is, state) schools were not included as being either 

“progressive” or “refuges”. This Principal was implicitly promising a particular sort of 

future success for students attending this school, that of a “the very best start in life”. 

This is reminiscent of the textual constructions and promises contained in the school 

promotional documents analysed in Chapter 5. 

 
In Paragraphs 19 to 31 this Principal continued to emphasise the need for contemporary 

schools to keep up with change, rather than continuing to use outdated 19th century 

practices. There was both an explicit and implicit ‘us and them’ contrast throughout this 

talk. Paragraph 19, for example, contrasts 19th century and 21st century education. It 

also included a three part list: 

 
a Schools in the late 20th century cannot be attached to the 19th century status quo.  

b There is a continual need for us to examine what we teach, and how we teach 

it, in order that the young men and women who are entrusted to us will  

  1 become creative thinkers,  

  2 autonomous learners,  

3 and people who understand that education is a life-long process, - young  

men and women who will be capable of taking their places as leaders 

and positive contributors in the rapidly changing world of the 21st 

century. 
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This theme was continued and extended in Paragraphs 20 to 31. Paragraph 20, for 

example, implicitly positioned this school as better than other schools. It was implied 

that staff in this school did “understand that … we must learn to love change”, unlike 

staff in other schools. Paragraphs 21 and 22 contrasted the teaching profession and 

curriculum of the past with the present, indicating that this school has accepted the need 

to change and adapt. Paragraphs 23, 24 and 25 discussed the past “factory model of 

education” that “even” at this school “continue to exist in much the same way as they 

did in schools 100 years ago”. However, it was suggested that within this school there 

was “a search for a better way … which is more relevant to the needs of the student of 

the 1990s” (Paragraph 25). The importance of adapting new and innovative ways to 

teach present-day students was emphasised in Paragraphs 26 to 29. This latter paragraph 

concluded with the statement: “schools should be preparing our young for life in this 

scientific and technological world”. Paragraphs 30 and 31 specify some ways in which 

this school has done this, as, for example, through the introduction of the use of laptop 

computers for “all students in years six and seven”. In paragraph 31, the Principal again 

constituted this school as one that would appropriately prepare its students for the 

demands of the 21st century, in contrast with those other schools “which perpetuate the 

rejected and the mediocre”. Using a three part list, the Principal here specified that, in 

line with such innovations, this school would continue to provide its students with “with 

the skills of basic numeracy, literacy and computer awareness”. 

 

Paragraphs 20 to 31 consisted of an extended sequence of talk in which the Principal 

contrasted schooling of the past with the requirements of contemporary schooling. This 

sequence worked as a pursuit device in that it involved “reiterating or otherwise 

drawing attention to a point that has just been made, [and]… serves to emphasize the 

point” (Heritage and Greatbatch, 1986: 135).  

 

Oppositionals or contrasts such as those of past and present, them and us, tradition and 

change were continuously used to present this particular school as desirable in contrast 

to other, and therefore less desirable schools. This school’s good points were thus 

commodified as positives. Throughout his speech, the Principal implicitly positioned his 

audience as like-minded, assuming that they held views similar to his own, by the use of 

such devices as pronouns, particularly “our”, to align the audience with himself. 
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In the remainder of his speech, the Principal continued to emphasise aspects and 

features of the school that he saw as positive. He frequently employed six of the seven 

invitations to applaud in what followed, including contrasts between them and us, the 

use of lists, in particular three part lists, the use of headline-punch line, position taking, 

pursuit, and a combination of these. The one rhetorical device identified by Heritage 

and Greatbatch (1986) that he did not include was that of puzzle-solution, where a 

speaker  

 
begins by establishing some kind of puzzle or problem in the minds of listeners 

and then, shortly afterwards, offers as a solution to the puzzle a statement that 

stands as the core of the message that he or she wishes to get across (Heritage 

and Greatbatch, 1986: 127). 

 
Despite the absence of this particular rhetorical device, this Principal’s speech worked 

very similarly to party-political speeches such as those analysed by Atkinson (1984a; 

1984b) and Heritage and Greatbatch (1986). By using these particular invitations for 

applause, this Principal positioned his audience as having the same views as himself. 

This strategy maintained audience attention and worked to conversationally align all 

present at the event, emphasising the positive aspects of the school in ways that were 

reminiscent of the marketing documents analysed in Chapter 5.  

 
The Principal’s Address was a normative political message that embodied not just the 

social world as is, but also the social world as it should be, according to this Principal’s 

institutionalised order as constituted within and through this speech. Notions of past and 

present were presented in ways that worked the school into a classist position. This 

school’s educational practices were foregrounded as offering the possibility of 

particular positional goods in the form of ruling class futures. By using the various 

rhetorical devices identified above, this Principal positioned the audience as in 

agreement with his views and points. Such strategies thus subtly colonised homes as 

supporting and continuing the work of the school. It should be noted, however, that the 

audience reception was not discernible from the audio recording, apart from applause at 

the end of the speech. Multiple hearings were possible. The audience was free to accept 

or reject the speaker’s remarks, and thereby accept or resist such colonisation. 
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Parents were given attributes of a preferred version of parenthood within and through 

the two Principal’s speeches analysed in this chapter. This also happened in the school 

letter addressing parents, analysed below. As such, moral versions of parenthood, 

teacherhood and studenthood were textually constituted, and relationships between 

these categories textually mediated within and through this letter. Like the promotional 

documents analysed in the previous chapter, it is shown that there was a certain 

continuity of versions found across the three school-home communications  analysed 

within this chapter, demonstrating Luke and Luke’s (1995) notion of a “traverse of 

discourses”. 

 

Part 3: Document Analysis: A Private of a School Letter Addressed to Parents 

 

This section examines features of the printed text contained in a letter5 sent to parents 

from an independent, coeducational secondary school situated in an outer suburb of an 

Australian State capital city. The analysis shows how this school was written into being 

as desirable, in contrast to other not so desirable schools. The particular focus is on the 

use of oppositionals and contrasting discourses in this letter. Aspects of the text that 

contributed to the school’s public image and marketability are analysed. In addition, this 

section develops analysis to consider devices evidenced within the text that may be read 

as contributing to the construction of power relations between the author 

as-school-agent and the potential readers of the letter. In analysing this letter, the 

particular concern is with answering the questions: what was the text about and how did 

it work? Answers to such questions identify specific methods by which the author-as-

school-representative wrote a particular moral version of this school in contrast to other 

schools, and of moral versions of parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood, and their 

inter-institutional relationships, into being. 

 

In this section of the chapter, the letter in its entirety  (see Appendix 9 for the full text) 

is analysed by describing the order of events in the form of a summary of the sequence 

of topics dealt with in the letter. The major categories of descriptions as they were 

constructed in and through the text are discussed in order to explicate how they were 

                                                 
5 Analysis of this letter has appeared in Keogh, 1995. 
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assembled. The section concludes with a summary of the letter’s most prominent 

categories, oppositionals, and textual narratives, and the ways in which they were 

assembled within the text. 

 

This letter was sent home to the parents of students attending the school immediately 

prior to the commencement of the winter vacation. Although the letter was addressed 

ostensibly to the parents (“Dear Parents”), students might also have been anticipated as 

indirectly reading this text, or receiving its contents second hand. The particular moral 

versions of childhood / studenthood, parenthood, and teacherhood constituted in this 

letter might thus have been constructed for the benefit of such students as secondary 

readers of this text as well as for their parents. In addition, the versions might have been 

constructed to instill them as preferred moral versions among parents, or to display the 

school’s rightful enactments of these particular versions.  

 

Paragraph 1 

 

June 23, 1992 

Dear Parents 

Thank you for supporting your son or daughter through a very challenging and 

rewarding term. It is most pleasing to note the special efforts of those parents who have 

taken the time to attend the many sporting and cultural events of the term, and who 

have, at the same time, remained steadfast in their commitment to the standards and 

expectations we have at __________ College. 

 

Paragraph 1 immediately positioned the parents as readers of this letter as parents with 

certain attributes in that they were thanked for being supportive. Parents were placed 

within the category ‘family’, and their children were also placed within the same 

category by the use of the pronoun “your” preceding the terms “son or daughter”. The 

author, the Dean, wrote herself in as an official member of the school when she used the 

pronoun “we”, thereby textually positioning herself as writing on behalf of the 

institution. School life was constituted as “challenging and rewarding” here. A moral 

version of acceptable parents who attended  “sporting and cultural [school] events”, and 

who “have ... remained steadfast in their commitment to the standards and expectations 
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we have at ______ College” was presented. Other parents, who did not do such things, 

were implicitly contrasted as not displaying school-appropriate attributes of good 

parents. The moralistic tone of “steadfast in their commitment” was almost biblical in 

form, reminiscent of traditional nostalgic, as well as Christian, displays. 

 

Paragraph 2 

 

At times, children are quite capable of manipulating others in order to have things their 

own way. On such occasions, it is sometimes easier to give in and thereby have a quiet 

life, rather than insist on standards which can, at times, create conflict between you and 

your son or daughter. I commend those parents who, on such occasions, do not 

succumb to the pressure of their children. 

 

Paragraph 2 commenced with the construction of a version of childhood that was 

manipulative of adults. Such a version was installed and rendered normal within this 

text, and began the narrative that involved the constitution of childhood as pre-moral; 

that is, the state of childhood was textually constituted as a normal amoral pre-condition 

to the state of  (morally acceptable) adulthood.  

 

The author acknowledged the difficulties that parents might have had in dealing with 

potential conflicts caused by pre-moral children wanting to have things “their own 

way”, suggesting that it was natural “sometimes to give in and thereby have a quiet 

life”. That the insistence of certain “standards” can cause conflicts was normalised by 

this writer. Of what these standards consisted was not spelled out. It was assumed that 

there was an implicit agreement between reader and writer regarding them. A version of 

acceptable parenthood that included those who did not give in was presented here. 

Parent-child conflict was naturalised and presented as morally appropriate. Good 

parents who “do not succumb to the pressure of their children” were commended. 

Again, note the moralistic tone of the letter. 

 

The artful use of pronouns carried much of the textual work. The use of “you” in front 

of “son or daughter” placed responsibility for control of their children on parents within 

the category ‘home’. It was implied that all good parents at times experienced conflict 
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with their children. However, that not all parents actively “insist” on particular 

“standards” was acknowledged by the use of the third person in the last sentence of this 

paragraph. The author used the first person pronoun “I” when she commended “those 

parents”, in particular, who “do not succumb to the pressure of their children”. There 

was an implication here that not all parents who read this letter were, in effect, diligent 

in such matters. The use of “those” and “their” depersonalised the accusation as 

directed at all readers of this text. Addressees had the opportunity thus to either read 

themselves in or out of the category of acceptable parents according to this author’s 

personalised stipulations. 

 

Paragraph 3 

 

We consider our relationship with you to be a partnership in all aspects of your son’s 

or daughter’s growth. Should you need our support or assistance in this, we will be only 

too happy to cooperate. 

 

Paragraph 3 introduced the constitution of a good teacher-parent (school-home) 

relationship as a partnership. The sequencing of the construction of the acceptable 

teacher-parent relationship as harmonious was in direct contrast to the construction of 

the acceptable parent-child relationship as one associated with conflict established in 

the previous paragraph. Although the teacher-parent relationship was constructed as a 

partnership, the author suggested that this may be an asymmetrical partnership in that 

she offered the school’s assistance or help, and stated that “we will be only too happy to 

cooperate” in aspects of children’s “growth” according to the school’s construction of 

acceptable parenting. Note that it is the adults (parents and teacher) who were written 

into being as partners here, and the children were positioned as the disciplinary objects 

of their coordinated regulation.  

The goal of the partnership was to re-shape the child in the adults’ assumed agreed-

upon image. The teacher, once again, used the first person plural we, signifying her 

position as school (institutional) representative, in contrast to the implied you, the 

parents. It was the school’s versions of parenthood and childhood that counted in this 

text. Parents were assumed to agree with the school’s expectations. It was the school 
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(or, at least, the author-as-representative-of-the-school) who set the agenda for everyone 

here. 

 

Paragraph 4 

 

As we close this term and look forward to a refreshing start to term three, I would ask 

that you support me in addressing a number of matters so that, at the commencement of 

the new term, your son or daughter has a positive start. 

 

Having offered her institutional help to support parents in aspects of their children’s 

growth, the writer nominated, by way of exchange, her need for parental support in 

order to maintain the moral order of the school during the holiday period, so that “at the 

commencement of the new term, your son or daughter has a positive start”. The request 

for parental support in this paragraph was thus juxtaposed with the school’s offer of 

support for the parents in the immediately preceding paragraph. Support from either 

source was suggested as necessary for the continued maintenance of the moral order of 

the school in the home situation. The home, that is the family/parents, was asked to 

continue the moral work of the school within the private space of their homes. The 

parents were thus positioned ‘in loco pedagogis’ by this text. What a “positive start” is 

was not expounded upon here. Once again, the author of the letter assumed a common 

understanding of this concept. 

 

It is noteworthy that the author used the first person singular here and in the remainder 

of the letter, apart from one exception in the first sentence of paragraph six when 

writing of  “shoes ... which we do not support as a regulation shoe” (below). However, 

the writer later used nouns such as the name of the school (paragraph six, sentence two), 

“the staff” (paragraph nine, sentence two), and “the College” (paragraph nine, sentence 

two, below) instead of personal pronouns, in a technique possibly designed to 

depersonalise the agency of the teacher-as-author as the direct initiator or receptor of 

suggested actions. Similarly, the noun “parents” was substituted in paragraphs six and 

nine for the pronoun “you”. The writer implicitly positioned herself as “I” within the 

category of ‘member of the school’, and “you” the parents as members of the home in 

the remainder of this letter. Their respective institutional memberships were thus 
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assumed. Of interest is the fact that in this, and in the majority of private schools, most 

regulations and so on are made by College Councils, so the separation of “I” from “we” 

of the school/college and from “staff” is not accidental in the writer’s knowledge. It is 

the private school equivalent of “The Education Department” versus “I” as school 

representative.  

 

Paragraph 5 

 

Firstly, as a matter of immediacy, could I ask that you look to a review of the state of 

your son’s or daughter's uniform. You would aware by now, of the recent checks on 

some aspects of the dress code, such as socks and shoes. It has been brought to my 

notice that some students are persuading parents to allow them to purchase 

non-regulation shoes and also to purchase socks which are too small for them. Please 

discuss this issue with your son or daughter and insist on their maintaining the 

standards required of them at _______ College. You should note that the preferred 

regulation shoe is: 

 

 [Brand name] (black) for boys 

[Brand name] Mid-term (brown) for girls 

These shoes are available at [store name] stores locally and in the city. 

 

Paragraph 5 was introduced as a priority, the topic being described as “a matter of 

immediacy”, a phrase that has connotations relating to both time (quickly) and salience 

(urgency). This paragraph addressed the issue of signifiers of the moral order of the 

school, symbolised by the school uniform, specifically socks and shoes. Once again, 

students were constructed as those who would undermine the moral order by 

“persuading parents to allow them to purchase non-regulation shoes and also to 

purchase socks which are too small for them”. This conspiracy theory regarding 

childhood is a continuation of the discourse regarding children as manipulative, 

introduced earlier in paragraph 2. Inappropriate parents were implied as being those 

who would allow themselves to be so persuaded.   
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A managerial parent-child relationship was suggested by the author in this paragraph by 

her use of bureaucratic discourse (“could I ask that you look to a review of the state of 

your son’s or daughter’s uniform” and “please discuss this issue with your son or 

daughter”). The parents were constituted in terms of a middle management position by 

the author with her use of such professional/instructional language. The use of pronouns 

“their” and “them” (“insist on their maintaining the standards required of them”) when 

writing of the students is significant. Just who was responsible for maintaining 

standards was not made clear; was it the parents who needed to maintain vigilance, or 

was it the students who were ultimately positioned as responsible for their actions? This 

ambiguity of responsibility may well have been for the benefit of the students 

themselves who may have been readers of this letter, or at least, second-hand recipients 

of its message; or perhaps it was a device for parents who failed to ensure continuation 

“of the standards required at  [the school]”, redirecting responsibility from them and 

reassigning it to the children, thus maintaining an acceptable moral version of the 

parents-as-readers. The use of the passive voice created a lack of agency. The 

paradoxical use of the adjectival description “preferred regulation” in relation to the 

school shoe also resulted in ambiguity. Such textual strategies worked towards a 

shifting or softening of moral responsibilities from the parents-as-readers of this letter 

towards the students. The letter was thus a gentle reminder to parents not to be 

inappropriately persuaded by their children. Parents may or may not have intended to be 

‘vigilant’ over the holidays. The letter was, therefore, strategically implicative of both 

the primary and secondary recipients of this letter. 

 

Paragraphs 6, 7 and 9 (below) detailed aspects of student dress and or appearances 

signifying the school’s moral order that might have been susceptible to undermining by 

the students / children. Parents were directed to maintain their surveillance regarding 

these concerns. 

 

Paragraph 6 

 

You should be aware that there is another style of [brand name] shoes in the boys shoes 

called [brand name] which are available, but which we do not support as a regulation 

shoe. This shoe is a trend at the moment and is a reflection of mediocre standards 
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accepted by some but certainly not accepted by ________ College. If you are unable to 

purchase the regulation [brand name] shoe, you should first seek approval from the 

Head of School for an alternative style. It is disappointing to be told by the shop 

assistants at [store name] that some parents are allowing their son or daughter to 

purchase the incorrect shoe. I know that, as a parent, you are committed to the 

standards of the College and I look forward to your continued support in this regard. 

 

The writer used the inclusive pronoun “you” here to address all the readers. She then 

went on to discuss details of dress such as the brand name of particular shoes which she, 

as institutional representative, signified by her use of “we” here, did not support. She 

rejected this shoe type as merely “a trend at the moment” and, as such, it was 

constituted as being “a reflection of mediocre standards accepted by some but certainly 

not accepted by” the school. Trendiness or fashion was equated with “mediocr[ity]” and 

“unacceptable standards” in this text. Trends were thus, perhaps, implied as being 

vulgar in the author-as-institutional-agent’s view, again sustaining the College’s 

emphasis on tradition and nostalgia. Who the “some” were was not immediately 

obvious. This term may have denoted either some parents or some students. Such 

ambiguity once again allowed responsibility for unacceptable student behaviour to be 

redirected away from the particular parent-as-reader of this letter.   

 

In the fourth sentence of this paragraph, “some parents” were presented again as 

“allowing their son or daughter to purchase the incorrect shoe”. Perhaps this sentence 

also served as an implied warning to ‘other’ (that is, unacceptable) parents. The author 

viewed such parenting as “disappointing”. That this type of parental behaviour did, in 

fact, happen had been confirmed, according to the writer, by “some shop assistants”, a 

demonstration of the College’s breadth of informational gaze. 

 

Surveillance of manipulative students beyond both the school’s geographical boundary, 

and beyond the boundaries of home was textually constituted by this author as 

extending into the greater community, and included such space as shopping centres. 

Persons such as shop assistants were included as knowledgeable about the 

appropriateness of shoes in the school’s terms. By implication there were two categories 

of shop assistant: those who were properly aware of the school’s standards, specifically 
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with regard to shoes, and those who simply sold shoes. Other adults, in addition to 

parents and teachers, were thus textually constituted and positioned as members of this 

school’s institutionally invoked moral world. The school thus textually colonised not 

just home space, but community space as well. It seems that the panoptic institutional 

(school) gaze (Foucault, 1977) was all pervasive. 

 

The final sentence of paragraph 5 categorically positioned readers of this letter as 

parents who were “committed to the standards of the College”, and it seemed that their 

continued support was here assumed. Readers were constituted as well-intentioned, 

although perhaps not always sufficiently diligent parents according to the school’s 

version of acceptable parenthood constructed in this text. The text was here written in 

past conditional tense - if you as a parent hadn’t succumbed, you would have been a 

very good parent. If you read yourself into this letter as one who will not or would not 

succumb, you would be or would continue to be a good parent. Indeed, good parenting 

was difficult given such manipulative children. 

 

Paragraph 7 

 

Other areas of concern with regard to the dress code are : 

   Socks which are too short.  Students must buy socks which are long enough 

     to be worn directly under the knee and held with garters if necessary. 

   Jumpers which are ill-fitting because they are too big. 

   Hats: some hats are in need of replacing.  Your son or daughter may have 

    been asked to do so over the holiday break. 

 

This paragraph provided precise details regarding “areas of concern with regard to the 

dress code”, specifically socks, jumpers and hats. This information was presented in an 

indented, tabulated form, so the eye was immediately drawn to these items. Size and 

appearance were emphasised. Adherence to the specified size and look of items of the 

uniform were constituted as signifiers of the acceptance of the school’s moral order. By 

inference, anything else was to be viewed as exemplifying the “mediocre standards” 

mentioned earlier. 
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Paragraph 8 

 

Secondly, could I ask that you review with your son or daughter, the Code of Behaviour 

as a document which sets out some sensible rules and guidelines for their care, welfare 

and safety. The staff will continue to address this with the students, but it is important 

that parents show students, through their adherence to standards, that they support the 

College in this same endeavour. It is, in fact, this very aspect of the College, which 

encouraged many of you to select it as the educational institution which would enhance 

the personal and social development of your son or daughter. You would also be aware 

that ________ College students have an outstanding reputation for their dignified and 

gracious behaviour which sets them apart from so many other young people.  

 

Paragraph 8 is significant because not only did it include the fundamental ‘essence’ of 

the writer’s view of acceptable parenthood, but it appeared, at first glance, to have been 

placed out of sequence. In the preceding paragraphs 5, 6 and 7, and in the immediately 

following paragraph (9), the author had been and continued to address the topic of 

student appearance and dress. Paragraph eight, however, switched to the topic of 

behaviour. In sequencing this paragraph in this way, in this position, the author linked 

behaviour to appearance. It seemed that morally acceptable behaviour was signified by 

wearing the correct uniform. In contrast, “other young people” were visually 

identifiable by their “mediocre standards” of dress and appearance. 

 

The author specified behaviour as second in importance in her series of priorities in the 

letter, and used bureaucratic / managerial discourse that was reminiscent of the world of 

business for prescriptive parental practices here (“Secondly, could I ask that you review 

with your son or daughter, the Code of Behaviour”). The Code of Behaviour was 

described as  “a document which sets out some sensible rules and guidelines for their 

[the students’] care, welfare and safety”.  Thus school behaviour agenda were 

presented as “sensible”, and justified in terms of their being in the best interests of the 

students. Couched in such terms, therefore, it would be difficult for any sensible and 

caring parent to disagree with them. Parents were assured that “the staff will continue to 

address this with the students”. This comment was particularly significant in that it 
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drew the parents’ attention to the staff’s best efforts, and preceded the assertion that the 

efficacy of this would be tempered by the degree of parental support. 

 

Parents were directed to demonstrate that they were, indeed, good parents in that they 

should “show students, through their adherence to standards, that they support the 

College in this same endeavour”.  It is at this point in the paragraph (sentence 3) that 

the author ceased being prescriptive, but directly constructed her view of acceptable 

College parents and students, in contrast to unacceptable ‘other’ parents and students 

who had not opted to send their children to the school, or fully accept the school’s 

expectations regarding standards of behaviour. The writer suggested that “it is, in fact, 

this very aspect of the College [adherence to standards], which encouraged you to 

select it as the educational institution which would enhance the personal and social 

development of your son or daughter”. Thus it was that adherence to school standards, 

as signified by insisting that their children present themselves in the required manner, 

was suggested as crucial to becoming or remaining an acceptable College parent. This 

sentence served to construct oppositional categories of “many” (that is, acceptable) 

parents who actively concurred with school-based prescriptions regarding good 

parenting practices, in contrast to “some” (other) parents who did not concur with 

school agenda and were, therefore, bad / unacceptable parents. The compliance or 

resistance of the reading of this letter could be thus correlated with the categories of 

parenting established in the letter itself. 

 

Similarly, the following sentence in paragraph eight (sentence four) constructed an ‘in’ 

group of students as opposed to an ‘out’ group (“you [the good parent readers] would 

also be aware that ... [or, if not, you should be aware that] ...  College students have an 

outstanding reputation for their dignified and gracious behaviour which sets them apart 

from so many other young people”). College students were, therefore, constituted as set 

apart from other young people. Other less acceptable young people, by implication, 

lacked the dignity and grace that identified College students. Again these descriptors 

were redolent of traditional values and nostalgic aspirations. This was made relevant to 

why trendiness, a typical youth characteristic, was viewed with such disdain by the 

writer earlier in the text as indicative of mediocre standards.  
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Sentence 4 in paragraph 8, just discussed, was the section of the letter that formulated 

most directly the author’s constitution of acceptable parents and students as those who 

were set apart by their maintenance and adherence to the “sensible [school] rules and 

guidelines”, created in the best interests of the students, despite the temptation to take 

the easier course and give in to manipulative students. Thus an elite parental 

membership category was constructed within and by the text. Such parents were 

expected to work in partnership with the author of the letter 

as-representative-of-the-school in order to regulate their children’s behaviour and 

appearance. 

 

Paragraph 9 

 

Finally, I would ask that you be particularly careful in your choice of a hairdresser 

over the holiday period. It is my experience that many students choose a hairdresser 

they know is not familiar with the standards required at ________ College and think 

that, because the holiday period is a reasonably long one, they have time to allow a 

‘non-regulation’ haircut to grow out. I urge you not to accept this reasoning from your 

son or daughter. 

 

The author here reverted to the topic of student appearance, asking parents to be 

particularly vigilant in their “choice of hairdresser”. Once again “many [morally 

unacceptable] students” were naturalised as devious, continually trying to undermine 

the moral order of the school by choosing “a hairdresser they know is not familiar with 

the standards required at ______ College”. A student conspiracy theory was once more 

propounded here. Such students were, it was suggested, intentionally strategic in that 

they might have actively reasoned about the possibility of growing out a “non-

regulation haircut” over the holiday period. In addition, they might have made reasoned 

and or informed judgements about whether or not a particular hairdresser was both 

familiar with, and committed to acting upon the requirements of the College. Parents 

were directed to be particularly vigilant of such a prospect, and were urged “not to 

accept this reasoning” from their son or daughter. Again, the use of “your” in front of 

“son or daughter” directly positioned the parents as responsible for the control of their 

children’s behaviour and appearance beyond the school boundaries. The parents were 
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held accountable here for their children’s practices during the holidays. The children 

were constituted as ‘the problem’, and the parents were expected to address this through 

their surveillance and control during the school vacation period. 

 

Paragraph 10 

 

My warmest wishes go with you all during the holiday break and I look forward to  

renewing and further strengthening our partnership in Term Three. Yours sincerely 

 

(Signature) 

 

DEAN OF THE COLLEGE 

 

The final paragraph concluded with a statement of politeness, using the inclusive term 

“all” to designate the addressees of this letter. The use of this term implies that all direct 

or indirect addressees of this letter should have taken heed of the directions contained 

herein, along with the good wishes. In effect, the “partnership” mentioned in this 

paragraph was an adult partnership between the author-as-school-representative and 

parents who were, according to the author’s institutional expectations, morally 

acceptable, and as a by-now rational response to the need to regulate the naturally 

manipulative children / students. The inclusion of the ‘partnership’ view of teacher-

parent relationships here that was again reminiscent of those documented in previous 

data.  

 

Like other school-home communications analysed earlier, categorisations were set up 

here with contrastive attributes within the text. Competing moral categories and stories 

were presented to cater to a multiplicity of readers, and allowed the text to be read in 

different ways. Within this text the author-as-school-agent constructed oppositional 

versions of acceptable (‘College’) and unacceptable (‘other’) parents and children / 

students. Acceptable parents were constituted as those who were vigilant and in control 

(with the school’s help) of their children, whereas unacceptable parents were those who 

would “give in” to their children, and who did not adhere or support school specified 

standards, or were not sufficiently vigilant. Acceptable students were those who were 
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compliant, tidy, well dressed, traditional, dignified and gracious, according to school 

specified criteria. In contrast, ‘other’ students were constituted as manipulative, 

slovenly, trendy, flighty, out of control and mediocre. Within the text, adjectives of 

quantity (some, most, many) became adjectives of quality (other). In this way the author 

constructed world-views of ‘our’ (elitist) school in opposition to other schools. 

 

Readers were expected to read themselves into the world-view installed by this 

author-as-school-representative, in order to obtain enhanced life chances and choices 

for their children. ‘College’ standards were symbolised by dress and appearance. 

Indeed, as specified in Paragraph 8, “it is, in fact, this very aspect of the College which 

encouraged you to select it as the educational institution which would enhance the 

personal and social development of your son or daughter”. 

 

Bourdieu (1991) discussed the link between the cultural and material marketplace of 

schooling. The author of the letter as school-agent marketed the school as one that 

would produce socially acceptable students, if readers were prepared to adhere to the 

order of the College. Non compliance would, by implication, produce “mediocre” 

students. This text worked by constructing the public face of the school as desirable and 

marketable, in terms of its potential to enhance the life chances and choices of its 

student clientele, as long as the clientele / readers of the text were prepared to adhere to 

the author-as-school-agent’s prescriptive practices as specified within this letter. The 

teacher-parent relationship constructed within this text was, therefore, asymmetrical in 

that readers were expected to follow the author-as-school-agent’s prescriptions in order 

to remain acceptable, thereby producing compliant students (cf. Foucault, 1977). 

 

The letter evidenced intertextuality (cf. Fairclough, 1992a & b) with a range of other 

discursive sites. The tone of the letter was almost biblical at times, the vocabulary and 

phraseology used reminiscent of pulpit talk. The pleasure that the author expressed 

concerning parents who had  “remained steadfast in their commitment to the standards 

and expectations we have at ...[the] College” was couched in fundamentalist / biblical 

terms. Similarly, her commendation of  “those parents who ... do not succumb to the 

pressure of their children”. The narrative of construction of childhood within this letter 

seemed to reflect the theme of temptation and sin, and parents were invoked to maintain 
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their vigilance. It appeared to be a case of ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’. Looked at 

from this perspective, adult-child relationships were presented in this letter as contested 

and disturbed, but normal. That such conflict was inevitable for the future good of the 

students was natural if viewed from within this perspective. 

 

A second narrative was related to the detail concerning what might perhaps be regarded 

by some as trivia. It was obvious that the author viewed details of dress, appearance and 

behaviour of fundamental importance. They were written of here as symbolic of the 

maintenance of the moral order of the school, signifying “adherence to standards”. 

Parents were invoked to “show students ... that they support the College in this same 

endeavour”. It was implied that students would try to undermine this moral order unless 

all adults continued with their surveillance. The intergenerational conflict narrative was, 

thereby, applied to such details regarding dress, appearance and behaviour. It seemed 

that the outcome of not maintaining vigilance would, (inevitably) result in a 

student/child dominated anarchy, or at least mediocrity, and the redirection of the 

distinctiveness originally purchased by the parents through their investment in 

enrolment in this school. Indeed, unsupervised students would no longer be “set apart”, 

but would descend to the level of “so many other young people”. By emphasising such 

details within the text, the author positioned her readers as part of this aspiring middle 

class (Bourdieu, 1991), who might well have been purchasing a means of upward 

mobility for their children by sending them to this particular private school. Thus it was 

suggested that potential membership of the elite class would be enhanced through the 

adherence to details of dress, appearance and behaviour as specified by the author 

within this letter. The habitus that needed to be shaped and disciplined was embodied 

by the students within and through this text.  

 

The emphasis placed here on detailed uniform requirements in this letter was 

reminiscent of the explicit emphasis placed on uniforms in the state school promotional 

documents, and the implicit emphasis included through the visuals contained in the 

private school promotional documents analysed in Chapter 5.  

 

Finally, when considering this letter, a word regarding gender. Unlike the Principal who 

gave his address during his school’s Speech Night (above), the author of this letter was 
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meticulous in her use of non-sexist language, superficially indicating a non-gender bias. 

However, by emphasising details of appearance and behaviour, this letter implied that 

someone needed to be at home full time during the holiday period to maintain the 

surveillance. Who would be there to check that students buy the “preferred regulation” 

shoes, or would accompany the students to the hairdresser? Such activities are 

traditionally viewed as maternal roles. There was no acknowledgment within this letter 

that students might well have had two parents both of whom could have been working 

full time. One parent (or parents) appeared to be expected to take time away from work 

and have school holidays too in order to become acceptable in this 

author-as-school-agent’s terms. The families / parents addressed perhaps needed to 

conform to traditional parental roles in order to act effectively, according to the author 

of this letter. It might in effect have been mothers who were constituted primarily as ‘in 

loco pedagogis’ during the holidays within this text. This letter might thus have been 

interpreted as a reminder to parents, mostly mothers, regarding the necessity and ways 

of maintaining the College’s standards in order to ‘do holidays’ correctly, and continue 

to set their children apart from ‘other young people’. If it is fathers who are involved in 

the ‘important’ aspects of school life such as fund raising, and if mothers are the ones 

expected to undertake the details of everyday school life (Jowett and Baginsky, 1991) 

then this letter, with its emphasis on domestic detail was, in effect, primarily addressing 

women. 

 

Within this section of Chapter 6, various textual practices have been identified which 

constructed the public image of the school, and positioned the readers in relation to the 

speakers- or author-as-institutional agents. Moral versions of teacherhood, parenthood, 

and studenthood / childhood were evidenced within the school text by the use of 

competing moral categorisations and stories.  

 

Summary 

 

The analyses included in this chapter focused on particular details of school to home 

communications. The chapter now proceeds to summarise some of the main 

constructions that were documented, showing how particular inter-institutional 

relationships were talked or written into being. Analyses showed that various 
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conversational or textual devices worked in similar ways. All these communications set 

up their respective schools as desirable, regulated and regulative. Positive 

characteristics were foregrounded, often in contrast to other schools, in ways that 

commodified these schools. There was a high use of oppositionals and contrasts to 

establish moral versions of these particular schools as the ‘right’ sorts of schools. 

Parents and homes were aligned with school requirements, and homes were 

conversationally and textually colonised as adjuncts to the schools. No concessions 

were made to possible variations in the practical and material contexts of homes. 

Parents were assumed to agree with, and expected to continue the moral work and order 

of the school within their home practices, working ‘in loco pedagogis’ in effect.  

 
In summary, these school to home talk and texts: 

 
 Foregrounded the schools’ versions of the world.   

 Set up the schools as disciplined / disciplinary institutions.  

 Commodified such disciplined schools, using the feature of discipline as a 

marketing device to attract and maintain a particular parental clientele.  

 Constituted moral versions of the institutions of home and school, and moral 

categories of parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood according to the schools’ 

social orders. 

 Positioned parents as persons who were expected to agree and comply with the 

schools’ moral versions of the world. 

 Constituted students / children (both implicitly in the two speeches, and 

explicitly in the school letter) as amoral or pre-moral beings who would 

undermine the schools’ moral order unless subjected to continual adult 

surveillance. 

 Worked in affiliative ways to align the speakers and / or writers with both the 

direct and indirect addressees of these spoken and written school to home 

communications. 

 Positioned addressees as those who were expected to concur with the schools’ 

moral versions of the institutional / institutionalised world. 

 Positioned parents as adjuncts to the schools, thus imperialistically positioning 

them as school agents, expected to continue the moral work of the school within 

their home practices.  
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 Mediated family practices as prescribed by the speakers / authors, thereby 

creating school based curricula for homes.  

 

The chapter now concludes by suggesting that school to home communications, such as 

those analysed in this and the previous chapter, in part work to present particular 

positive moral versions of the schools and their clientele (that is, parents and their 

children) in a way that commodifies them within the economic marketplace.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Schools need to attract and retain a clientele in order to exist. Without parental demand and 

support, schools attract fewer students, thus obtaining fewer funds, allowing for fewer state 

and commonwealth resources, and so on, creating a spiral of economic decline. A positive 

public image in the form of the promise of a positive kind of future is therefore needed.  

 

As has been shown, school to home communications stress the acceptability of particular 

aspects of certain schools in contrast to the (often implied) unacceptable aspects of other 

schools. This may be especially important in the private school system, where parents are 

required to pay fees.  However, as has been demonstrated through analysis of state school 

promotional documents (see Chapter 5) and the state school Principal’s speech (see Part 1, 

above), this is also a factor for many state schools where parents are allowed, in theory, 

freedom of choice in the selection of schools for their children. Such aspects were 

commodified and used in positive ways to constitute these schools as desirable. Factors 

relating to the market economy are thus embedded within school talk and texts.  

 

Simultaneously, the school to home communications analysed above demonstrate that 

social members such as parents, teachers and students are also constituted in particular 

ways that install, validate, and thus, retrospectively, suit their specific institutional 

requirements. Parental clients are constituted as valuing the same moral versions of the 

world as the schools themselves. Particular textual and conversational devices such as those 

identified above work to align parents with the schools’ value systems. In this way, like-

minded clientele are talked or written into being within and through school-home 

communications.  
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Analysis has revealed that school constructions become the official versions of the world 

within and through school-home communications. The everyday worlds of parents are 

constituted according to school-based orderings, and are discursively colonised by schools 

as part of the textual mediation of the relations of ruling (Smith, 1990b). It seems that 

disciplinary / disciplined, ‘uniform’ schools are written or talked into being within and 

through school-home communications such as those analysed in Chapters 5 and 6, and 

become marketable commodities. There is a continuity of moral versions across different 

educational sites, demonstrating a “traverse of discourses” (Luke and Luke, 1995). 

 

Chapters 5 and 6 have focused particularly on examples of monologic school to home 

communications. Audience reception was not documentable in the data themselves. 

However, it is once again emphasised here that it is always possible to hear or read such 

communications in a multiplicity of ways. In comparison, the following two chapters 

turn to examples of interactive school-home communications. Such events show what 

and how particular moral versions of the world are organised, mediated and negotiated 

within and through interactive teacher-parent talk. It is suggested that analysis of such 

talk is important in that it is, of the various kinds of school-home communications 

collected as part of this research corpus, the most dynamic and least subject to explicit 

control. The following chapters show analyses that aim to document the various ways in 

which participants of the talk position themselves and each other in terms of their 

institutional identities. To that end, Chapter 7 presents an intensive study of the first 39 

interactive turns evidenced in one teacher-parent interview. The chapter presents three 

different readings of this extract of inter-institutional talk. 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

THREE READINGS OF INTERACTIVE TEACHER-PARENT TALK 

 

This chapter presents three readings of an extract of talk that occurred at the beginning 

of a teacher-parent interview6. Unlike the examples of the school-to-home 

                                                 
6 Adaptations of analyses of this particular teacher-parent interview have previously appeared in Keogh, 1992; 

Baker & Keogh, 1995 & 1997; Baker, 1997b, and Silverman, Baker & Keogh, 1998. 
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communications discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, participant responses can be 

documented within this transcript of inter-institutional interaction.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, apart from studies conducted by Mehan (1983), Gilbert and 

Low (1994), Leiminer (1996), Leiminer and Baker (1999) and MacLure and Walker 

(1999), there has been no site-specific precedent within educational, 

ethnomethodological or conversation analysis literature for the type of analysis 

presented above. Findings published by Keogh (1992), Baker and Keogh (1995 and 

1997), Baker (1997b) and Silverman, Baker and Keogh (1998) have derived from this 

particular data corpus. I have drawn partially on applied conversation analytic work 

undertaken in other institutional settings such as medical and clinical consultations 

(Davis, 1988; Fisher, 1983; Silverman, 1987; Silverman and Perakyla, 1990; Strong, 

1979; ten Have, 1989, 1991; Todd, 1983; Todd and Fisher, 1988; Voysey, 1975; West, 

1984, 1990; Waitzkin, 1991), courtroom proceedings (Atkinson and Drew, 1979), 

classroom talk (Mehan, 1979) and political speeches (Atkinson 1984a & b; Heritage 

and Greatbatch, 1986), among others, to inform this study.  

 

The following interview took place on a teacher-parent interview night at an Australian 

state coeducational secondary school. In this chapter the teacher-parent interview is 

analysed in three ways to exemplify the detailed methodologies used to explicate this and 

other interactive teacher-parent events discussed in less detail in the following chapter. As 

such, the analytic approach is multiperspectival. This extract demonstrates many of the 

interactive strategies and discourses of practice identifiable within and through various 

other examples of school-home communications included in the data corpus collected for 

this project. 

 

The first reading (Part 1) uses Conversation Analysis (CA) to document, in particular, 

the sequence of events as they unfold during the interview, and the membership 

categories that are talked into being by the participants. This section of the chapter 

discusses, in detail, the first two segments in the talk (turns 1 to 6 and 7 to 18), and then 

analyses the next three segments (turns 19 to 26, turns 27 to 31, and turns 31 to 39) 

more briefly. The conversation analytic method follows Hutchby and Wooffitt’s 

(1998:110) three-part procedure. The data were approached thus, in the following way:  
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1. A potential object of analytic interest was identified within the data transcripts, in 

this case, the initial 39 utterances in this teacher-parent interview. 

2. The talk was described as it happened. There was a specific focus on the 

sequential environment in order to define what the talk was doing. 

3. The data collection was then re-examined to refine the description until it became a 

generalised account (cf. Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998: 110). 

 
This chapter addresses the first two steps, and Chapter 8 focuses on the third step. 

Again, like the monologic texts and talk discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, I specifically 

focused on the following conversational devices: 

 
1. The use of particular vocabularies and lexicon.  

2. The textual ‘sequence of events’. 

3. The use of membership categorisation devices to constitute acceptable  

institutions and institutional memberships, and the relationships between these, 

and 

4. The constitution of preferred and dispreferred discourses of practice. 

 
By focusing on these devices, I addressed the following research questions: 

What versions of the institutions of home and school, and the participants’ institutional 

memberships, are constituted within and through interactive teacher-parent talk? 

How does teacher-parent talk constitute particular school-home relationships? In other 

words, how does teacher-parent talk position the participants and actively mediate and 

constitute their inter-institutional relationships? 
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The first analysis revealed that certain preferred discourses of social practice were 

talked into being within and through the teacher-parent talk. The notion of social 

practice “implies a broader social dimension of discourse than … various acts 

accomplished by language users in their interpersonal interaction”(van Dijk, 1997: 5). A 

study of discourses of social practice can thus document a broader perspective, showing 

“the social, political or cultural functions of discourse within institutions, groups or 

society and culture at large” (van Dijk, 1997: 5, emphasis in original). Part 2 presents a 

second reading of the talk, looking at some of the dominant discourses of social practice 

that were established within and through this extract of inter-institutional talk-in-

interaction. These include the establishment of the focus of the talk, the conversational 

constitution of ambiguous addressees, the constitution of moral versions (Sacks, 1992; 

Jayyusi, 1984, 1991; Silverman, 1987; Baker and Keogh, 1995, 1997), the negotiation 

of moral boundaries of responsibilities, and prescriptions for future actions. Although 

the conversational details vary from segment to segment, these discursive practices 

were found to recur across the data corpus, working in similar ways to enable the 

participants to present moral versions of themselves and each other. These devices 

worked also as positioning practices. Participants used particular conversational devices 

to negotiate their relative positions of power in relation to their respective institutional 

membership categorisations.  

 

Institutional practices such as those evidenced in this teacher-parent interview extract 

might be viewed as examples of technologies of the self (Foucault, 1977). Such  

technologies of the self, sometimes known as technologies of subjectivity, are largely 

concerned with establishing normality, working in ways that “enhance the productivity 

and moral worthiness of all citizens” (Preston and Symes, 1992: 197). They thus 

represent instances of social regulation and control. Part 3 reads the same transcript 

from a Foucauldian perspective to account for the similar preferred discourses of 

practice such as those evidenced in this transcript, as well as in other examples of 

teacher parent communications such as those discussed in the previous and next 

chapters. 
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Although these three analytic approaches to the same transcript, because of their 

different perspectives and interests, produce different readings, it is argued here that 

they are not mutually exclusive. By using a multiperspectival analytic approach, such as 

that demonstrated in this chapter, understandings of how and why inter-institutional 

talk-in-interaction work, both in institutional settings and within the social world of 

which they are a part, are enriched and enhanced. The chapter commences by providing 

some background information in relation to the particular teacher-parent interview 

extract selected here for analysis.  

 

The Teacher-Parent Interview Setting 

 

The school in which this teacher-parent interview took place is located in a mainly 

working-class outer suburb of an Australian State capital city. The interview took place 

simultaneously with other teacher-parent interviews in an open area teaching space at 

the school on an officially designated teacher-parent interview evening. 

 

Previously the school had sent written student reports home, and this teacher-parent 

interview night had been organised to enable parents to meet with their children’s 

teachers to discuss these reports. Some teachers had requested to meet with particular 

parents, although many parents attended even though their presence had not been 

directly requested. Teachers were seated at tables placed in a large circle facing the 

centre of the room (see Diagram 7.1 above).  

 

The tables were placed approximately two meters apart from each other. Each table had 

two chairs placed on the inner side of circle, positioned facing the teachers’ tables for the 

parents’ use. In instances when both parents attended the interviews with their children, the 

students either found themselves another chair, or stood near their parents. The prioritising 

of seating for parents through the provision of only two chairs, although students were also 

expected to be present, was indicative of the institutional arrangements regarding who the 

central parties to the talk should be (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 271). The room was sparsely 

furnished, noisy, impersonal and lacked privacy. Each interview was scheduled for a ten-

minute period, although most continued beyond this. 
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Table 7.1 

State School Teacher-Parent Interview Setting 
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Three teachers at this teacher-parent interview night agreed to record their meetings, 

and two actually did so. Audio recorders were placed in prominent positions on these 

teachers’ tables. Prior to recording an interview, the teachers involved in this study 

obtained parental permission to do so. For this reason, opening talk is not available for 

transcription or analytic purposes. In addition, recorders were stopped frequently prior 

to the parents and students (if present) physically moving away from the teachers’ 

tables. The chapter proceeds to the first reading of the extract from the transcript of one 

of the teacher-parent interviews that took place in this educational site.  

 

Part 1: Sequential Analysis of the Initial Talk in a State Secondary School 

Teacher-parent Interview 

 

Reading 1: A Conversation Analytic Approach 

 

This section of Chapter 6 interrogates the selected state school teacher-parent interview 

extract by using CA. The interview was audio-recorded and transcribed in full, and is 

viewed as naturally occurring inter-institutional talk-in-interaction. Reading 1 focuses on 

the production and interpretation of this talk-in- interaction as an orderly accomplishment 

that is oriented to by the participants. It was analysed in this way to discover how the 

participants understood and responded to each other in their turns at talk, with a central 

focus on how sequences of action were generated (Hutchby and Woofitt, 1998: 14). In this 

instance, the first 39 turns of the teacher-parent interview have been transcribed and 

analysed to explicate how the talk worked to constitute particular moral versions of 

parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood, and how the participants positioned themselves 

and each other within and through the sequences in their talk.  

 

Donna (the student), her female English Teacher, and Donna’s mother and father were 

present at the interview. The extract from the transcribed interview (below, and 

transcribed in full in Appendix 11) includes the initial talk recorded at this interview:  
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The participants7 are designated in the following way:  

T = Teacher (of English);  

M = Mother 

F = Father. 

S = the student (Donna). 

 

Segment 1: “Do you work with Donna?” 

 

1 T Okay all right we'll just forget it I should cover it up or something I hate tape  

recorders! 

hh  right um Donna um I just took over Mister Jay's class um four weeks ago so, I don't  

really know a lot about Donna's work I've had a quick look at her work in her folder, 

and  from her marks she um, you seem to have, passed in the first part of the year and 

then really gone down in last two um, pieces of work which was a poetry oral? an a um 

a novel (2.0) a novel in another form that was putting part of the novel into another 

style of writing. Now um (2.0) in class (1.0) Donna's a little bit distracted? often? down 

the back there, with um the girls that she sits  with, though she does give in class when 

she's asked to, she does all her work, um I'm (1.0) would you like to, do you work with 

Donna at home with her schoolwork at all? do you see it at all or? 

2 F Not really no = 

3 M = (We very rarely) see her homework 

4 F They generally disappear off to their bedrooms with their homework and um = 

5 T =Ye:s (2.0) well um 

6 F We don't see much of (it) 

 

This is the beginning of the transcribed teacher-parent interview. As the opening moves 

were not recorded, it is not known whether and how the parents’ and student’s permission 

to record was sought prior to the recording of this interview. The unrecorded opening talk 

could well have functioned as a significant pre-sequence in the organisation of the talk that 

followed (cf. Schegloff, 1984), but is not available for analysis. Presumably the teacher 

used the beginning of the meeting to introduce herself, and obtain permission of the parents 

and Donna to record this interview. The teacher referred explicitly to the tape recorder 

during her first transcribed turn when she said that they should “forget it [and] ... cover it 

                                                 
7 For the purposes of this thesis, all names are fictitious. 
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up or something I hate tape recorders”. It seems reasonable from the teacher’s utterance 

here to assume that earlier talk had included reference to “it” (the tape recorder). 

 

In this first audio-recorded turn of talk, the teacher involved the participants by her use of  

“we” when she said “we’ll just forget it”. She used the first person plural pronoun for self-

reference, speaking as and for the multi parties present at the meeting (cf. Schegloff, 1996: 

444). In this way the teacher positioned the parents, and possibly the student, as agreeing 

with her regarding the recording of the talk. Ostensible agreement between the parties on 

this point at least was thus immediately established. Here the teacher’s talk evidenced an 

assumed agreement (Sacks, 1987) between all the participants present regarding the tape 

recorder. Her “hh” and repeated “um”s provided possible turn transition points for any of 

the other participants to either agree or disagree with her. As it was, none did, and so the 

teacher continued with her talk. 

 

The teacher’s talk in this turn (turn 1) worked to locate the topic and establish the 

participants of the talk. Donna was implicated immediately, as evidenced by the teacher’s 

specific reference, “right um Donna”. Whether Donna was addressed directly, or whether 

the teacher was positioning her as an overhearing audience (cf. Atkinson, 1979 and 1982; 

Heritage, 1985; Silverman, 1987; Heritage and Greatbatch, 1991; Keogh, 1992; Baker and 

Keogh, 1995) was not clear. The reference in the third person in line 3 (“I don't really know 

a lot about Donna's work”) constituted Donna as the topic rather than as the addressee 

(Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 226). In line 4, the teacher talked about Donna rather 

than to her, as signified by her use of the third person singular possessive pronoun “her” 

(“I’ve had a quick look at her work in her folder”). In line 5, an ambiguity of audience was 

signaled when the teacher switched from speaking in the third person to using the second 

person “you”, ostensibly addressing Donna directly again (“from her marks she um you 

seem to have, passed”). From that point onwards, Donna was mainly spoken of in the third 

person. The teacher thus positioned the parents as the direct audience of this talk. That 

Donna’s parents actively accepted this positioning was demonstrated in that it was they 

rather than Donna who invariably responded to the teacher’s utterances. Donna did not find 

a nominated space in which to speak until turn 36, following a question from her father that 

addressed her explicitly in his previous turn (turn 35). 

 



Chapter Seven 

 240

The topic of the talk established by the teacher was Donna’s work, achievement and 

behaviour at school. The teacher implicated herself immediately as responsible and thus 

accountable for knowing about these. However, the way that she initially acknowledged 

her inadequate knowledge (“I don’t really know a lot about Donna’s work”) could well 

have been construed by the parents as evidence of incompetence. According to Baker 

(1997a: 78), “appeals to social-moral facts about students, their behaviours, motivations, 

the conditions of inevitable decline, and so on, are part of the routine competence ... of 

teachers as professional”. However, in this episode the teacher exonerated herself by 

rebutting a potential charge (cf. Atkinson and Drew, 1979) by the parents of possibly 

inadequate knowledge in advance of their doing so when she accounted for this by stating, 

“I just took over Mr Jay’s class um four weeks ago”. The teacher’s shortcomings were 

presented, therefore, as reasonable in these circumstances. The teacher then acknowledged 

that she had undertaken only “a quick look in her folder, and from her marks …”. Indeed, 

the teacher’s knowledge of Donna’s work in the form of details about Donna’s marks in 

different assessment items and the teacher’s knowledge of Donna’s classroom behaviour 

was quite impressive, bearing in mind the short time that she had known her new class. In 

this way the teacher positioned herself within the moral category of a possibly, but 

accountably not, incompetent teacher; that is, she presented herself as both competent and 

professional through her preemptive rebuttal move, despite her having “only just [taken] … 

over Mr Jay’s class um four weeks ago”.    

 

The teacher’s reference to the folder and marks contributed also to the construction of an 

asymmetrical home school relationship (cf. ten Have, 1991), with the parents and Donna 

being positioned as the subordinated participants. The teacher, not the parents, had direct 

access to Donna’s work and marks. The mark-book or work folder figured as a closed 

resource for the teacher to use for diagnostic or prescriptive purposes in this interview 

(Baker and Keogh, 1995: 279). The teacher self-selected herself to be the person to consult 

and interpret the work in the student’s folder. The teacher interpreted the folder’s contents 

and provided information regarding these to the parents and student present at the meeting, 

even though the folder actually contained work undertaken by the student. The school thus 

laid claim to Donna’s work in the person of the teacher, the school’s institutional 

representative. In this way, the teacher’s professional status was evidenced, in contrast to 

the lay status of the parents and their daughter. The teacher as professional positioned 
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herself as the person who was able to interpret the mystique of the mark-book (cf. Keogh, 

1992). A collection K was thus occasioned in this talk (cf. Jayyusi, 1984; Sacks, 1992) in 

that the teacher-parent relationship enacted here was a lay-professional relationship. In this 

way, “scenes, actions and utterances are oriented to as seeable / hearable / understandable 

for what they are by competent others whose looking and hearing is informed, 

unproblematically, effortlessly and immediately by their knowledge” (Jayyusi, 1984: 143). 

The competent other in this instance was the teacher. What the teacher said was not 

questioned, appeared to be accepted as ‘fact’, and became what counted in this talk. 

Interpretation of marks in a closed file tangibly demonstrated the teacher’s professional 

position and competence. By interpreting these marks, the teacher positioned herself as the 

person who was presumed to know what was of practical relevance on this occasion. The 

parents and Donna complied with this construction of the teacher’s identity. 

 

The teacher stated that the student’s academic work had recently deteriorated in that Donna 

had “passed in the first part of the year and then really gone down in last two um, pieces of 

work which was a poetry oral? and a um a novel”. It seems that a search for reasons often 

accompanies or follows the delivery of poor student marks or results. There seemed to be 

an implicit agreement in these interviews that improvement was always possible, and that 

any lack of success could be traced to some situation, practice, accident, or context in home 

or school (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 275). In this instance, the teacher provided a possible 

reason for Donna’s having “gone down in last two um, pieces of work” when she connected 

Donna’s marks with her behaviour in line 8 (“in class (1.0) Donna’s a little bit distracted”). 

Note that it was Donna’s behaviour, rather than that of the teacher or parents, that was held 

accountable here. The teacher linked Donna’s distraction with both classroom space 

(“down the back there”) and the girls with whom she sat (“with um the girls that she sits 

with”).  

 

This teacher’s talk implicated Donna within the category of possibly improper students 

who sit at the back of classrooms. Being distracted was named as a category-bound activity 

that was ‘normal’ for the sorts of students who sit in such immoral spaces. It was the 

students who were held accountable for their behaviour in the space at the back of the room 

in this instance.  
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Western cultural expectations require adults, such as teachers and parents, to encourage 

autonomy and self-expression in their students and teenage children. In dealing with 

adolescents, teachers, like doctors, face the dilemma of supporting teenage autonomy 

while maintaining professional responsibility (cf. Silverman, 1987: 234-5). In the case 

of this meeting, it seems that the goal of student self-regulation was constituted as a 

possible way of improving achievement levels. Students who were not able so to do 

were constituted as being perhaps ‘pre-competent’ rather than incompetent (see Speier, 

1976). Prescriptions to address problems in the area of academic achievement would, it 

was suggested, be addressed if students such as Donna would become fully self-

regulatory. By making Donna and the girls with whom she sat at the back of the class 

ultimately responsible for their own behaviours and actions, the teacher maintained her 

moral version of herself as a good teacher who was aware of, but not directly 

responsible for, student behaviour at the back of the room. Students were thus 

positioned as needing to become self-regulatory and autonomous, in keeping with adult 

expectations and constructions regarding behaviour deemed to be appropriate for ‘good 

/ competent students’. Donna was an overhearing audience to the teacher’s 

constructions of ‘good’ in opposition to ‘not-so-good’ students. 

 

The teacher continued to present herself as conscientious in that she actively “asks” 

Donna to “give” in class. She constituted Donna as a student in whom not all was lost in 

that, despite being distracted by the girls with whom she sat with in the back of the 

classroom, that she did actually “give in class when she’s asked to” and that Donna 

“does all her work”. In this way she constituted herself as a competent teacher who 

encouraged student involvement through her questioning and guidance.  

 

The teacher maintained her moral version of herself as ‘good teacher’ simultaneously 

with maintaining a moral version of Donna as a student who might have, on occasion, 

abrogated responsibility for her own actions, but who was capable of doing the right 

thing when asked. The implication was that Donna would have to become actively self-

regulatory and not have to rely on teacher supervision to maintain her work efforts in 

order to improve her achievements.  
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Having positioned Donna and her friends as responsible for their behaviour in 

classroom space, the teacher then moved the talk into space beyond the classroom 

walls, namely that of home space, when she asked the parents “would you like to do you 

work with Donna at home with her schoolwork at all? do you see it at all or?”. This 

shift from school to home suggests in this instance that “home activities can or should 

be an extension of school activities” (Baker and Keogh, 1997: 29). Street and Street 

(1995) wrote of the pedagogisation of home literacy practices. They found that while 

apparently simply giving instructions about schoolwork that can be continued within the 

home such as, for example, how to handle a text, teachers also embed relations of 

hierarchy, authority and control into family practices (Street & Street, 1995: 151). The 

implication in this particular case was that these parents might or should work with 

Donna and see her homework. The teacher thus positioned the parents as responsible for 

these aspects of supervision beyond classroom walls. In effect, she was positioning the 

parents as adjunct teachers who should continue the work of the school / teacher beyond 

the public classroom space in private home space. Fraatz (1989) suggested that parents 

are expected to rely heavily on the teacher’s guidance in structuring their activities with 

their children. According to her,  

 

this is an important form of support for the teacher’s pursuit of routine and 

control. The teacher’s attempt to serve as classroom commandant thus extends 

beyond the walls of the classroom and into the homes of ‘cooperative’ parents” 

(Fraatz, 1989: 151).  

 

This particular home was conversationally colonised by the school through the agency 

of the teacher. There was a curriculum for homes being talked into being here (cf. 

Keogh, 1995; Baker & Keogh, 1995, 1997). Thus, like the parents addressed in the 

letter analysed in Chapter 6, these parents were positioned ‘in loco pedagogis’ within 

and through this talk. Such talk supports Smith’s (1987) contention that schoolwork is 

made dependent on work done by mothers (or, in this case, both parents) in the home. 

 

The way in which the teacher inquired about homework practices is also of interest. She 

delivered her inquiry through an initial “would you like to”. This was cut off, and then 

followed by two question formulations: “do you work with Donna at home with her 
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homework at all?” and “do you see it at all or?”. In this way the teacher provided a self-

solved question, downgrading the parents’ responsibilities from “help” to “see”, 

signaling a preference for agreement (cf. Pomerantz, 1984: 68), working as an invitation 

to the parents at least to see their daughter’s homework (cf. Davidson, 1984). Such 

varying formulations allowed for different parental response options. The parents 

acknowledged the downgraded “see” form of the teacher’s question; working with 

Donna was, perhaps, somewhat more demanding than just seeing it (Baker and Keogh, 

1997: 28). The softer “would you like to” that preceded “do you work with Donna” 

handed the floor to the parents, interactively enabling, or perhaps even encouraging, the 

possibility for them to acknowledge that they would like to work with their daughter, or 

at least to see her homework, but that particular circumstances prevented this. Such a 

response would allow these parents to maintain their moral versions of themselves as 

‘good parents’. This was, in effect, how the parents responded. The father’s “not really 

no” and the mother’s “(we very rarely) see their homework” acknowledged themselves 

as possibly remiss in their supervisory practices. The father appeared to hear the 

teacher’s question as a Q-type question, that of a straightforward elicitation of 

information, whereas the mother’s utterance perhaps demonstrated that this question 

had been heard as an N-type question, that of an implied negative such as a complaint 

or warning (cf. McHoul, 1987: 445). Both the father’s and mother’s responses to the 

teacher’s question acknowledged their possibly less than adequate supervisory practices 

in the home. However, the father’s “they generally disappear off to their bedrooms with 

their homework” accounted for this possible lack of competence. The reason that these 

parents did not work with Donna or see her homework was constituted as quite 

understandable and reasonable under the circumstances.  

 

The parents positioned themselves as supporting their children’s self-directed autonomy 

in relation to their homework practices. This strategy to remove themselves from 

responsibility for their children’s homework practices was further demonstrated by the 

use of the third person pronouns “her” in turn 3, and “they”, and “their” in turn 4:  

 

 2 F Not really no = 

 3 M = (We very rarely) see her homework 

 4 F They generally disappear off to their bedrooms with their  

homework 
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    and um= 

 5 T =Ye:s (2.0) well um  

 6 F We don't see much of (it) 

 

The parents’ jointly produced quick latched replies in turns 2 to 4, and the father’s use 

of  “um” in turn 4 was quickly followed by the teacher’s latched “Ye:s”, followed by a 

two-second pause in turn 5, signaling her acknowledgment that the parents’ answer to 

her previous question may not have been normatively preferred. This also indicated a 

possible transition point that none of the other participants took up.  

 

Donna’s father continued to present a dispreferred version of home practices in his turn 

(turn 6), not directly after the teacher’s two seconds pause that allowed him a space to 

do so, but after her “um” in turn 5. This sequence is suggestive of a continuing 

difference of what is considered to be in the best interests of the child held by parents 

and teachers identified by Waller (1932: 68), in that 

 

both, supposedly, wish things to occur for the best interests of the child … both 

wish the child well, but it is such a different kind of well that conflict must 

inevitably arise over it. 

 

In this instance the teacher implied that ‘good’ parents should supervise their children’s 

homework practices, whereas the parents implied that it was in the best interests of their 

children that they themselves become autonomous regarding their own homework 

practices. There was, thus, a difference of views regarding what were deemed to be 

‘appropriate’ parental practices in relation to homework, indicating the possibility of 

inter-institutional tension.  

 

These parents made Donna and her siblings accountable for their homework practices 

rather than taking responsibility for supervision themselves. This move enabled the 

parents to continue constituting a particular moral version of their family practices. Like 

the teacher’s rendering of the students as responsible for their behaviour in the back of 

the classroom, these parents positioned Donna as responsible for her homework in the 

space of her bedroom. Furthermore, the parents constituted a moral version of Donna as 

the sort of child who was keen to get on with her homework without parental 
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intervention; that is, Donna and her siblings were conversationally positioned within the 

category of ‘good students / children’, and the parents’ lack of direct supervision was 

thus made acceptable. 

 

In this extract, the mother and father together built the story of how things were undertaken 

in their home. This, in itself, was a description of parenting as a team effort, such a 

description working to establish a moral version of their home as a good one. In this way 

moral versions of parenthood were produced as part of the diagnostic talk in this interview 

(cf. Baker and Keogh, 1995: 274). In this sequence of talk, the mother and father developed 

a harmonious version of what kind of parents they were, and what sort of home they 

inhabited. It was the sort of home where “they [their children] generally disappear off to 

their bedrooms with their homework”. The teacher’s “yes” in turn 5 denoted that she had 

accepted the parents’ explanation, and her “well um” signaled a possible new topic, 

although the father continued to answer the teacher’s previous question with his statement 

in turn 6, “We don’t see much of (it)”. The behaviour of the children in this family was 

normalised in this talk. Parental practices that might have been viewed as inadequate were 

accounted for and implied criticism was rebutted. The parents, like the teacher earlier, 

preemptively refuted a possible future charge of being less than satisfactory in their 

supervisory practices (cf. Atkinson and Drew, 1979). Parental behaviour practices of not 

seeing their children’s homework was naturalised and made morally justifiable. These 

children, it was implied, were self-directed and autonomous when it came to matters of 

homework. It should be noted, however, that the father’s “We don’t see much of it” did not 

fully negate the parents ever having seen any homework. There was an implication that the 

parents did at least see some homework sometimes. In this way the father provided partial 

agreement and / or acceptance of the teacher’s proposal at the end of turn 1 (would you like 

to, do you work with Donna at home with her schoolwork at all? do you see it at all or?), 

signaling a compromise. Such strategies enabled the participants cooperatively to display 

and manage their moral adequacy / knowledgeability and advice reception in ways that 

produced a world of “no charges / no blame” within their respective institutional spheres 

(Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 235). 

 

Despite abstaining from utterances that might have indicated direct moral charges against 

one another, the parents and teacher delicately raised questions of responsibility for both 
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student behaviour and achievement. These were made accountable practices in the 

interview talk. Just who was responsible for what was a matter continually under 

negotiation during this interview. In this case, the question was shelved, at least for the time 

being, at this point in the talk. This talk worked to locate an action-space for Donna’s 

parents. Help with Donna’s homework was something that they could say that they would 

do. The issue of responsibility for surveillance of student achievement and behaviour was 

continuously exchanged between the adult participants throughout this interview. It seems 

that none was prepared to either fully accept or deny their responsibilities for this feature of 

social regulation. However, at times possibly less than satisfactory adult practices were 

accounted for by conversationally shifting responsibility to the student, Donna. It seems 

that it was she who was made ultimately responsible for these aspects of her behaviour. In 

this way the adults maintained their moral versions of themselves as good teacher and good 

parents, but still carefully circumscribed the spaces in which they could act. 

 

That negotiation of areas of responsibility is a delicate matter is demonstrated by the 

frequent number of “um”s, pauses, hesitations and inflections documented in this talk (cf. 

Silverman & Perakyla, 1990). At times, such features punctuated the teacher’s talk prior to 

her delivery of bad news (eg. “Now um (2.0) in class (1.0) Donna’s a little bit 

distracted?”). This was also evidenced by the teacher in her talk when she was about to 

enter the delicate area of positioning responsibility for student achievement away from 

herself and towards the parents (eg. “um I’m (1.0) would you like to, do you work with 

Donna at home ...?”). Likewise, the difficulty of accepting responsibility for his children’s 

homework practices was also evidenced by the “um” which followed the father’s statement 

that “They generally disappear off to their bedrooms with their homework and um”.   

 

Although the adults continually negotiated their areas of moral responsibilities within and 

through this talk, they appeared to be largely speaking in harmony. Agreement was 

maintained in that Donna herself was positioned as ultimately responsible for her own 

academic success and behaviour. In this way the adult participants in this talk continued to 

position themselves and each other as ‘good’ parents and teacher. Donna, however, was 

positioned as possibly wanting. Despite ostensible tensions associated with the assignment 

of responsibilities in relation to Donna, a semblance of agreement was reached on this 

matter among the adults through their talk. 
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From this teacher-parent interview talk it can be seen that particular versions of parenthood, 

teacherhood and studenthood were occasioned here. Implied dualities or oppositionals of 

‘good’ versus ‘not-so-good’ identities were co-constructed by the participants of 

themselves and each other within and through their talk.  

 

By implication, ‘good teachers’ were those who: 

 

 knew about their students’ marks and achievement levels; 

 knew and understood the details evidenced in their students’ work; 

 were aware and vigilant of student behaviour in the classroom; 

 knew with whom students worked and did not work within the geographical 

      locations of classroom space; 

 were able to direct students’ work and keep them on-task as and when necessary; and 

 had justifiable reasons for seeming to be lacking in any of these areas. 

 

In contrast, it was implied that ‘not-so-good’ teachers did not have these attributes. 

 

‘Good parents’ were those who: 

 

 were interested in their children’s marks and achievement levels in their academic 

work;  

 were interested in their children’s behaviour in class; 

 were willing and able to oversee their children’s homework, and act as ancillary 

teachers          

      in their homespace;               

 were encouraging of their children’s attempts to become autonomous; and, 

 similar to teachers, could justify any areas where they might have been held  to be 

wanting. 

 

Again, ‘not-so-good parents’ did not have these attributes. 

 

Finally, ‘good students / children’ were those who: 
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 maintained passing marks and above average levels of achievement, and did not “go 

down” in later pieces of work; 

 did not “get distracted” by their friends; 

 did not sit at the back of the classroom; 

 did “give in class” when asked to; 

 did all their work, both at school and at home; 

 did all their homework, with or without parental supervision; and 

 were generally autonomous and self-regulatory. 

 

The identities that were interactively talked into being here were moral versions of parents, 

teachers and students / children. By implication, these versions embodied commonsense 

notions of what and how social members should be in their conversationally constituted 

and mediated social worlds. ‘The-world-as-it-should-be’ was actively organised and 

mediated within and through this inter-institutional talk. Boundaries of responsibility for 

Donna’s academic and behavioural activities were negotiated in ways that were “delicately 

implicative of proper courses of teaching or parenting” (Baker and Keogh, 1997: 41).  

 

The moral versions that the participants worked up within and through their talk regarding 

themselves and each other were oriented to their institutional identities as teacher, parents 

and student / child. The parents talked themselves into, and were positioned by the teacher, 

as acceptable-for-all-purposes-at-hand, proper representatives of their home. The teacher, 

similarly, positioned herself, and was positioned by the parents, as an acceptable or proper 

school agent or representative. Their common interest was that of Donna’s well-being in 

the form of her academic achievement and behaviour. Donna was established as one who 

was simultaneously associated with both school and home. She was, metaphysically and 

symbolically, moved from space to space within and through the talk, rather like a piece in 

a chess game. Parental and teacher responsibilities for her movements within the 

institutional spaces of home and school became an aspect through which the adult 

representatives of these two institutions negotiated their respective boundaries of 

responsibility. It seems that both parents and the teacher positioned themselves and each 

other as having obligations to be vigilant of Donna, and delicately negotiated their relative 

responsibilities. In this way, parents and the teacher were reminding each other where their 



Chapter Seven 

 250

responsibilities could or should be located; that is, they did “moral mapping” (cf. Baker & 

Keogh, 1997). Ultimately it was Donna who was positioned as responsible for her own 

situation within these two spaces. In this way possible tensions associated with accusations 

of conceivable deficiencies in parental or teacher practices within the institutional spaces of 

home and school were defused, and parents and teacher were able to maintain their moral 

versions of themselves as proper, that is, accountable members of their respective 

institutions. 

 

The initial moves of this interview worked in a similar way to that of medical consultations 

in that diagnosis of ‘the problem’ (the student’s achievement and behaviour) was 

collaboratively arrived at, and prescriptions or remedies to address this were interactively 

worked up throughout the meeting (cf. Baker & Keogh, 1995). All the participants could be 

shown to treat the interview as comprising such diagnostic and remedial moves.  

 

Donna’s activities within both home and school became ‘the problem’ that needed to be 

addressed. The teacher and parents talked of and about Donna in her presence, positioning 

her as a (largely) silent audience. Donna overheard their co-produced prescriptions for her 

future well-being (cf. Jaccoby and Ochs, 1995). These were formulated in a way that 

seemed designed to help her improve her behaviour and thus her levels of achievement. It 

seemed that if Donna would only have taken up such advice and become self-regulatory, 

the problem would have been solved. The moral version of Donna as ‘good student’ was 

only possible if she undertook to act upon such overheard adult prescriptive advice. 

 

Analysis of the talk that followed the initial moves in this teacher-parent interview shows 

that many of the topics, positioning practices and themes evidenced above come up time 

and again. So, for example, in the following segment of this same interview, the teacher 

continued to make herself accountable in terms of Donna’s work and achievement at 

school:   

 

Segment 2: “What's the problem ?” 

 

8 T Let me see yes I didn't mark this this was all Mr Jay's (1.0) This is a  

summary, they had to summarise um this (1.0) um let's see where her, mistakes seem to 

lie.(3.0) Oh it seems alright. (3.0) Why did she  only get four and a half for that.  
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Hmmm. It's awful when you're when you're talking about, something another teacher's 

(hh) done! (5.0) Only seems have limited English grammatical mistakes, um,(4.0) oh it 

seems fine it's not covered all in red,  

9 F   mm no 

10 M (   ) what's the problem with it then(   )? 

11 T I don't know. Obviously maybe it's the the standard or the um (4.0) the  

ideas I'll see what Mister Jay's written here let's have a look. (2.0)  Good  

more impact in conclusion is possible.That doesn't really say a lot does it. 

12 M Not really, no (   )     

13 T   No. (3.0) Uh this is, I'm sorry about this because I haven't, been with  

Donna’s class so I'm not sure, I've only just come back from leave. I  

know, the piece of work that I've done with the class was a, radio play which we've just 

done. And,(2.0) we spent a couple of weeks in class learning about it and then we did 

um had some time to prepare it, andthe girls the group of girls really didn't do a lot of 

work on it I wasn't really happy with the work that was done, and the work tha tdid 

come out was um, read from Dolly magazine or Cleo just onto the tape? So I found that 

um, that wasn't not just Donna the three of them together working together really didn't 

put a lot of work into it an’  [I 

14 M     [Who was she working with? 

15 T Umm (2.0) Joanne someone and Vicki (3.0) Joanne Williams  

16 M (    ) 

17 T an' Vicki (0.3) Hawkins 

18 M (    )? 

19 T No.  So on on the whole, um that's the only work I have real experience  

from, from (2.0) Donna. Um,  

 

In this sequence the teacher appeared to continue to consult the work folder, accessing 

knowledge that was closed to the parents and student unless actively revealed by 

herself. It was the teacher who decided what could be revealed, and what should remain 

closed knowledge. In this way the teacher continued to constitute her superior position 

as a teacher / professional in contrast to her lay audience. Donna’s teacher continued to 

interpret Donna’s previous teachers’ marks. Here the teacher appeared to be using a 

‘think aloud’ process, looking at the student’s work in her folder, progressively 

revealing her interpretation of results. Pauses of varying lengths punctuated her talk. 

The teacher’s frequent lengthy pauses during turns 11, 13 and 15 could have signified 

her discomfort at potentially being held to be wanting. However, it may also have 



Chapter Seven 

 252

signaled times when she was consulting the student’s folder of work. Was the teacher 

addressing the parents, or was she speaking aloud to herself?  

 

Despite leaving spaces (that is, possible turn transition points in the form of pauses) for 

possible comments or responses, the other participants did not self-select to speak. Such 

hesitancy in the teacher’s talk may have been interpreted by the parents “not as turn-

transition points, but as further hesitancy prior to a recommencement of T’s [the 

teacher’s] turn” (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 231). It was as though the parents, 

in addition to Donna, had taken up the position of overhearing audience. 

 

Once again this teacher implied that she might not have been fully responsible when she 

complained about the difficulty of interpreting another teacher’s marks (“It’s awful when 

you’re when you’re talking about, something another teacher’s (hh) done!”). Her use of 

“you’re” placed her on a similar knowledge base as the parents and student. She 

strategically removed herself from direct responsibility for Donna’s work in this instance in 

that she located herself as institutionally responsible for merely interpreting another 

teacher’s marks for the benefit of the parents and Donna, rather than taking responsibility 

for the work itself. This record of Donna’s mistakes was thus not hers, but “Mr Jay’s”. In 

this turn the teacher supplemented her account with a comment on professional relations in 

terms of the difficulty of accounting for what “another teacher’s … done”. Her pauses and 

other aspects of news delivery, such as those described above, helped to secure her work as 

a professional reading of the work folder as a difficult and somewhat mysterious document, 

intended for a specialist or professional reading, just as a doctor might read the results of a 

blood test. “It’s not all covered in red” was hearably the result of a visual scan, not a 

substantive reading (Baker & Keogh, 1995: 282). In this way the teacher maintained her 

institutional version of herself as professional, and preemptively rebutted possible criticism.    

 

Student achievement was again quantified here, although the result was questioned by 

this teacher (“Why did she only get four and a half for that”). The sort of language used 

by the teacher to interpret results here became progressively more lay. She commenced 

by talking of aspects of the work that might perhaps have been comprehensible only to 

other teachers (“This is a summary, they had to summarise um this (1.0) um let’s see 

where her, mistakes seem to lie”), and then simplified matters to talk in a way that was 
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possibly more comprehensible for lay persons such as these parents and Donna (“oh it 

seems fine it’s not all covered in red”).  

 

The teacher’s talk here might be viewed as functioning as a talk-aloud technique. This 

was a commentary rather than an information sequence. In this way the teacher did a 

“stake inoculation” (Potter, 1997: 154) that worked to prevent her talk from being 

undermined by the parents: 

 

7 T …(4.0) oh it seems fine it's not covered all in red,  

8 F   mm no 

9 M (   ) what's the problem with it then (   )? 

10 T I don't know. Obviously maybe it's the the standard or the um (4.0) the 

  ideas  I'll see what Mister Jay's written here let's have a look  

   (2.0) Good more impact in conclusion is possible. That doesn't really  

   say a lot does it. 

11 M Not really, no (   )     

 

The father concurred with the teacher’s comments about Donna’s work when he responded 

“mm no” in turn 8. In contrast, Donna’s mother wanted more information and posed a 

direct question (“what’s the problem with it then?”), in turn 9. This question positioned the 

teacher as one who should know the answer to this question right then and there. The 

teacher was put on the spot with such a direct question. She was still held accountable for 

another teacher’s marks, despite her previous disclaimers regarding Mr Jay’s work. The 

teacher’s “I don’t know. Obviously maybe it’s the standard or the um (4.0) ideas” was not 

very helpful. The teacher conceded that she was perhaps floundering by the way she 

downgraded “Obviously” to “maybe’, and by her 4 second pause. She tried to align the 

parents with her when she invited them to agree with her that Mr Jay’s marking “doesn’t 

really say a lot does it” after her failed attempt at interpreting what he had written. In this 

way the teacher used a criticism of the other teacher’s practices as justification for not 

being able to interpret the results adequately. This had the effect of avoiding answering the 

mother’s question directly. In this way, the teacher placed responsibility for Donna’s results 

with Mr Jay who was not, presumably, available to answer for himself. This time the 

mother concurred with the teacher when she responded “Not really no”, endorsing the 

teacher’s lack of knowledge in these circumstances as reasonable. Once again the 
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participants in this talk came to an agreement at this point within and through this talk, 

aligning in the same speaking party (Schegloff, 1995b). Possibly implied criticism had been 

deflected by the teacher and the status quo was thus maintained. 

After her “No”, there was a three second pause, allowing for the possibility for any of the 

other participants to continue the talk. They did not do so, so the teacher, once more having 

apologised for her gap in knowledge  (“I’m sorry about this because I haven’t, been with 

Donna’s class so I’m not sure, I’ve only just come back from leave”), continued to account 

for Donna’s work in turn 12, providing in detail just what was wrong. As can be seen, it 

was the teacher who tended to lead or introduce new topics in this talk. It was she who 

usually directed the way the talk developed and signaled most changes of topic. An 

asymmetrical relationship was thus actively constituted through the way the talk continued. 

The teacher was generally able to maintain her moral version of herself as a competent 

professional as the talk progressed, as will be shown later. However, this was not always 

the case. 

 

12 T   No. (3.0) Uh this is, I'm sorry about this because I haven't, been with  

 Donna’s class so I'm not sure, I've only just come back from leave.  

 I know, the piece of work that I've done with the class was a, radio 

 play which we've just done. And (2.0) we spent a couple of weeks in  

 class learning about it and then we did um had some time to prepare  

 it, and  the girls the group of girls really didn't do a lot of work on it I  

 wasn't  really happy with the work that was done, and the work that  

 did come out was um, read from Dolly magazine or Cleo just onto  

 the tape? So I  found that um, that wasn't not just Donna the three of  

 them together  working together really didn't put a lot of work into it  

 an’  [I 

13 M  [Who was she working with? 

14 T Umm (2.0) Joanne someone and Vicki (3.0) Joanne Williams  

15 M (    ) 

16 T an' Vicki (0.5) Hawkins 

17 M (    )? 

18 T No so on on the whole, um that's the only work I have real  

   experience from, from (2.0) Donna. Um,  

The teacher moved the topic of talk from details regarding Donna’s work on a particular 

assessment item, to Donna and her friends’ work efforts. The use of pronouns in turn 12 

shows a shift of locus of responsibility. The teacher first positioned herself as director of 
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activities with her use of “I”, and then positioned herself as part of the class ‘team’ with her 

use of “we” (“the piece of work that I’ve just done with the class was a, radio play which 

we’ve just done”). The teacher then removed herself from being accountable for how the 

work was actually undertaken by Donna and “the group of girls” with whom she worked 

by then speaking in the third person (“and the girls the group of girls really didn’t do a lot 

of work on it”).  

 

The teacher positioned herself as an assessor of work here, rather than responsible for 

student work application, with her comment “I wasn’t really happy with the work that was 

done”. She positioned Donna, who was physically present and an overhearing audience to 

this talk, as not solely responsible for the disappointing work, when the teacher said “that 

um, that wasn’t not just Donna the three of them together working together really didn’t 

put a lot of work into it”. In this way the teacher positioned all three of the girls as 

responsible for their lack of application to the set work. The teacher thus distanced herself 

from direct responsibility in a move that retained her professional competence.  

 

In turn 13, the mother positioned the teacher as accountable for the classroom behaviour of 

Donna and the three girls with whom she worked, interrupting and confronting the teacher 

with the direct inquiry “Who was she working with?” The mother here held the teacher 

responsible for at least knowing with whom Donna was working, if not for ensuring that 

Donna did not sit with bad influences. The teacher’s organisation of arranging seating was 

made a morally accountable matter. Classroom practices and courses of action were thus 

implied to be the teacher’s possible responsibility. By asking for detail in this way, the 

mother “constructs herself as vigilant of the teacher’s practices in the classroom, thus 

turning the tables a little way at least” (Baker & Keogh, 1995: 283-284).  

 

As can be seen here, the distribution of power between the participants in this interview 

was delicately negotiated within and through this talk. Traditionally, in a formal interview 

situation, it is the interviewer rather than the interviewee(s) who has the right to ask the 

questions and set the agenda. Indeed, 

 

the notion of an interview as a speech event governed by rules for speaking is  

well recognized within English speaking societies ... Speakers ... are aware of  
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the rules which gives one of the participants [generally the interviewer] in the  

event the unilateral right to ask questions, and the other[s] the obligation to  

answer them (Romaine, 1984: 22). 

 

This interaction can, however, be viewed more as a teacher-parent consultation session 

rather than a formal interview. In such a situation, one might expect the teacher to be the 

initiator of most of the questions asked. On this particular occasion the mother could be 

seen to be the questioner a number of times, moving the topic of the talk to aspects of 

teacher accountability, often in the form of implied charges about possibly incompetent 

teaching practices (for example, turns 9: “(   ) what's the problem with it then(   )?”, and 13: 

“Who was she working with?”). This is a reversal in the expected power relationship. 

However, the teacher, in the same way, as has previously been shown, moved the talk 

towards parental accountability for home practices (for example, in turn 1 with her question 

“um I’m (1.0) would you like to, do you work with Donna at home ...?”). So it was that 

power and agency were conversationally enacted here, and can thus be documented within 

this institutional talk-in-interaction. The participants negotiated their relative positions 

within and through their talk about responsibilities for their students’ / children’s behaviour 

in the respective sites of school and home. The adults positioned themselves and each other 

as responsible for surveillance within their respective institutional territories.  

 

The mother’s utterance in turn 15 and her question in turn 17 were not audible. There was, 

presumably, a continuation of the inquiry about with whom Donna sat. In turn 18 the 

teacher produced a negative reply and then a summation of what she was capable of telling 

the parents with her: “No. So on on the whole, um, that’s the only work I have real 

experience from, from (2.0) Donna. Um” (cf. Baker & Keogh, 1995: 284). 

 

Having analysed the first two segments of this interview in depth, the chapter now looks 

more briefly at the following three segments of this transcript. These segments document 

already discussed main strategic practices, as well as additional ones.  

 

Segment 3: “I Suppose a lot of children are the same” 

 

19 F  She said she wasn't keen on this oral 

20 M  No she hates oral, she hates getting up an’  
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  [(standing up in front) 

21 T [Speaking,  [right 

22 M    [‘N if she ever has to stand up in front of the class, or  

anything like that she's not that 

23 T Yeah,  [well   

24 M  [(   ) you know I suppose that a lot of kids are the same 

25 T Yes well this is um (1.0) this is where she's got a very low mark here.  

  Wonder if her oral, oral paper's here. Oh it hasn't been put into her 

folder. Um, she would lose marks for ner- uh - well not nervousness but when you 

y'know if you move your legs ‘n speak to the floor’n the way you you're not speaking 

out looking at the audience ‘n if  you’re nervous you do that sort of thing so that’s what 

she would  have lost marks for also, you had to understand the poem in a lot of  detail  

(   ) and because because I didn’t hear and I wasn’t here and  I’m not sure what sort of 

standard she gave there 

26 F  yeah 

 

In segment 3, the father moved the talk from Donna’s behaviour to her emotions (“She said 

she wasn’t keen on this oral”). He also flagged the parent-child relationship as one of open 

communication in this family. In this way he evidenced himself as an empathic, 

communicative and aware parent. The mother, similarly, displayed her understanding of 

Donna’s feelings, extending talk to the father’s comments in turn 22 (“‘N if she ever has to 

stand up in front of the class, or anything like that she’s not that”). The mother did not 

complete her turn, but implied that she knew about and understood Donna’s classroom 

practices. The parents were again speaking in harmony. Their moral versions of themselves 

as good and aware parents, and their open family communicative practices, were talked 

into collective being. Such talk might have been understood by the parents as possibly 

heard as criticism of Donna by the teacher. In turn 24, however, the mother deflected this in 

that she naturalised such behaviour (“you know I suppose that a lot of kids are the same”). 

Donna was thus conversationally constituted as normal, and the same as a lot of other kids. 

The teacher, in turns 21 and 23, flagged her understanding and agreement of this version of 

Donna’s behaviour and family life. All the adults worked as a collaborative team to 

position themselves as persons who understood and knew about children. In this way, a 

‘normal’ version of childhood was constituted as signaling, perhaps, a period of pre- or 

incompetent social being. This is similar to the conspiracy theory of normal childhood as a 

time of undermining adult authority that was textually constituted in the school to home 

letter discussed in Chapter 6. 
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The teacher continued the talk in turn 25 by providing details of Donna’s classroom 

practices, again positioning herself as competent and knowledgeable, despite “not [being] 

sure [of] what sort of standard she gave there”. That particular oral assessment item was 

assessed by Mr Jay and not by herself. The father once more appeared to accept this 

version of events as sufficient with his response “yeah” in turn 26. 

 

The conversation proceeded: 

 

Segment 4: “It’s important that she does it right” 

 

27 T This novel in another form (6.0) I don't know (1.0) I think the only  

way I can really, what I can really suggest at this stage is she does do um  

draft copies and give them to me and if I think, obviously her, her  

standard of English is okay because she isn’t corrected everywhere  

but the ideas if they need improvement I can help her in that way and  

say look this isn’t really you’re not really getting you’re not really 

understanding it here and try and look at it again. That's that's the  

only way I can really, really help at the moment and for Donna  

herself to um do a little more in class and not chat so much down at 

 the back with Vicki and Joanne? (1.0) um (2.0) just showing you the  

work that has to be done um for the rest of the year with year eleven  

English, we have just (1.0) finished um (1.0) this radio study (2.0)  

we’re now doing newspaper studies (2.0) and we’re going to write a  

front page story and what will happen is that Mr Kelly the Principal  

comes into the classroom (2.0) he gives a talk and then the students  

have to write it up as a news article          

28 F Oh I see 

29 T All right? and um so we in the next week are going to practise   

 writing front page stories  Now um, if you want to check you know  

 her, what she’s doing at home with that and you could read it  

 through? And um I will have a look at how she’s going. But when it  

 comes down to it it’s an exam its not a um an assignment so really it’s  

 um important = 

30 F  = uh huh (1.0) It’s important that she does it right 

31 T Yes um that’s right, she um she has to have some short sentences,  

um all the information in the first paragraph, er, and appropriate  

headline um that sort of thing. Just like a front page article in the  
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paper. That’s the next 

 

In turn 27, the teacher continued her presentation of herself as a competent teacher. Having 

provided more details regarding work requirements, she offered, for the first time, to 

provide help for Donna. Her version of herself as a good teacher, through willingness to 

help, was thus constituted through this talk. Such help was conditional, however, on 

Donna’s own behaviour. Donna must “do a little more in class and not chat so much at the 

back” with her friends if she was to benefit from the teacher’s help. In this way, the teacher 

positioned herself as one who cared sufficiently to help Donna, but only if Donna herself 

was willing to do the initial work. As before, Donna was thus held accountable here for her 

work achievements, and these would be dependent upon her own efforts. It seems that the 

adults maintained their moral institutional versions of themselves by means of 

conversationally positioning their students / children as ultimately self-regulatory, 

autonomous beings, beyond their direct surveillance, and thus, control. 

 

Of particular interest in line 10 of turn 27 were the two lengthy pauses, separated by an 

“um”, signaling turn transition points where other participants were implicitly invited to 

take up the talk (see  above). Both the parents, and Donna in particular, who was 

present in this interview, had the opportunity to account for Donna’s classroom 

behaviour at these points. None of them did. Such silence in response to advice can be 

used strategically by participants as a practice of power by and through which 

participants position themselves and each other during interactions (cf. McHoul, 1993: 

2; Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998).  

 

The “I don’t know”, in the first line of turn 27 at the very least, served to downgrade 

what the teacher said from advice to a set of provisional suggestions. It should be noted 

that the parents’ non-response here need not have indicated non-recipiency, but rather 

its opposite, a careful waiting until the teacher had completed her turn (Silverman, 

Baker and Keogh, 1998: 231). 

 

The teacher continued by saying, “what I can really suggest at this stage is she does do 

um draft copies and give them to me ...”. This might have been hearable, not just as 

advice about what should be done, but also as information about what could be done. 
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Ambiguities are evident both in the form of how advice is heard, either in the form of  

‘information as advice’ or in the form of ‘advice as information’, and in ambiguities of 

who the advice recipient was (cf. Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998). These 

ambiguities were evidenced by the non-uptake of the teacher’s talk by the other 

participants, despite the teacher having provided possible turn-transition points. 

 

Classroom space was once again established as a moral space, and the behaviour of 

people who worked in such space was category-bound through their positioning in 

particular locations. The topics of student behaviour in different geographical locations, 

and with specific peers, are frequently raised in teacher-parent communications 

included in the data corpus, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 8. 

 

29 T All right? and um so we in the next week are going to practise   

 writing front page stories  Now um, if you want to check you know  

 her, what she’s doing at home with that and you could read it  

 through? And um I will have a look at how she’s going. But when it  

 comes down to it it’s an exam its not a um an assignment so really it’s  

 um important = 

 

Like the documents and talk analysed in previous chapters, this teacher’s use of 

pronouns in this interview is noteworthy. For example, she used them to set up 

collections in turn 29. She first used the first person plural pronoun “we”, (“so we in the 

next week are going to practise writing”). The use of “we”, the students and teacher 

together in the classroom, was contrasted with her emphasised “you”, the parental team 

in home space (“Now um, if you want to check her, what she’s doing at home”). In this 

way, the teacher once again conversationally colonised home space, and positioned the 

parents as adjunct teachers. The pedagogic family (cf. Hunter, 1994) was thus talked 

into being. The school and home were proposed as harmonious courses of action and 

interests (cf. Baker & Keogh, 1995: 285) in this talk. 

 

In lines 4 and 5 of turn 29, the teacher rebutted the idea of possible less than satisfactory 

achievements in the future when she stated that the next assessment item was “when it 

comes down to it it’s an exam not a um assignment so really it’s um important”. What 

was suggested, in essence, was that regardless of how much help the teacher and the 
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parents actually gave Donna, ultimately it was Donna herself who would be responsible 

for her results. Donna was positioned throughout this sequence as an overhearing 

audience to the adult constructions of her as student. In this talk, Donna, and not her 

parents or the teacher, was positioned as accountable for her future academic 

achievements. Thus the adult participants maintained their moral versions of themselves 

and each other as ‘good’ parents and teacher despite possibly disappointing future 

student results. They also established adult co-constuctions of what constituted ‘good’ 

in contrast to ‘not-so-good’ students. 

 

30 F  = uh huh (1.0) It’s important that she does it right 

31 T Yes um that’s right, she um she has to have some short sentences,  

um all the information in the first paragraph, er, and appropriate  

headline um that sort of thing. Just like a front page article in the  

paper. That’s the next 

 

In turn 30, Donna’s father signaled his agreement of the teacher’s use of the term 

“important” by his utterance “Uh huh”, and then elaborated this meaning as “it’s important 

that she does it right”. His use of “she” moved the responsibility of getting it right from 

himself, his wife or the teacher, to his daughter, Donna.  

 

In turn 31, the teacher signaled her agreement with what the father said (“yes um that’s 

right”), and then proceeded, once again, to detail the actual work to be undertaken in the 

future - a suitably neutral topic. The mother’s silence at this time is hearable as her 

compliance with the way the talk was going. 

   

The talk continued: 

 

Segment 5: “Oh well” 

 

31  T Yes um that’s right, she um she has to have some short sentences,  

um all the information in the first paragraph, er, and appropriate  

headline um that sort of thing. Just like a front page article in the 

          paper. That’s the next thing we're doing in a week or so (3.0) then  

we’re having a dramatic performance which might throw her if she  

gets nervous in front of the class 

32 M  [coughs after trying to interject] She just doesn't like being up in  
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 front of her classes (2.0) well not just in front of the class, she  

 doesn't like to  be up, er, the focus being on her 

33 T Uh huh, mm (1.0) that’s a problem 

34 M Yeah 

35 F   Probably why she hides down the back (5.0) Is that why you hide  

 down the back, you don’t like being near the front of the class? and  

 being? yeah? 

36 S   (     ) 

37 F    and being a (drip) 

38 T Well they ha, we have to test all their skills which is writing as well as  

 speaking (2.0) and that’s why we give them a chance to speak on the 

 tape, so that they don’t have to do all their speaking in front of the  

 class, but the rest of it is, um, you know (1.0) in front of the class,  

 but even this one, um this radio, um, was disappointing in that the girls just read it 

(2.0) you know er there wasn’t any expression onto  

 (1.0) they just read onto the tapes so you know, it was meant to sound  

like a real radio program  

39 F   Oh well 

 

In turn 31, line 4, (see  above), the teacher provided another possible turn transition 

point in the form of a 3 second pause in which any of the other participants in the talk 

could have continued. Again, none did. Consequently the teacher continued with talk 

about a future “dramatic performance”. This, bearing in mind earlier talk about 

Donna’s dislike of orals, “may well throw her if she gets nervous in front of the class”. 

Here Donna’s mother took the opportunity to speak, her cough assisting her to secure 

the floor and punctuating the seriousness of the situation. This strategy, in effect, 

signaled potential “talk about troubles”, indicating that it might not be received as good 

news by the teacher (cf. Jefferson, 1984b). 

 

Donna’s mother confirmed the teacher’s view of Donna’s nervousness by saying that 

“she just doesn’t like being up in front of her classes”. Here she provided a two-second 

pause for a possible uptake by the teacher or any other participant. When this did not 

happen, the mother elaborated on Donna’s nervousness, saying that it was “not just in 

front of the class, she doesn’t like to be up, er, the focus being on her”. The teacher did 

not offer a solution to this behaviour here, as she could have done. Rather, she signaled 

her agreement with Donna’s mother (utterance 33: “uh huh, mm”), and then paused, 
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thereby allowing any of the other persons present to continue. When this did not 

happen, the teacher formulated Donna’s dislike of being up front, the focus, as 

described by Donna’s mother, as “a problem”. Donna’s mother concurred with this 

version of Donna’s behaviour in turn 34, when she said “Yeah”. Agreement was again 

interactively achieved. The repetition of pauses within these turns signaled possible 

discomfort or tension in relation to how the talk was developing. 

 

Donna’s father tried to provide a diagnosis for Donna’s behaviour in turn 35. He suggested 

that was “probably why she hides down the back”. In this, he categorised Donna not as a 

naughty student who tended to sit at the back of the classroom with her friends and did not 

try, but rather as a nervous student who hid at the back in an attempt to deploy the class’s 

focus away from her. Thus he constituted Donna as an understandably insecure kid. It is 

noteworthy, despite the long 5 seconds pause, that no-one explicitly agreed or disagreed 

with this classification of Donna.  

 

The father then explicitly selected Donna by naming her as the next speaker in his 

continuing move. This is the first time that Donna had been selected since the teacher’s first 

utterance (line 2: “right um Donna um”), when Donna might or might not have been 

directly addressed. Donna’s reply to her father’s questions in turn 36 was inaudible, 

although she did say something. Donna’s father’s possible description of her as a “drip” 

was also virtually inaudible.  

 

It is striking in this interview, which consisted of a total of 125 utterance turns by the 

participants, that Donna spoke only eleven times. Most of her utterances were either 

inaudible or token responses such as “mm”, or “yeah”. Twice she had actually tried to 

disagree (in turns 64, when she said “nope”, and in turn 67 when she said “no but I”) 

before being interrupted each time by the teacher. Donna’s longest statement was 

accounting for her poor oral result in turn 78, when she said “But I’ve never had to do 

oral work before, before either, so”. In this instance the teacher cut her account off by 

saying “Oh right”. The student then said nothing until she had the final recorded turn at 

talk in this interview at its completion (turn 125) when she said “Hooray see you”. The 

recording of this interview was stopped at this point.  
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It seems that this student, about whom and for whom this interview was taking place (ie. 

she was the reason for having this interview), was, in effect, positioned as 

disempowered, an overhearing but largely silent audience. It was rare for her to be 

addressed directly. In this study, although the teacher-parent interviews varied, some 

students taking part in the talk more than others, it seemed that students who attended 

teacher-parent interviews with their parent(s) tended to be positioned frequently as 

overhearing and silent audiences, as will be shown in Chapter 8. 

 

Whatever it was that was said by the father at the end of turn 37, the teacher continued 

talking in turn 38, once again accounting for her classroom practices. Such practices 

may not have been of any real help considering this particular student’s nervousness 

when talking in front of the class. The teacher depersonalised the situation by talking 

about having to test “all their skills”, they being all the students, not just this particular 

student, and mentioning that “we” (presumably all the English teachers) had to test 

speaking as well as writing. It seemed that there was still some hope for Donna in that 

not all assessment tasks would entail speaking. Donna’s parents already knew that there 

was not too much red on her written work, so that it would have been possible for her to 

do well in such writing tasks. After a pause, allowing for the possibility for parent (or 

student) uptake, the teacher continued to account for her classroom practices in 

institutional terms. The assessment task had enabled the students to speak onto tape for 

the radio play rather than having had to stand up in front of the class, thus overcoming 

possible nervousness at being the focus of attention. Despite this possibility, Donna’s 

group’s work had been “disappointing in that the girls just read” and “there wasn’t any 

expression”. It seemed there would be no future second chances for the girls now, as the 

“rest of it is, um, you know, (1.0) in front of the class”. The use of “you know” was used 

both as a normaliser and a softener here. The teacher aligned the parents with her in her 

disappointment. By implication, if the girls had read with expression, so that they 

sounded “like a real radio program”, their marks would have improved. 

 

In turn 39, Donna’s father appeared to accept the teacher’s explanation and account. 

The interview then continued for another 86 turns, containing, in total, 125 participant 

utterances. As it developed, the talk continued to cover in more detail much of what had 

preceded. Focus topics included the issues of speaking versus writing tasks, the group 
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that Donna worked with, the necessity of not being distracted at the back of the 

classroom with her friends, and so on. Parents and teacher continued to talk themselves 

and each other into categories of ‘good’ adult parents / teacher. Donna was positioned 

as being a possibly ‘not good’ student at present. However, it seemed that if she heeded 

the (largely overheard) adult proffered prescriptive advice regarding student classroom 

and homework practices, she could, perhaps, become a ‘good’ student in the future. 

Donna was made responsible for her own actions. Chapter 7 will show that students 

were frequently positioned thus through such talk, as ultimately autonomous and self-

regulatory, in conversational strategies that worked to maintain the adult participants’ 

institutional versions of themselves and each other as morally proper.  

 

From the above detailed analysis of the beginning of one teacher-parent interview, it 

can be seen that the talk was morally implicative. Participants presented and positioned 

themselves and each other in particular ways, assigning and accepting or rejecting each 

other’s moral positioning moves. Tensions were evidenced, although a semblance of 

agreement was maintained throughout the talk. Specific conversational devices worked 

to produce discourses of social practice. These positioned the participants in particular 

ways. It is to these that we now turn.  

 

Reading 2: The Construction of Discourses of Social Practice through 

Conversational Strategies 

 

This chapter has so far presented an analysis of the details of the initial extract of a 

particular teacher-parent interview. In this section we extend the conversation analysis 

using a new and useful set of CA terms to show how these conversational devices 

established particular discourses of practice that positioned the participants in certain 

ways. In this instance, the term ‘discourse of practice’ refers to social practices that are 

implicated in dialectical relationships between events and situations, institutions, and the 

social structures that frame them. This second reading shows that such discursive social 

practices may have major ideological effects in that they help to sustain and reproduce 

unequal power relations between different social groups in the ways through which they 

represent things and position people.  
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The functions of the discourses of social practice identified in the teacher-parent interview 

analysed here include ways in which the focus of the talk is established, the continuing 

ambiguity of addressees, the constitution of positive moral versions, the negotiation 

boundaries of moral responsibilities, and ways of prescribing future actions. The initial 

talk in this interview firstly worked to establish the focus of the talk that followed. 

 

Establishing the Focus of the Talk 

 

The opening talk in this teacher-parent interview was produced by the teacher, who 

established the focus topic: Donna’s academic results and behaviour. The teacher 

seemed to answer the unstated question “How is Donna doing academically?” The 

teacher’s initial talk offered the parents their reason for attending the interview. She 

also used this turn to explain her abilities to answer this question, again, as if in 

response to a second question: “ How do you know?” (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 269). 

 

Simultaneously with establishing the topic of the talk that followed, the teacher’s initial talk 

determined who, situationally speaking, the participants were, and what they were doing 

there (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 268). The local situational context and insititutional 

identities of the participants present were achieved through the beginning talk relatively 

easily and early in this interview. The participants positioned themselves and each other 

within their respective institutional catogorical incumbencies of teacher, parents and 

student that provided régimes for the talk that followed. According to ten Have (1991), 

such a set of category incumbencies is one axis of asymmetry in institutional talk.  

 

The focus of the talk in this instance was initiated by the teacher in her position as 

official school representative; that is, it was the school’s versions of events that were 

foregrounded. This is similar to the school promotional documents and school to home 

talk and text analysed in previous chapters. Unlike the previously analysed examples of 

school to home communications, however, it is possible to document the responses of 

the parents and, at times, the student, to this teacher’s version of events. Subtle 

contestations regarding boundaries of responsibilities, working as positioning practices, 

were evidenced within and through this example of interactive talk, thus demonstrating 

particular inter-institutional tensions. Ultimately, however, the adults talked themselves 
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into positions of agreement regarding Donna’s achievement and behaviour. As 

previously discussed, the interview participants addresssed each other both as direct and 

indirect overhearing recipients. This chapter now discusses briefly how and why this 

might have occurred in this way. 

 

The Ambiguity of Addressees 

 

As in the school to home talk and text analysed previously, there was an ambiguity 

regarding who were the direct and indirect addressees and audiences during this extract of 

inter-institutional talk. So, for example, the teacher in this episode may or may not have 

been directly addressing Donna when she used the student’s name in her first turn. The 

teacher continued by speaking about the student rather than to her with her use of the 

student’s name, and when she used the third person singular pronoun for the remainder of 

her first turn. In these ways she positioned Donna as the indirect, silent, overhearing 

audience. This is similar to the school letter that addressed students indirectly, although 

students may have been anticipated as either directly reading it, or being informed of its 

contents. In the teacher-parent talk analysed in this chapter, that the parents in this 

interview heard themselves as the direct addressees was confirmed by the second and third 

turns when the father and mother responded to the teacher’s question regarding whether or 

not they (the parents) worked with Donna at home on her schoolwork.  

 

Most of the talk that followed appeared to be co-constructed by the teacher and the parents 

(cf. Jacoby and Ochs, 1995; Goodwin, 1995), virtually excluding or, at the very least, 

marginalising the student, Donna. However, as Donna was present throughout the 

interview, it is conceivable that much of what was said was presumably included for her as 

an indirect audience. Donna was positioned as overhearing audience to the jointly produced 

adult diagnoses and prescriptions regarding her academic and behavioural problems. As 

such, then, ambiguity of audience may have the function precisely of attending to the 

overhearing audience. “In this way, ambiguity may be seen as an interactional resource 

rather than necessarily a ‘problem’ for participants” (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 

226). 
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During the interview, advice, sometimes in the form of questions, and sometimes in the 

form of directives, was proffered regarding ways to address the ‘problem’ of Donna’s 

academic achievement and behaviour. This teacher-parent interview talk included many 

potential turn transition points in the form of pauses where Donna, or, indeed, the other 

participants, might have responded. However, Donna tended to remain silent in most cases, 

thereby sustaining the situation that the main participants to this talk continued to be the 

teacher and her parents. This is not to say that Donna did not have any possibility of 

entering the conversation until that particular turn. Rather Donna did not, until turn 36, 

actually do so. This indicated one of a number of possibilities. One possibility was that 

Donna had switched off from the talk, demonstrating perhaps the common non-response of 

adolescents well-known by those who are familiar with normal adolescent behaviour 

practices, such as teachers and parents. A second possibility was that there was an 

ambiguity of addressee constituted within the talk, thereby resulting in a lack of certainty 

regarding who had been selected to reply. A third possibility was that Donna used silence 

as a means of resisting the way the institutional talk was framing and constraining her 

social competencies (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 220). For whatever reason, the 

result was that Donna was heard to speak only a few times throughout this interview (of a 

total 125 turns in this talk, Donna was heard to speak only eleven times). As such she was 

positioned, and positioned herself, as a (possibly) overhearing but silent audience to the 

adult talk about her.  

 

Donna’s silences indicated “theoretic” choices. Donna positioned herself as a theoretic 

actor (cf. McHugh, 1970), her silences working possibly as ways of resisting overheard 

adult co-constructed moral versions of her as student; that is, the silences were 

accomplishments in their own right (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 238). Donna 

listened in rather than collaborated with the adults’ co-produced moral versions of 

themselves, of each other, and of herself, the student / daughter, in the same way that 

students possibly overheard or read particular moral versions of home and school, and 

institutional memberships in the previously analysed examples of school to home 

communications. Such institutional texts and talk worked in a way that produced particular 

normalised versions of acceptable student subjectivities. Ideologies of studenthood were 

thus constructed within and through the talk. Donna was conversationally positioned to 
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receive such versions as though they were guidelines regarding how to become a ‘good’ 

student. It is to the constitution of such moral versions that we now turn.    

 

Constituting Positive Moral Versions 

 

Moral-organisational work, that is, the work of assembling the responsibilities and 

performances of parents and teachers (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 287), occurred during 

this interview. The talk was morally implicative throughout, and happened “as much in 

the formatting of the conversations as in the substance of the talk” (Baker and Keogh, 

1995: 287). As such then, in addition to introducing the topic of the talk that was to 

follow, all the active participants in this interview presented particular positive moral 

versions of themselves in the initial interview talk. Such strategies worked rather like 

the marketing practices documented in Chapters 5 and 6 in that the adult participants 

presented their institutional selves and institutional practices in ways that constituted 

themselves and each other positively as acceptable parents and teachers. Moral versions 

of studenthood were also constituted within such talk. In this instance, the adults 

colluded to produce particular versions of the ‘right’ sort of student. These was 

overheard by the student Donna who, as already described, was present at the interview 

and was positioned mostly as a largely silent audience to the adult talk. 

 

One way the teacher presented herself as a competent teacher was to demonstrate her 

professionalism in the classroom. In this interview, the teacher demonstrated this 

categorisation by unpacking the mysteries of the students’ marks in her folder, rather 

like a doctor interpreting test results from the Pathology Laboratory. The teacher 

seemed to avoid using educational jargon, speaking in a lay person’s terms in moves 

perhaps devised to simplify the contents of the work contents for the benefit of the 

parents who may or may not have had pedagogic understandings. This teacher 

progressively disclosed some of the contents of Donna’s work folder. The teacher, from 

her position as ‘professional’, revealed what she presumably considered relevant 

contents of Donna’s work folder for the benefit of both Donna’s parents and for Donna 

herself. Thus the teacher’s audience was constituted as ‘lay-persons’. Such a strategy 

actively produced a collection K (lay/professional) inter-institutional relationship (cf. 

Jayyusi, 1984; Sacks, 1992). Asymmetry was thus talked into being by such 
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conversational strategies. This is similar to the previously analysed examples of school 

to home communications when the writers and speakers presented themselves as 

professional and authoritative, as persons whose words counted. 

 

A number of the exchanges included in this teacher-parent interview extract might be 

viewed as implied charges and as defences or rebuttals (cf. Atkinson and Drew, 1979). 

By such means the adult participants in this interview managed potential accusations. 

For example, by indicating her gaps and difficulties in knowledge about Donna, this 

teacher constituted herself as someone who should have but, for understandable 

reasons, did not know fully about her student’s academic work. In this way, she 

presented a version of a good teacher as one who should be knowledgeable about 

students’ achievements and classroom behaviours. She preempted possible criticism of 

herself as perhaps being held wanting in this area by stating that she had “only just come 

back from leave” (turn 12). Similarly, the parents’ talk jointly rebutted possible charges 

of inadequate parental practices such as surveillance of their children. By constituting 

their children as those who disappeared “off to their bedrooms with their homework”, 

they constituted their home practices, in terms of both their own and their children’s 

behaviours, as simultaneously both acceptable and commendable. Thus it seems that in 

order to maintain their versions of themselves as adequate, the adult participants in this 

talk tended to conversationally position Donna as responsible for her own academic 

achievements and behaviour. It was she who was “a little bit distracted? Often? Down 

the back there, with um the girls that she sits with” (teachers’ statement, turn 1), and 

Donna who, like the other children in this family, disappeared “off to their bedrooms 

with their homework” (father’s statement, turn 4).  That is, as part of achieving positive 

moral versions of themselves and of each other, the adult participants in this interview 

raised and resolved questions of responsibility.  

 

Negotiating Boundaries of Responsibilities 

 

Much of the initial talk in this interview appeared to have “the purpose of producing a tour 

of possible points of responsibility on the part of the teacher, parents, and the student 

[Donna.]” (Baker and Keogh, 1997: 27). As such, the talk worked to identify these as 
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points on a moral map, serving almost as an index to the moral order produced through the 

talk. The talk was thus morally implicative. 

 

Both the teacher and parents used direct questions strategically to advance the work of 

finding places of possible responsibility for Donna’s academic work and behaviour. When 

the teacher pre-empted possible criticism of herself as perhaps insufficiently knowing 

Donna in her first turn when she said “I just took over Mr Jay’s class um four weeks ago so, 

I don’t really know a lot about Donna’s work”, she was actively positioning herself as 

responsible for knowing such matters. That she did not know “a lot” is constituted as a 

special circumstance. This teacher thus, both explicitly and implicitly, positioned herself as 

being knowledgeable and perhaps responsible for Donna’s behaviour with “the girls that 

she sits with” in the classroom. The question of where Donna sat, and with whom, became 

a moral issue. It seems that being “distracted” was associated with classroom space “down 

the back”. Both factors contributed to a dispreferred version of studenthood. Thus, the 

wrong sorts of students were construed as sitting in the back of the classroom in what, it 

was implied, was immoral space, beyond the direct surveillance or control of this teacher. 

Such students, by locating themselves in classroom space beyond the teacher’s gaze, 

resisted the teacher’s version of what constituted a good student, positioning themselves 

alternatively. By implication, students who sat in other classsroom space and did “give in 

class”, even if not asked to do so, constituted a morally acceptable version of studenthood.  

 

The teacher positioned herself as knowledgeable about, although not completely 

responsible for Donna’s classroom behaviour with her friends. It seems that it was Donna 

who was made responsible implicitly for where she sat, and with whom. By this means the 

teacher maintained her version of herself as morally proper. The students in this instance 

were described as having physically positioned themselves alternatively by not enacting 

and thus resisting the teacher’s version of ‘good student’. 

 

When the teacher moved from talk of her own classroom responsibilities to the topic of 

parental responsibilities, she implicitly positioned the parents as responsible for their 

daughter’s schoolwork beyond the classroom walls in home space. This move worked 

to conversationally colonise the home through positioning the parents as persons who 

might have, or might not have taken responsibility for continuing the work of the school 
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within their home space. Like the school letter analysed previously, parents were 

positioned as adjunct teachers who were expected to continue the work of the school 

within home space. That these parents heard the talk in this way was confirmed by 

Donna’s father’s and mother’s responses in turns 2, 3, 4 and 6. The parents delicately 

rebutted possible implied criticism of their home practices by positioning Donna rather 

than themselves as responsible for behaviour within her private bedroom, beyond their 

direct surveillance. Their answers were signaled as dispreferred here. The topic of 

parental homework supervisory practices was thus not resolved, but was left hanging 

there in the talk, and was consequential for the way the talk continued.  

 

Responsibilities for Donna’s academic achievements and behaviour were continuously 

moved around in this inter-institutional talk. Such responsibilities became part of the 

“moral map” that was produced collaboratively by the parents and the teacher (cf. Baker 

and Keogh, 1997). Boundaries of responsibility were thus negotiated continuously 

throughout this interview. This is like the talk and text discussed in Chapter 6, where 

school representatives held the parents responsible for overseeing their children’s 

behaviour in order to maintain the various schools’ institutional orders beyond the 

classroom walls. Unlike those examples, however, it has been possible here to 

demonstrate parental responses to such positioning practices during this interactive 

school event. As discussed, the adults tended to maintain acceptable moral versions of 

themselves by positioning the student as ultimately responsible for her own actions in 

this teacher-parent interview. 

 

In addition to assigning and questioning each other’s responsibilities regarding Donna, 

the adults in this interview talked also of ways to address the “problem” of her 

academic achievements and behaviours. As such, then, they prescribed possible future 

courses of action, similar to prescriptions for good students constituted within and 

through the examples of school-home communications analysed previously. 

 

Prescribing Future Actions 

 

The initial talk in this interview could be read as if it were a medical consultation in 

which it was possible to hear the collaborative activities of diagnosis working their way 
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towards prescriptions or remedies in relation to a particular student’s academic well-

being. As previously discussed, the parties to this talk could be shown to treat the 

interview as having such diagnostic and prescriptive purposes (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 

266). Although prescriptions for action were not explicitly stated in the initial twelve 

turns in this interview, implications by the teacher that the parents perhaps should have 

taken a more active part in the supervision of their daughter’s homework practices 

might have been heard as prescriptive both by Donna’s parents and by Donna herself. 

All adults during these turns in talk implicitly formulated prescriptions regarding how 

Donna should become self-regulatory in order to solve the problem of her academic 

well-being. In this way, the adults, despite holding themselves and each other as being 

indirectly responsible for the continuing surveillance of Donna’s behaviour, maintained 

moral versions of themselves as not being held to be wanting. Donna was ultimately 

positioned as needing to become responsible for her own actions and behaviour. Donna, 

who was present at this interview, overheard such adult prescriptions for her future 

actions. This is similar to the ways in which students as indirect or secondary addresses 

or audiences to the examples of analytically monologic school to home talk and texts 

were positioned. 

 

Summary 

 

The various conversational strategies (discussed in Part 1 of this chapter), and the five 

functions of social practice, namely, (1) Establishing the Focus of the Talk, (2) The 

Ambiguity of Addressees, (3) Constituting Positive Moral Versions, (4) Negotiating 

Boundaries of Responsibilities, and (5) Prescribing Future Actions, (discussed in Part 2) all 

worked as practices of power, positioning the various participants to the talk in different 

ways. These evidenced various inter-institutional tensions, but ultimately worked to 

maintain a semblance of agreement between the participants. So, for example, the 

following were achieved in orderly ways through the various conversational strategies 

and discourses of practice evidenced in this teacher-parent talk: 

 

 It was the school’s interests that were foregrounded within and through this 

institutional talk-in-interaction. The interests of the parents and student were 
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established in relation to the school’s order and interests rather than interests in their 

own right. 

 Homes were acknowledged as important school annexes where the work of the 

school was to be continued. 

 The teacher tended to set the agenda for the talk, although the parents used subtle 

devices to negotiate their interests. 

 This talk tended to be asymmetrical in that the teacher established herself as the 

professional who had the right to speak about institutional (school) topics. The 

teacher positioned herself and the parents in a professional-lay relationship by 

occasioning a K-type category collection (Jayyusi, 1984; Sacks, 1992). She did this 

by such means as assigning herself responsible for interpreting the marks and work 

in Donna’s folder.  

 The teacher was positioned, and positioned herself responsible for knowing about 

student academic achievement and behaviour within the physical location of the 

school.  

 The parents were positioned, and positioned themselves, as adjunct teachers, 

responsible for continuing and supervising school work within the private space of 

their homes. 

 The adults co-constructed moral versions of themselves and each other as members 

of their respective institutions – home and school. 

 The adults maintained their moral versions of themselves by ultimately positioning 

Donna as responsible for her future work and behaviour. 

 Donna was an overhearing audience of these adult, co-constructed, normalised 

moral versions of acceptable teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood. 

 

Findings described in this section have shown similarities to the findings identified in other 

school to home communications discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. In brief, three major 

preferred discourses of practice were identified in particular within this interview talk, 

which are similar to those identified in the previous chapters: 

 

1. The ways in which the participants presented their respective institutions and 

themselves worked to constitute positive moral versions that were reminiscent of 

the promotional practices identified in Chapter 5. In this light, such social 
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discourses of practice could be viewed as working rather like a marketing strategy. 

Positive versions of schools and homes, and of the categories of parents, teachers 

and students were presented and examined within the talk. As such, these versions 

were produced as commodities. 

 

2. It seems that it was the school’s moral version of the world that was foregrounded 

within this talk. The home was constituted in such a way as to mirror the school, the 

school’s concerns constituted as also being the concerns of the home. This talk thus 

worked to colonise this family as an adjunct to the school. 

 

3. The moral versions of parents, teachers and students constituted within this talk 

present these categories as both regulated and regulating. Therefore, a disciplined 

social populace was talked into being. 

 

It has been shown that certain conversational strategies and discourses of practice are 

evidenced recurringly across various teacher-parent communicative sites. Having 

discussed how various conversational devices and discourses of social practice work to 

constitute particular institutional versions of the participants and their inter-institutional 

relationships, we now turn to different order of analysis to account for their existence. 

To do this, a Foucaudian perspective is implemented. It is to this analytic reading that 

we now turn. 

 

Reading 3: A Foucauldian Perspective on the Interviews  

 

In order to account for the recurring conversational strategies and dominant discourses 

of social practice from a Foucauldian perspective, it is first necessary to briefly review 

Foucault’s notion of a contemporary disciplinary society, discussed more fully in 

Chapter 2. Foucault (1977) argued that contemporary society is governed by a system of 

internalised disciplinary practices that permeate the whole body politic of society. 

Disciplinary power is enacted within and through the habits and micro social practices 

of everyday life. Foucault suggested that power is everywhere, working in a capillary 

way within and through the entire social populace. Foucault (1977) viewed state 

institutions, such as schools, hospitals and prisons, as social apparatuses where state 
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controlled disciplinary power, in the form of governmentality (Foucault, 1979b; 1991), 

is exercised in order to regulate the social populace. Key notions associated with 

Foucault’s notion of governmentality are those of examination, normalisation and 

panopticism, described previously in Chapter 2. These are useful notions to consider 

when trying to answer the questions: Why the recurrence, and why these particular 

discourses of practice?  

 

These recurring conversational strategies and discourses of social practice might be 

viewed as technologies of power, working in capillary ways across this educational site 

(Foucault, 1977). So, for example, the topics of Donna’s academic achievement and 

marks, and her behaviour (comportment) in various institutional spaces were frequently 

topics of discussion. The adults positioned themselves as knowledgeable about these 

issues, and spoke of them in Donna’s presence, positioning her as a mainly silent but 

overhearing audience. The adults positioned themselves and each other as responsible 

for surveillance of the student, Donna, within their respective institutional spaces. The 

private space of home was constituted as adjunct school space, and parents were 

expected to continue the moral work of the school within the private space of their 

home – in loco pedagogis in effect. 

 

Donna herself was conversationally subordinated, largely positioned as a silent but 

overhearing audience to adult co-constructions of normalised moral versions of 

parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood. Donna was objectified, her academic 

achievement and behaviour becoming ‘the problem’. Prescriptions for managing the 

problem of Donna’s academic achievement and behaviour were worked up within and 

through the talk. Donna, as overhearing audience to the adult co-constructions of what 

makes a ‘good’ student, was ultimately positioned as responsible for her future 

achievement levels and behaviour in both school and home space.  

 

Foucault (1977) suggested that the social practice of examination works in a normalising 

way as a technology of the self that disciplines the social populace. This notion might 

explain the teacher’s repeated talk about Donna’s academic achievement levels and marks 

in this teacher-parent interview. It seems that Donna’s academic achievement was 

examined by the teacher through the use of a variety of formalised records of test results, 
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such as the results of the poetry oral and the novel assessment tests spoken of in turn 1 (“a 

poetry oral? an a um a novel (2.0) a novel in another form that was putting part of the novel 

into another style of writing”). Donna’s achievement levels were quantified (earlier in turn 

1: “her marks she um, you seem to have, passed in the first part of the year and then really 

gone down in last two um, pieces of work”), in a practice that worked to normalise her in a 

disciplinary way (cf. Foucault, 1977).  

 

In this interview Donna was, thus, “described, judged, measured, compared with others, in 

… [her] individuality; and it is also the individual [in this case, Donna] who has to be 

trained or corrected, classified, normalized, excluded, etc.” (Foucault, 1977: 191). The 

subject, Donna, was objectified and made a social body to be socially regulated and 

controlled through the disciplinary practices of examination and normalisation as 

evidenced in this inter-institutional talk. 

 

Another recurring topic of talk in this teacher-parent interview was that of specific student 

behaviours in various institutional spaces such as the classroom and the home. So, for 

example, in turn 1, the teacher spoke of Donna’s being “a little bit distracted? often? down 

the back there, with um the girls that she sits with”. As previously discussed, space at the 

back of the classroom was conversationaly constituted as moral space. Simultaneously, 

such space could be viewed as disciplinary space. Foucault (1977: 143-144) argued that 

“discipline organizes an analytic space … particular places were defined to correspond not 

only to the need to supervise, to break dangerous communications, but also to create a 

useful space”. The space at the back of the classroom was conversationally established here 

as one in need of further supervision. Similarly, in turns 2 and 3, Donna’s mother and father 

talk of another space beyond the bounds of their supervision or surveillance: that of 

bedroom space: 

 

1 T … work with Donna at home with her schoolwork at all? do you see it at all or  

2 F Not really no = 

3 M = (We very rarely) see her homework 

4 F They generally disappear off to their bedrooms with their homework and   

um= 

5 T =Ye:s (2.0) well um 

6 F We don't see much of (it) 
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In this instance, however, the parents (turns 3 to 6) constitute such space as potentially 

useful in that it was the place where their children would “disappear ...  with their 

homework”. As such, these parents implied that their children might well be already self-

regulatory in their homework practices. 

 

Foucault’s (1977) notion of the disciplinary practice of panoticism is a useful one to 

account for these turns in the talk. As discussed previously, in Chapter 2, Foucault (1977) 

suggested that the architectural design of state buildings in the period during and after the 

industrial revolutionary era was based on Jeremy Bentham’s design for a prison. This 

included a central observation tower from which all inmates could be observed. However, 

the prisoners were never sure of when and whether they were being observed, and so had to 

become self-regulatory of their own behaviours. Both the teacher, in turn 1, and Donna’s 

parents, in turns 2 and 3, speak of space beyond their direct surveillance, specifically space 

at the back of the classroom, and bedroom space. These spaces were talked into being as 

locations beyond the panoptic gaze, in effect. The adults co-constructed moral versions of 

ideal subjects who should, or would, regulate their own behaviours within these particular 

spaces. That is, Donna and her friends and / or her siblings were expected to become self-

regulatory and, thus, self disciplined.  

 

In this same extract of teacher-parent talk (turns 1 to 6), the teacher appeared to expect the 

parents to continue surveillance of Donna within their private home space. In this way the 

parents were positioned as adjunct teachers, and homework thus became school work to be 

undertaken in the home (Baker and Keogh, 1995). If schools are viewed as institutions of 

governmentality, as suggested by Foucault (1977) and Preston and Symes (1992), it can be 

seen that the teacher, as agent of social regulation and control, conversationally colonised 

private home space by positioning the parents as ancillary teachers responsible for 

surveillance of their children’s behaviour in private home space. This move worked to 

continue the moral order of the school beyond the physical boundaries of that institution 

into the private space of the family home. In this way the family was positioned as part of 

the disciplinary continuum of state social apparatuses (cf. Donzelot, 1979: 227). These 

parents delicately resisted this positioning by declining to enter the private space of their 

children’s bedrooms to engage in direct surveillance.  
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Foucault’s (1980) notion of power / knowledge is also a useful frame from which to view 

talk in this teacher-parent interview. As has already been discussed, the teacher in this 

interview constituted herself as a professional, subordinating Donna’s parents, thus 

establishing an asymmetrical professional-lay collection K relationship (cf. Jayyusi, 1984; 

Sacks, 1992). So, for example, she constituted herself as expert in deciphering Donna’s 

marks in her mark-book. It was the teacher who thus controlled what was and was nor 

revealed regarding Donna’s achievement levels and classroom behaviours. Because the 

teacher had ‘expert’ knowledge, therefore, she was thus able to exercise superior power / 

knowledge. Donna’s parents appeared to comply with this positioning of the teacher. 

Similarly, the parents constituted themselves as knowledgeable experts about home 

practices, evidencing their own particular positions of power / knowledge. Differing agenda 

and tensions were evidenced in this example of inter-institutional talk-in-interaction. The 

teacher and Donna’s parents used positioning practices to negotiate relative positions of 

power. Power was, thus, effected in both enabling and constraining ways by the 

participants (Foucault, 1980).  

 

Finally, Foucault (1977) suggested that children learn to become “docile bodies” through 

institutional (school) practices of disciplinary power exercised within and through the 

micro-practices enacted in schools. As an overhearing audience to the adult co-

constructions of the good student, Donna was, perhaps, expected to internalise and enact 

these moral versions of studenthood in order to address the problem of her academic 

achievement and behaviour, thus becoming a compliant and docile body. In this way she 

would fulfil her future role as a productive future citizen. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has demonstrated that various conversational strategies and discourses of 

practice such as establishing the focus of the talk, constituting audiences, constituting moral 

versions, negotiating boundaries or responsibilities, and prescribing courses of action were 

enacted simultaneously within and through the initial twelve turns in the interview analysed 

here. Such strategies are, in effect, practices of power. According to Ivanic (1994: 5), the 

use of such strategies is not a matter of free choice among a freely available set of 
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alternative identity-creating discourses. It is, rather, a matter of selecting from the 

specifically school-ordered dominant discourses that are constituted within and through 

school-home communications in different educational sites. These strategies might be 

viewed as technologies of the self (Foucault, 1977) that work as techniques of 

governmentality within contemporary disciplinary society. 

 

This chapter has analysed an extract from a state school parent-teacher interview using 

three different analytic readings. It has demonstrated that, despite implementing different 

perspectives and interests, findings using these approaches in complementary ways can 

provide different methods of viewing the operations of institutional talk-in-interaction. In 

this way Miller’s (1997) bridging research paradigm has been shown to be a productive 

means of documenting the complexity of everyday life. Miller (1997) argued that,  

 

while ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and Foucauldian discourse 

studies are distinctive approaches … comparative qualitative research that 

bridges them provides analysts with conditions of possibility for artfully 

extending and displaying (in concrete detail) the importance of their insights 

(Miller, 1997: 41). 

 

The teacher-parent interview extract analysed in depth in this chapter was selected because 

it demonstrates many of the main features and practices found recurringly in various modes 

of school-home communications, across different educational sites. In order to demonstrate 

that there is, indeed, a traverse of discourses (cf.. Luke and Luke, 1995) evident across 

different school-home communications, Chapter 8 presents extracts from other teacher-

parent interviews. In this chapter it is argued that such similarly recurring 

conversational strategies and discourses of social practice work as practices of social 

regulation and control of the body populace.  

 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONSTITUTING SIMILAR MORAL VERSIONS IN DIFFERENT 

EDUCATIONAL SITES 

 

This chapter analyses extracts from fifteen teacher-parent interviews including the one 

analysed in the previous chapter. It is shown that although the details of conversational 

devices and discourses of social practice evidenced within and through these interviews 

varied, they worked in similar ways to constitute similar moral identities and inter-

institutional relationships. This chapter focuses again on teacher-parent interview talk as 

the most spontaneous and interactive kind of school-home communications collected 

for this research project. The interview transcripts were approached using the same 

three analytic methods as detailed in the previous chapter. It will be shown that the 

conversational strategies and discourses of social practice used by the participants 

functioned primarily in marketing, colonising and regulatory ways.  

 

The first task for the participants of any teacher-parent interview is to come to an 

agreement regarding what the talk is or should be about. The focus of succeeding talk 

was negotiated within the beginning moves of the interviews. Part 1 of this chapter 

looks at how the problem of establishing an agreed upon topic of conversation became 

instituted within different instances of teacher-parent interview talk. Part 2 looks 

particularly at how positive moral versions of the participants were talked into being. 

Part 3 considers how positions of responsibility were negotiated. Part 4 documents 

prescriptions for action. The chapter concludes in Part 5 by viewing these data from a 

Foucauldian perspective. 

 

In this chapter extracts from 15 teacher-parent interviews, conducted by teachers based 

at three different schools, are analysed (see table below). Segments from these 

interviews have been included to exemplify the main recurring conversational strategies 

used by the participants. It should be pointed out, however, that other segments from 

other interviews would have revealed these same strategies, as they are evidenced 

across all data sites. Sequential documentation, such as that demonstrated in Chapters 5, 

6 and 7, showed how the talk and texts built a system of prospective and retrospective 

relevances that enacted particular versions of moral categories and social worlds. For 
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the purposes of the thesis, this chapter includes analysis of only portions of the talk 

found in a number of different interviews, illustrating the range of discourses of social 

practice that it revealed, rather than looking at all of the talk sequentially. Interview 

transcripts are numbered from 1 to 15 (inclusive) for ease of reference. Table 8.1 

(below) shows the types of schools (private or state), the teachers and the participants 

who were present at each interview.  

 

Table 8.1 

School Types, Teachers and other Participants in the Featured Interviews 

 

State School 1: Teacher 1 Participants 

 Interview 1: Teacher; Mother; Father; Donna (present)  

 Interview 2: Teacher; Mother; Father; Jenny (present) 

 Interview 3: Teacher; Mother; Christa (present) 

  

State School 1:  Teacher 2 

 Interview 4: Teacher; Father; Leanne (present) 

 Interview 5: Teacher; Mother; Alison (present) 

 Interview 6: Teacher; Mother; Barry (present) 

 

Private School 1:Teacher 1 

 Interview 7: Teacher; Mother; Father (re. Emily) 

 Interview 8: Teacher; Mother (re. Anne) 

 Interview 9: Teacher; Mother (re. Ronan) 

 

Private School 1:Teacher 2 

 Interview 10: Teacher; Mother; Shane (present) 

 

Private School 1:Teacher 3 (This was a meeting called to register a new student) 

 Interview 11: Teacher; Guardian; Student  
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Private School 2:Teacher 1 (This interview took place in the home) 

 Interview 12: Teacher; Mother; Father; Hannah (present); Liz   

   (Hannah’s sister) 

 

 

Private School 2:Teacher 2 

 Interview 13: Teacher; Mother (re. Harry) 

 

Private School 2:Teacher 3 

 Interview 14: Teacher; Mother; Father; Student Teacher (re. Sharon) 

 Interview 15: Teacher; Father; Student Teacher (re. Shirley) 

 

This chapter looks generally across a broad range of different educational sites. It is shown 

that similar conversational devices are used to produce comparable moral versions of 

schools and homes, their members, and their inter-institutional relationships as those 

identified and discussed in the previous three chapters. The chapter concludes by arguing 

that the Foucauldian notion of governmentality is a useful frame from which to view and 

account for the continuity of conversational strategies and traverse of discourses evidenced 

within these teacher-parent interviews.  

 

Part 1: Establishing the Topic of the Talk 

 

As in the interview analysed in Chapter 7 (Interview 1), the beginnings of all the other 

teacher-parent interviews included in the data corpus worked to establish the focus of 

the talk that followed. Participants needed to come to an agreement regarding what the 

talk was or should be about. The focus of succeeding talk was negotiated within the 

beginning moves of these interviews. In surveying the opening moves of all the teacher-

parent interviews collected for this research, the topic or focus of conversation 

invariably became that of the student’s academic achievements and behaviour, both 

within the classroom and the home. Only eighteen of the twenty teacher-parent 

interviews collected were fully transcribed because the poor reproductive quality of two 

of the audio-recordings made accurate transcription virtually impossible. Of these 
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eighteen, fourteen of the opening moves concerned the student’s achievements in the 

form of marks or results, and eleven concerned their behaviour or work ethic. Usually 

the opening moves focused on both issues.  

 

For example, in Extract 8.1 (Interview 4), involving the teacher, the student Leanne 

(who was present) and Leanne’s father, the student’s achievements and behaviour were 

introduced as the focus of the talk that followed:  

 

Extract 8.1 

 

1  T  Leanne,English,HA8. That's what you got?= 

2  S =yeah= 

3  T =wasn't it 

4  S uh hu 

5  T That was um that was a good result, but you've got to keep working at it  

  to keep it though 

6  S Yeah 

7  T Because it was um it was you know a fairly borderline HA (2.0) and um  

    *  as long as you, as she, keeps up the work I'm sure she can maintain it 

8  F:  Uhh .. 

9  T hh (0.5) how did you go in the other subjects 

10  S:  (0.5) oh, all HAs, one VHA and one SA 

11  T:  Well that's good, you must be pleased with that 

12  F:  Yeah very pleased 

13  T:  Um, that’s great 

 

Talk initially revolved around Leanne’s levels of academic achievement. Turns 5 to 10 

here showed the participants orienting to a need to find a problem, even though 

Leanne’s levels of achievement were mostly at high or very high levels, with only one 

                                                 
8 HA denotes a ‘High Achievement’ level of attainment. Similarly VHA denotes ‘Very High Achievement’, 

SA denotes ‘Sound Achievement’, LA denotes ‘Low Achievement’, and VLA denotes ‘Very Low 

Achievement’. 
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“satisfactory level”. The emphasis on grades might be viewed as enactment of 

Foucault’s (1977) notion of ‘normalisation’. As such it 

 

measures in quantitative terms and hierarchizes in terms of value the abilities, the 

level, the ‘nature’ of individuals. It introduces, through this ‘value giving’ measure, 

the constraint of a conformity that must be achieved (Foucault, 1977: 183) 

 

Such a strategy works to position students normatively in relation to other students, and 

implicitly positions the teachers as disciplinary agents of governmentality.  

 

Achievement was linked here to the need for Leanne to “keep working at it” to maintain 

these marks. The teacher produced a transition relevant point for either the father or the 

student to respond in turn 7 with a pause of two seconds (see  above). However, as 

neither of the other participants did so, the teacher continued with her talk about the 

student’s achievement levels in the remainder of this turn.  

 

Initially, in turns 1, 3 and 5, the teacher addressed Leanne, using her name and the 

pronoun “you”. However, in turn 7 she moved from addressing the student to addressing 

Leanne’s father, as signaled by her change of pronoun (“and um as long as you, as she, 

keeps up the work …”, see * above). Leanne’s father acknowledged this by his reply 

“Uhh” in turn 8 to the teacher’s utterance in turn 7 “I’m sure she can maintain it [her 

work level]”. In turn 9 the teacher reverted to using the pronoun “you” to which Leanne 

responded again. The addressee of turn 11, when the teacher said “you must be pleased 

with that” became ambiguous. It must be acknowledged that because only audio details 

are available of this interview, the use of eye contact or bodily gestures are not 

observable for the purposes of this analysis. It may well be that the teacher directed her 

gaze or body towards the father rather than the student, thereby signaling that he, and 

not Leanne, was the direct addressee. Whether or not this was so, the father rather than 

Leanne responded. The student was thus positioned as an overhearing audience through 

this move (cf. Atkinson, 1979 and 1982; Heritage, 1985; Silverman, 1987; Heritage and 

Greatbatch, 1991; Keogh, 1992; Baker and Keogh, 1995), similar to Donna in the 

previously analysed interview. Leanne was heard to speak only nine more times in the 

next 260 turns in this interview. Such evidence suggests that it was the father rather 
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than the student who was positioned and positioned himself as the main interviewee in 

this talk, despite the initial teacher talk being directed at the student. Leanne became 

effectively the silent but overhearing audience to adult talk regarding her schooling.    

 

As in the opening turns of Interview 1, it was the teacher who initiated talk regarding 

Leanne’s achievement and work efforts. However, unlike the previous interview, here it 

was Leanne, and not the teacher or the parent, who was, from the beginning, positioned 

as responsible for her achievements and behaviour in this talk.  

 

Similarly, below, in the beginning of Extract 8.2 (Interview 6), involving the teacher, 

the student Barry, who was present, and Barry’s mother, the teacher defined the topic as 

the student’s (Barry’s) achievements and behaviour by asking “how did you go”.  

 

Extract 8.2 

 

1  T Right now Barry (2.0) how did you go can I just have a look at that? 

2  M Not real good actually  [we're not really happy with it 

3  T          [No (3.0) I think Barry’s he’s had a lot of 

  activity      

4  M mm  

5  T   with his um, er rap dance= 

6  M  =yeah  yeah= 

7  T the rock eistedfodd  

8  M He's had the rock eisteddfod and he’s had ((theatre group)), yeah I  

know, that’s all finished now    

9 T Yeah, but that’s good, I mean I don’t think there’s anything wrong with  

  that and I think it might um perhaps, had something to do, perhaps, with  

  his results 

10 M Yeah 

 

The mother positioned herself as being the direct addressee in that she responded to the 

teacher’s question with “not real good actually”. The teacher’s and the mother’s talk 

briefly overlapped here. A lengthy pause of three seconds (see  above) provided the 
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opportunity for either Barry or her mother to respond, although neither did so. So it was 

the teacher’s “I think Barry’s he’s had a lot of activity” that became the continuer for 

the talk. The term “activity” was used euphemistically to indicate activity other than 

schoolwork that might have been undertaken outside the school. That the mother heard 

the teacher’s comments turns 3, 5 and 7 as an implied criticism was displayed by her 

response completing turn 8 “that’s all finished now”. She thus positioned herself as 

responsible for supervising Barry’s activities beyond the school. The teacher colluded 

with the mother’s version of herself as not being held wanting in her response in turn 9 

when she said “Yeah, but that’s good, I mean I don’t think there’s anything wrong with 

that”, and suggested that the rock eisteddfod and the theatre group may only have been 

partially to blame for Barry’s disappointing results. There was subtlety in the way the 

teacher restored the mother to competent parenthood, and a tentativeness in her 

attribution of Barry’s schoolwork problems to his activities signaled by her use of “um” 

and her use of “perhaps” twice in the remainder of turn 9 (Silverman and Perakyla, 

1990). Throughout this sequence the student, Barry, was positioned as an overhearing 

but silent audience. That Barry did not participate could also have been “grounds for 

[his] later dissent from the moral order described by the teacher and parent” (Baker and 

Keogh, 1997: 34). 

 

It is of significance that in all but two of the interview beginnings when the students 

were present, the teachers used the students’ names within their first three utterances. 

Such usage constructed the named students as one of a series of students the teachers 

were talking about and to, during the meetings. Although ostensibly such a strategy 

nominated the students as the direct recipients of the news to come, students were 

mostly, but not always, soon positioned as overhearing audience (Baker and Keogh, 

1995). When, whether and how the students were positioned in this way varied, 

however, from interview to interview. The main participants in most of these interviews 

were the teacher and parent(s).  

 

The students were not always present during the teacher-parent interviews recorded for 

this project, as was the case during Interviews 14 and 15 (below). In these interviews 

the teacher was accompanied by a student teacher who was not heard to speak during 

either of these interviews, and who was, without exception in both the interviews that he 
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attended, a silent but overhearing audience. Some of the teacher-parent talk may well 

have been for his benefit.  

 

Extract 8.3 (Interview 14) is of consequence because, unlike most of the interviews 

obtained for this research project, it was the parent who introduced the focus for the 

following talk (in turn 3) rather than the teacher. However, he did not take the initiative, 

but rather the teacher invited him to introduce the topic of the talk as displayed by the 

father’s “go ahead? okay yeh that’s fine” in turn 2 ( below). Both parents attended 

this teacher-parent interview to discuss their daughter Sharon. Despite being introduced 

by the father rather than by the teacher, the topic of conversation became, as in nearly 

all the teacher-parent interview data, the student’s academic achievements and 

behaviour. The participants positioned themselves and each other in relation to their 

responsibilities for these. 

 

Extract 8.3 

 

1 T Testing (0.5) Jayne ((name of researcher)) I'm just talking to ah people  

now called Mary and Terry? And they have a daughter in my year eleven  

German class (0.5) okay 

2  F go ahead? okay yeh that's fine (0.5) well again I guess (Dudley and I)  

where to begin, but we'll begin by telling you what we told Mr Green  

3  M certainly  [(would) 

4  F             [we've had hh this year's been a very difficult year, for us,  

u:um,starting, Christmas time last year (0.5) ah starting um Australians  

growing up as  (     )  and we've had a lot of problems Christmas time  

(1.0) we, tried to get her 

   [a 

5  T [was that at Christmas time six months (ago) [now (              [      ) 

6  F                             [six months ago  [yes 

7 M [we tried to  

8  F [no six months ago yes    

9  T right 

10  F A:hm we tried to get her in the right frame to want to come back to  
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school positive er frame of mind which was okay the first term she  

coasted through did no work at all (0.5) um, in 

11  T so that was your observation at home [(was it)? 

12  F                                         [that was our observation  

 

During this introductory talk, the teacher questioned the parents to establish specific 

details regarding when exactly the “problems” were first observed, again rather like a 

medical consultation when a health professional tries to elicit symptoms in a perspective 

display series from a patient in order to make a diagnosis (cf. Maynard, 1991; Tapsell, 

1995). The topic of conversation concerned the student. The father commenced by 

providing background information. In turn 4 he stated “this year's been a very difficult 

year, for us” and  “we've had a lot of problems Christmas time”. These difficulties and 

problems were not explicitly described or named within the talk itself. (The teacher who 

participated in this interview had provided me with a written account containing 

background information regarding her interviews, and as part of this she reported that 

this particular student was “suffering from school phobia”).  In turn 10 the father was 

shown to orient to this problem with his comment: “we tried to get her in the right 

frame to want to come back to school”. The problem was not explicitly named within 

the talk. However, the participants oriented to an assumed shared view of the student; 

that is, they spoke as if they shared an insider’s knowledge of the situation they were 

discussing. In this instance a knowledge of background information regarding this 

student’s situation was an aid in explicating the talk more fully, and helped identify to 

what the father was orienting within his turn “we tried to get her in the right frame to 

want to come back to school”. So it was that within the talk, despite not being explicitly 

named, that this student’s condition was procedurally consequential; that is, the problem 

was shown in the talk (Schegloff, 1991).  

 

Sharon’s father tended to self-select himself as primary speaker in this exchange of talk 

with the teacher; her mother’s only two contributions in turns 3 and 7 were interrupted 

or spoken over by him. The father’s use of the pronoun “we” indicated that he was 

speaking for them both. In this way he conversationally aligned himself and his spouse 

as a parental team. The use of the pronoun “we” signified that he was speaking on 

behalf of both persons as one party.  
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The beginnings of most teacher-parent interviews appeared trouble-free, all parties 

evidencing shared views of the purposes of and for these meetings. In contrast, the 

beginning of Extract 8.4 (Interview 15), involving the same teacher as Interview 14, 

attended by the father and the student teacher, concerning the student Shirley who was 

not present, is of significance in that the reason for this meeting was disputed in turns 3, 

4 and 5: 

 

Extract 8.4 

 

1 T (     ) ah no 

2 F Len Len 

3 T Len (0.5) right (1.0) now how can I help you with Shirley  

4 F a:h, well I think, we you put a er er you asked for an interview (0.5)  

that's why I      

5 T um (0.5) I (1.0) going through her um (0.5) marks (4.0) (can't see) let's 

  have a read here er um , I was concerned (0.5) partially from her 

reading test (0.5) 'cos she had a mark of five and a half out of ten? 

 

Such a beginning could have initiated conflict between the parties involved here. 

However, as seems common in the corpus of teacher-parent interview data obtained for 

this research, disagreement and conflict was avoided. The teacher’s multiple pauses and 

use of “um” at the beginning of turn 5 suggest possible discomfort regarding the way 

the talk had commenced. However, she then moved the talk to the more neutral and 

commonly recurring teacher-parent interview topic, that of the student’s marks and 

work. In this way the issue of who called the meeting was not pursued, so a semblance 

of agreement and a politeness ethic was retained. 

 

While the initial turns in all except two of the teacher-parent interview data set up the 

focus of conversation as the student’s academic achievement and behaviour, the 

exceptions were Interview 11 and Interview 12. These two interviews were different 

kinds of educational events from the other teacher-parent interviews obtained for this 
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study in that Interview 11 consisted of a school enrolment meeting, and Interview 12 

took place at a student’s home rather than on school premises. 

 

 Interview 11 was a meeting conducted by a private school Registrar (designated “R” in 

the transcript below) with a potential new student, Janet, and her guardian. In this case 

the purpose of the meeting was to gather certain background information about the new 

student in order to complete a school registration pro forma. The student’s academic 

achievement and behaviour were, therefore, not made relevant for this meeting. The 

transcript began thus:  

 

Extract 8.5 

 

1 R Right, so you're Jane Timm  

2 G  (Janet) 

3 R Janet I’m Ron White and  [now  

4 G     [I'm her guardian 

5 R You're her guardian  

6 G [yes 

7 R [right, in Australia= 

8 G =yes 

9    R Ok? Take a seat thank you (8.0) ((sounds of paper rustling)) hh  

10 G (we're only her     )  [hh 

11 R    [Oh that's no problem?  [hh 

12 G        [hh 

13 R Now tell me, you're a visa student, or will be a visa student, ah what 

  country do you come from 

 14 S Taiwan  

15 R Taiwan?, and how long have you been in Australia 

16 G (four years) 

17 S (three months) 

18 R for three months 

19 S yes= 

20 R =and are you at language school now? 
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21 S yes 

22 R which language school 

 

Here the Registrar appeared primarily to address the student, although the student’s 

guardian interrupted during turn 4 to establish her presence. The Registrar responded to 

this with an inserted sequence in the talk (turns 5-12) when he spoke directly to the 

guardian, then resumed addressing the student (turns 13-22). There was an extremely 

long pause of 8 seconds in turn 9 (see  above) during which time paper could be 

heard rustling. Janet’s guardian took the opportunity to speak here, possibly as an 

acknowledgement of the abnormal gap in the talk: “we’re only her (     )”, to which the 

teacher responded “Oh that's no problem”. The guardian laughed briefly at this point in 

the conversation and spoke only once more during this sequence of talk in turn 16 when 

she responded to the teacher’s question in turn 15 (“and how long have you been in 

Australia”). The guardian made herself the primary addressee in this turn with her 

statement “four years” in turn 16. However, the student also answered the teacher’s 

question in turn 17, when she said “three months”. That the student, and not the 

guardian, was the direct addressee was confirmed by the Registrar when he repeated the 

student’s words in turn 18, thus positioning the guardian as overhearing audience. The 

student, having been conversationally confirmed as the primary addressee within this 

exchange in talk, confirmed the Registrar’s “three months” when she said “yes” in turn 

19. The Registrar and student then continued with their talk as though the guardian had 

not spoken, continuing to position the guardian as the silent but overhearing audience 

here.  

 

The sequence of questions asked by the Registrar in this interview paralleled the 

registration pro forma that included spaces for the new student’s name, the student’s 

parents’ or guardians’ names, the student’s residential address, the student’s nationality, 

the student’s country of origin, and her length of residence in Australia, if applicable. 

As such, the interview talk thus worked largely to obtain such relevant information to 

complete the registration form. 

 

The other exceptional case (Interview 12) did not take place at a teacher-parent 

interview evening, but rather took place in a home visit by a private school’s chaplain 
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(designated T in the transcript below) as part of his official school duties. He visited the 

family homes of all the school’s new students each year. This meeting took place in 

June, about midway through the school’s academic year. Present at the meeting were 

the chaplain, both the student’s parents, the student (Hannah) and, intermittently, the 

student’s younger sister (Liz) who seemed to walk in and out of the room a number of 

times. The location was the family’s formal lounge room. This interview started in the 

following way, with the teacher/interviewer trying to establish the identities of the 

family members, and providing the reason for both the use of the audio recorder, and for 

the interview that follows: 

 

Extract 8.6 

 

1  T Hello Greg how are yo:u  

2  F busy day ahead [of me 

3 T    [(     ) you don't mind if I call you Greg 

4  F no not at all   [(     ) 

5  M   [(        ) 

6  T [(        ) lovely  

7  M [(       ) 

8  F  [(       ) 

9  T  [(       ) thank you, thanks for your time?   

10  M o:h that's [really great 

11  F   [thank you 

12  T  [that's really good  

13  M  [(        ) 

 

Talk at the beginning of this interview featured a number of overlapping turns, making 

it difficult to transcribe exactly what was said. The chaplain continued the talk by 

presenting his institutional identity in terms of his “work”.  

 

Extract 8.7 

 

4  T oh this is a part of m:y work that I enjoy because I, see, parents in their,  
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in the home= 

15 M =yeah= 

16  T =and they can talk with freely about (0.5) things I don't report back to  

the headmaster 

17  M hh hh 

18  F ah hh hh 

The chaplain’s use of the third person when speaking of parents in turns 14 and 16 

positioned these parents almost as colleagues, thus equalising the inter-institutional 

relationship. These parents were simultaneously positioned implictly as the sorts of 

parents that the chaplain enjoyed visiting “in their, in the home”.  

 

The chaplain, despite having an institutional school role, established his autonomy in 

turn 16 by speaking of the issue of confidentiality. He suggested that in such meetings 

family members “… can talk with freely about (0.5) things I don't report back to the 

headmaster”. Hannah’s parents neither agreed nor disagreed with the teacher’s version 

of himself here, as demonstrated by their laughter. This strategy may indicate either 

alignment with the chaplain (Jefferson, 1984b), or a back channel move that 

demonstrated a certain amount of discomfort. Whatever the reason for the laughter here, 

it had the effect of curtailing talk about confidentiality. The chaplain therefore 

introduced a new topic in his next turn:  

 

Extract 8.8 

 

19  T I just  

20 M (       ) pleased 

21  T just hear the er, hello how are you (0.5) who's this?  

22  M this is Lizzie  

23  T hello Liz how are yo:u  

  (0.5) 

24  M and you know Hannah of course 

25  T yeah hi Hannah 

26  S hello hh 

27  T hh hh Hannah (0.5) it's lovely to see yo:u (0.8) ye:ah (0.8) 
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((sounds of audio recorder being moved)) 

 

The identities of all present had been established and acknowledged. It is notable that, 

despite earlier assurances that this meeting would remain confidential, the talk was 

being audio recorded. The chaplain provided an explanation for this in his continuing 

talk:    

 

Extract 8.9 

 

27 T (     ) did um (1.0) Greg explain to you you 

  that [I'm 

28  F  [yes I did 

29  T er that they're trying to, um (0.5) that they're trying to (1.0) this lady  

from the university she's doing a PhD? (0.5) er er a doctorate?, and her  

theme is, um teachers talking er talking to, p- parents about students 

30  M right 

 

This talk provided an appropriate entry point to talk about teacher-parent interviews 

here: 

 

Extract 8.10 

 

31  T and er (0.5) she just wants to, she she's trying to, er, wants to find out, 

  just what, what happens when there’s parent teacher interviews, a er do 

  you have a  [parent teacher  [interview coming on? 

32  M   [yes we do   [mm we have a Wednesday one  

33  T oh Wednesday night 

34  M mm 

35  T ye:ah yeah (0.5)  [a about you isn't it? 

36  M    [(     ) hh hh  

37 T hh hh hh  

38  S hh hh o:h I hope it's not bad hh hh 
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In this instance the participants orient to the “interview coming on” as something other 

than what was happening here and now. This talk about teacher-parent interviews was 

explicitly reflexive in that it was talk about talk. The chaplain, in turn 35, suggested that 

the potential teacher-parent interview would be “about you [Hannah]”. This is in 

keeping with evidence from the teacher-parent interviews transcribed for this research 

in that the foci of the interviews invariably became the students.   

 

During this particular meeting the teacher appeared to address every member of the 

family present during his initial talk, both by the use of their names and or by the use of 

the pronoun “you”. The participants in the talk here changed. All persons in attendance, 

except Hannah’s sister Liz, took the opportunity of speaking. Liz was given an 

opportunity to speak by the teacher, who paused for half a second during turn 23, but in 

this instance she did not do so. This use of silence by Liz possibly indicated a theoretic 

choice not to speak. Such an absence of verbal uptake may well have been used by her 

 

to avoid implication in the collaboratively accomplished adult moral universe and 

thus to resist the way in which an institutional discourse serves to frame and 

constrain their social competencies (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 220).  

 

When the chaplain asked the parents whether they had “a teacher-parent interview 

coming on”, and suggested that, if so, it would be “about you”, the student, Hannah, 

positioned herself as recipient to the teacher’s use of the pronoun “you”. It was she who 

replied, saying that she hoped “it’s not bad”. The mother, chaplain and student all 

laughed as part of this sequence of talk (turns 35-38), as a strategy of alignment 

(Jefferson, 1984b). Such simultaneous laughter can register possible discomfort in that 

the forthcoming interview could reveal the student as being “bad”. This, however, was 

not likely. 

 

The topics initiated at the beginnings of the teacher-parent meetings included in this 

data corpus were normally those of the students’ academic achievement levels (marks) 

and behaviour (work ethic). As such, student academic results and behaviour became 

the ‘problem’, and discussion regarding how to solve this became established as the 

focus of subsequent teacher-parent-(student) talk. When students were present at the 
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interviews, they were generally, although not invariably, positioned as the indirect 

addressees early in the talk. Co-produced adult prescriptive talk regarding how to 

address the problem was often presented as being in the students’ best interests, and 

may well have been aimed at them as an overhearing but largely silent audience. 

Explanations for the exceptional cases in this corpus may lie with the different purpose 

for the meeting that was acted out in Interview 11, and with the change of location and 

extra participant in Interview 12.  

 

As has been shown through the analyses of the above examples of teacher-parent 

interviews, such talk often works to constitute particular moral identities or versions of 

the participants. Part 2 now progresses to other examples of talk that work in this way. 

 

Part 2: Constituting Moral Identities 

 

Goffman (1967) suggested that when individuals interact that they are concerned with 

maintaining “face”. Brown and Levinson (1987) further argued that the presentation of 

positive face worked towards a person’s concern that he or she be thought well of by 

others, while the presentation of negative face preserved a certain degree of autonomy. 

Brown and Levinson (1987) viewed social interaction as based on the need for 

interactants to balance their own positive and negative face needs with the needs of 

other interactants. Thus in inter-institutional talk such as the teacher-parent interviews, 

it seems that a politeness ethic is maintained to preserve face for all participants. 

 

During teacher-parent interviews, teachers, parents and / or students maintained face by 

providing and developing positive moral versions of themselves and each other as 

acceptable teachers, parents and students. They positioned themselves and one another 

within the institutional orders of home and or school, often by means of describing 

particular teaching and parenting practices. Idealised versions of their identities were 

worked up in and through the talk. The following sections of this chapter will consider 

moral versions of teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood as constituted within and 

through various examples of teacher-parent interview talk. 
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Moral Versions of Competent Teacherhood 

 

Teachers used various strategies to present themselves as being competent within and 

through parent-teacher interview talk. They constituted themselves as professional, 

knowledgeable about the student, helpful, empathic, and not the ‘wrong’ sort of 

teachers. A ‘good’ teacher was one who could provide detailed accounts of student 

work and behaviour. 

 

The Teacher as ‘Professional’ 

 

Demonstrations of Professional Knowledge 

 

One way of presenting oneself as a ‘competent’ teacher was by describing one’s 

professionalism in the classroom. In order to do this pedagogic practices were 

sometimes described. Teachers also frequently demonstrated professional competence 

by referring to concepts and terminologies specific to their particular curriculum 

disciplines. They presented themselves in this way to constitute themselves within a 

collection K (cf. Jayyusi, 1984; Sacks, 1992). Professional knowledges were interpreted 

in lay terms for the benefit of their co-participants. For example, in Interview 2, when 

the student, Jenny, and both her parents were present, the teacher spoke of details of the 

student Jenny’s writing that might have brought her grades down: 

 

Extract 8.11 

 

5  T   … Ooh oh, what did you do here? Three out of ten (0.5) what did you do  

  Jenny, do you know? Are you not good at writing exams? Or just (0.5) you  

  just couldn't remember yeah 

6  S   I knew there was something else to learn  

7  T  um well that often happens to people in exams and this one (2.0) ah this  

  was that disastrous one wasn't it now, question two (2.0) um I didn't  

  mark this either (0.5 ) it's all very confusing (0.5) the subject mistress  

  marked this (0.5) you got a zero for this (2.0) um well I don't know er A  

  LOT OF IRRELEVANT FACTS INCLUDED IN THE ESSAY seems to  
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  be not relevant and scoring out things ah, and your essay writing style is 

 wrong (0.5) you never put that in your first paragraph (0.5) you don't put 

 A B C D sort of thing in your first … 

 

Like a doctor reading a specialist’s report, this teacher interpreted another teacher’s 

marking by referring to Jenny’s work folder. By reading another teacher’s comment (“A 

LOT OF IRRELEVANT FACTS INCLUDED IN THE ESSAY”), and by stating 

interpreting her marks (“you don't put A B C D sort of thing …”), the teacher 

demonstrated her professional expertise. As such, she described details about the 

student’s writing that might or might not have been known or understood by Jenny’s 

father, demonstrating specific technical discipline knowledge. 

 

A frequent way of demonstrating professionalism evidenced in the data corpus was an 

emphasis on student grades or marks. It seems that good teachers were constructed as 

those who could provide detailed accounts of student work and behaviour, with a 

particular emphasis on marks. So, for example, in Interview 1, discussed in Chapter 7, 

the teacher presented herself as professional when she explained the student’s marks in 

her folder during her first utterance. The beginnings of a number of interviews evidence 

similar constructions. For example, this occurred in Interview 9, attended by the teacher 

and both the student (Ronan)’s parents. Here the teacher specifically questioned the 

parents regarding their mathematical knowledges in the following way: 

 

Extract 8.12 

 

19  T … let's aim to spend some time for he and I to spend some time  

specifically looking at those areas (0.5) How's your Maths  

20 M [terrible 

21  F [woeful  (0.5)  [Other subjects 

22  T   [oh well 

23  F I can help on, maths it's er, it's er pretty= 

24  T =well basically from a eh eh from an equation point of view all they've  

got to do is, two things, identify er what they want, what's in the way of  

having that then get rid of it (0.5)You get rid of it by its inverse, so  
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identifying how to get rid of something, and then, what to get rid of first 

25 F He's certainly got a little problem in the area  

26  T yes 

 

Having established that the mother’s knowledge was “terrible” and the father’s 

knowledge “woeful”, the teacher, in turn 24, tried to explain a mathematical process in 

lay terms. The father rebutted the implied charge that his mathematical knowledge was 

wanting, despite his previous description of his mathematical knowledge as “woeful”, in 

turn 25 when he said, “He's certainly got a little problem in the area”. In this way the 

father positioned his son rather than himself as having the problem, to which the teacher 

agreed in turn 26 (“yes”). The mother, however, demonstrated that she was still not 

sufficiently ‘in the know’ regarding mathematical procedures in her next turn (turn 27) 

when she said “all I think about is why don't he come home and teach me”. Here she 

positioned her home almost as a school annex and herself as a potential external 

student. In this the mother implicated herself in the process of colonising the home 

space, positioning her home as an extension of the school, constituting a pedagogic 

family (Hunter, 1994). Simultaneous with constituting herself as being morally 

acceptable, she thus positioned herself as a pseudo teacher aide, and a version of a 

morally acceptable pedagogic home was talked into being. 

 

‘Knowing’ the Students 

 

Another strategy used to constitute the ‘right’ sort of teacher was by indicating a precise 

knowledge of students in terms of their behaviours. For example, at the beginning of 

Interview 10, attended by the teacher, the mother and the student, Shane, the talk was as 

follows: 

 

Extract 8.13 

 

1 T right oh well  

2  M Maths 

3  T Math,e,matics:s and er (1.0) this (2.0) er fellow of ours here is (1.0) 

  probably er sixteen out of forty for content skills and  
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4  M sixteen out of forty 

5  T mm and eight out of twenty for the um mid semester (0.5) ah  

 

The talk here concerned the student Shane who was physically present. The teacher and 

Shane’s mother were the participants in this initial interview talk, and the student was a 

silent overhearing audience. The teacher implicated himself into the category of teacher 

who knew his student’s levels of achievement, as demonstrated by his precise 

specification of mark details. In this way he presented himself as competent, creating 

credibility regarding his professionalism. Foucault (1977) suggested that an emphasis 

on features such as student marks works as a technology of the self. Such technologies 

work as disciplinary practices to regulate or control the populace. In this instance it was 

the student, Shane, who was so regulated. 

 

Knowledge of the students’ internal states was also often spoken of by teachers as part 

of constituting themselves as professionally competent. For example, in Interview 3, 

attended by the teacher, the mother and the student Christa, the following sequence took 

place when talking about an oral assessment item that Christa had presented earlier in a 

previous academic year: 

 

Extract 8.14 

 

114  T   Yeah, you get embarrassed 

115  M   She, she gets really stuck 

116  S   hh 

117  T  ye:es  I remember in grade nine she, you got really embarrassed doing 

  that play we did a play and you didn't project yourself in there 

118  S  hh 

119  M  yeah 

120  T  You know, which you can do  

121  M   You know,  She's she's definitely um improving, you know, she's a 

  hundred percent on what she was even two years ago  

131  S  O:oh hh 
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It seems that this teacher has had an on-going association with this student. Here the 

teacher and the mother worked together to constitute themselves as aware of Christa’s 

feelings regarding the oral presentation in a way that worked to present themselves as a 

‘good’ teacher or mother. Both expressed an appreciation of Christa’s capabilities and 

improvement in the area of oral work in a way that was possibly designed to promote 

Christa’s confidence in her ability to ‘do well’. It is notable how both teacher and parent 

worked together, in harmony, to present moral versions of themselves as a good teacher 

or mother by the strategy of presenting themselves and each other as ‘knowing’ the 

student / child; that is, they collaborated to present moral versions of themselves and 

each other through their knowledge of Christa. 

 
The ‘Helpful’ and Empathic (‘Human’) Teacher 

 
Helpfulness is taken to be a positive teacher attribute. At times teachers in this project 

tried to present professional versions of themselves by showing themselves as helpful, 

as in interview 1. At times teachers also presented their ‘human side’ by suggesting that 

they were ‘just like anyone else’. An example of this occurred in Interview 2, attended 

by the teacher, both parents, and the student Jenny. When talking about Jenny’s 

academic work, the teacher said: 

  
Extract 8.15 

 
9  T  Yeah yeah, irrelevant detail. I did this in grade ten myself I got ten and a 

half out of twenty for a History test that really shook me to the core 

because I didn't answer the question and um that's when I learnt my  

 lesson  about that and sometimes um marks help you do that (2.0) um  

apart from this the essay (     ) writing skill Jenny's great in class she's  

always participating  never any trouble, does everything um she's a

  delight to have 

  
This teacher notes her understanding of her students by describing how she was once in 

the same position herself. The student was again positioned as overhearing audience. 

The two second pause () in this turn is significant. With it the teacher signaled a 

possible turn transition point for either Jenny’s parents or for Jenny herself to respond 

to the biographical narrative. That they did not do so is noteworthy. Such a withheld 
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response showed that the parents and Jenny did not take the opportunity to extend or 

elaborate the teacher’s personal disclosure; that is, they may well have been rejecting 

the teacher’s categorisation of himself as being ‘like Jenny’ here. When the parents and 

teacher did not respond, the teacher then returned to the topic of Jenny’s behaviour in 

class, marking the topic change with “um”.  

 

Similarly, in Interview 12 which took place in the family home, the following sequence 

occurred: 

 

Extract 8.16 

 

144  T yeah well if you're um, I mean (0.3) there's a lot of things in newsletters I  

I'm I've been a parent too  

145  M yeah 

146  T and a lot of the things hh (     ) well they come out once a fortnight and  

you say, oh you know they're so boring (0.5) a a lot of the things?, and  

you sort of say we well sh sh sh shouldn't I read that or o or shouldn't I  

(0.5) er but there's a lot times that er li little messages have come out in  

the newsletters 

147 M oh yeah we we read those things 

148 T yeah yeah, you have to sign for them too don't you 

149 M oh yes, oh yes 

150 F hh hh hh  

151 M hh hh the big panic hh (     ) 

152 T/F hh hh hh  

153 T yeah that's right  

 

Here the chaplain (designated T above) demonstrated his ability to understand and relate 

to the world of families in that he had “been a parent too”. The parents here, unlike the 

parents and the student in the previous example who rejected the teacher’s version of 

himself as being ‘like the student’, accepted the chaplain’s moral version of himself 

being a parent too. It seems that this mother may have heard the chaplain’s narrative as 

an implicit charge or check-up that they, the parents, might not have read the 
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newsletters, and she responded in turn 147 by preempting this charge with her “oh yeah 

we we read those things”. The father aligned himself with the mother in turn 150, and 

all aligned themselves together in the next three turns with their simultaneous laughter.  

 

Throughout the data corpus, parents presented themselves as doing the ‘right’ thing in 

their roles as parents. Teachers presented themselves as aware of the concerns of both 

parents and students. For example, one teacher recounted instances of herself as a 

student on more than one occasion. In two instances other than Interview 12, the 

teachers presented themselves as simultaneously both teachers and parents in similar 

ways to the chaplain, discussed above. On these occasions they spoke as parents, 

acknowledging that they too had experienced situations common to many parents. As 

such, these teachers presented themselves as being just like parents and students, 

thereby humanising and normalising their versions of themselves. 

 

The ‘Wrong’ Sort of Teachers 

 

Another way of presenting moral versions of institutional identities was by talking of 

unacceptable or inadequate versions as either explicit or implicit ‘others’. That is, the 

‘wrong’ sort of teachers and parents were talked into being as oppositional to 

themselves as teachers or parents. It is to such examples that we now turn.  

 

Interview 3 is unique in that it is the only instance in the data corpus that evidences 

critical talk about other named teachers’ classroom practices. In this interview the 

teacher, mother and student (Christa) talked versions of the ‘wrong’ sort of teacher into 

being. By implication this teacher positioned herself, and was positioned by the student 

and mother, as not part of such a category: 

 

Extract 8.17 

 

20  S   I'm doing better this year than what I did last year, anyway 

21  T  Ah, did you? 

22  S   'Cos I had so many teachers last year (0.5) I had about four different  

English teachers  
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23  T   Did you have Mrs Schmeillery?  

24  S?  Yeah, and 

25  T   ah, yes ((sounding sympathetic))  Mrs (0,5) 

26  S  Mrs S SS, whatever her name was, some funny long name (hh) 

27  M   She's had a terrible run, not only with English but with Maths as well  

  She's (     ) in this school, she's seems to have so many different teachers 

  every year 

28  T  Yeah, well, Mr Toms Mrs  

29  S  Yeah, well she kept on going home being sick and  

30  M  And the year before she had some other lady  

31  S   We had Mr Nevill and Miss Harris and some lady who= 

32  T   =Mr Nev, not the the Graphics teacher look they're all 

33  S   the (     ) hh  teacher 

34  T   Ah, wow 

35  S   We had him forMmaths (hh) terrible 

36  T   (hh) That Mr Nevill, he'd  just stand at the front of the classroom while it 

  went wild  

37  M   Oh 

38  T   Um 

39  S   We had him in grade nine and with our class in grade nine and  

remember you had us?  

40  T   Yes, I remember[!] 

41  S   (hh)   

42  T   Oh no 

43  M   That was when poor Christa decided not to take Maths one? I really was 

  a bit disappointed with that (     ) these days 

44  T   Yeah 

45  M   and she really did miss out in a heck of a lot of opportunities 

46  T  Yeah 

47  M   Through not doing that? 

48  T  Yes 

49 M  And she's really doing so well in Maths now I'm sure she could have  

coped with the advanced Maths  
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50  T  Oh yes 

51  M   but anyway=  

52  S   =But then again I got a funny teacher again now? she can't talk English   

53  T Oh, the Polish lady? 

54  S   hh  She comes and sits with us at lunchtime, and she can't talk English? 

55  T   um.  I've only met her once and=  

56  S  =Could you understand her? 

57  T   I tri  I had to listen ((S and T laugh)) yeah. That's a shame um, yeah.  

(2.0) that's a problem 

 

In turn 20 the student, Christa, presented herself as not a ‘bad’ student in that she was 

“doing better this year”. In turn 22 she accounted for being a poor student in the past by 

providing a reason: “‘Cos I had so many teachers last year (0.5) I had about four 

different English teachers”. The teacher and Christa’s mother collaborated with her 

version, and together they co-constructed versions of inadequate teachers in the 

remainder of this sequence of the talk. The participants to this talk tried to account for 

Christa’s disappointing marks. It seems that not only did “poor Christa” have “so many 

different teachers”, but the teachers she had were classifiable as incompetent. A number 

of teachers were named and their inadequacies listed, including: Mrs Schmeillery who 

had a funny long name, Mrs Toms who “kept on going home being sick”, Mr Nevill 

who used to “stand in front of the classroom while it went wild”, Miss Harris, and “the 

Polish lady” who “can’t talk English”. This sequence worked as a co-produced atrocity 

story (cf. Dingwall, 1977). In this way the teacher and student collaborated in their 

stories of other incompetent teachers’ classroom practices to contrast them with, it was 

implied, this teacher’s reasonable conduct as a teacher. As such, it established the 

category incompetent teacher in opposition to this teacher as competent teacher. 

 

In turns 43 to 50 the mother talked of her disappointment that Christa had decided not to 

take Maths One, saying that her daughter “really did miss out in a heck of a lot of 

opportunities” and that she was “sure that she could have coped [with] advanced 

Maths”. This might have been heard as a criticism of the school or, indeed, as an 

indirect or implicit criticism of the teacher. In this instance the teacher declined to 

respond, but rather used neutral continuers such as  “yeah”, “yes” and “oh yes”. The 
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conversation was taken up by the student again in turn 52, after her mother’s 

completion statement in turn 51 “but anyway”. Christa continued to talk about other 

incompetent teachers, excluding the teacher present here from that particular group. 

From this talk it is shown that this teacher did not hold herself accountable for Christa’s 

academic decision regarding Mathematics, or her poor results in the past, and these 

possibilities were not pursued. The pedagogic practices of several other teachers were 

held to account for Christa’s disappointing achievement levels rather than this teacher. 

By implication, the participants in this teacher-parent interview excluded this teacher 

from the category ‘inadequate teacher’ within and through their talk here.  

 

From the above extracts of teacher-parent interview talk, the constitution of moral 

versions of competent teacherhood were talked into being through strategies such as 

those documented above. Teachers presented themselves as professional, as knowing 

their students, as helpful, as empathic or ‘human’ and, in one case, as not being the 

‘wrong’ sort of teacher. As has been shown, simultaneously teacher-parent talk often 

worked to constitute particular moral versions of acceptable parents. Such versions tend 

to be similarly constituted across the various teacher-parent interview sites. It is to these 

that we now turn.  

 

Constituting Moral Versions of Acceptable Parenthood 

 

Various conversational strategies are documentable in teacher-parent interview talk that 

work to constitute versions of acceptable parenthood, including knowing the child, 

caring for the child, valuing education and talking about home practices. This was 

frequently done simultaneously with constituting versions of the ‘right’ sort of teacher 

and student. Part of being both a ‘good’ teacher and a ‘good’ parent is to demonstrate 

knowledge of the child, as documented below. 
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Acceptable Parents 

 

 ‘Knowing’ the Child 

 

At times interactive teacher-parent (-student) talk worked concurrently to constitute 

moral versions of more than one institutional category. In Interview 3, analysed 

immediately above, for example, Christa’s mother was presenting herself as a 

competent parent. She positioned herself within this category through her talk of 

knowledgability regarding Christa’s school performance. All this mother’s turns at talk 

within this extract of the interview worked to further this classification of herself as 

knowledgeable regarding school, as in turn 27 (“She’s had a terrible run, not only with 

English but with Maths as well She’s (     ) in this school, she's seems to have so many 

different teachers every year”). The mother’s version of herself as knowledgeable was 

consistent in almost every turn in this extract. This version of the mother was colluded 

with and implicitly agreed among the other two participants to this talk. The only time 

the mother’s version was not adhered to is in turn 30 when the mother uttered “oh” 

perhaps denoting a change of knowledge state (Heritage, 1984b). This is the sole 

instance in this sequence indicating that something was ‘newsworthy’ or previously 

unknown by the mother. 

    

It seems that parents often constituted themselves as the ‘right’ sort of parents in terms 

of knowing about their child’s work and behaviour in school, as illustrated earlier in this 

chapter. Similarly, they often presented themselves as knowing about their children’s 

home behaviour practices, as shown later in the same interview (Interview 3): 

 

Extract 8.18 

 

219  M   My son's read Beatty Bow, I think   

220  T  eh? 

221  M   My son, he goes to Widnes Place (High School) 

222  T  does he, did he enjoy it? 

223  M   See he's different, he'll read anything 

224  S  hh he's just as bad as mum  

  ((all laugh)) 
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225  M  Yeah, he'll read anything 

226  T Yeah, it's funny, isn't it? 

 

In this instance the mother was talking not about Christa, the student present at this 

interview, but her brother. Here the mother demonstrated, albeit tentatively (“I think”) 

not just her knowledge of her son’s schoolwork, but also of his behaviour habits at 

home. Both mother and son read and enjoy “anything”, unlike Christa who, it had 

already been established in an earlier sequence in the talk, was not “that good at 

english” and “hates reading books”: 

 

Extract 8.19 

 

184  S   But I've never been well that good at English 

185  M   She's a funny kid, because, as I say, she never has any trouble with her 

  spelling or um she can read anything  

186 T  mm 

187  M   But she hates reading books 

188 T   Do you? 

189  S   I can't read, mum , I mean I can't take it in  

 

It seems that literacy was a practice that was valued and appreciated in this home, 

despite Christa’s dislike of such associated activities. Christa was the exception, not the 

rule in this family. Thus the family was presented as normatively ‘literate’. 

 

Other interviews included similar sequences that constituted the parents as acceptable 

parents in that they ‘know’ their children. In Interview 1, for instance, Donna’s parents 

seemed to have a good understanding of some of Donna’s attitudes towards her school 

work, as shown in turns 19 to 24, discussed in the previous chapter: 
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Extract 8.20 

 

19 F  She said she wasn't keen on this oral 

20 M  No she hates oral, she hates getting up an’  

[(standing up in front) 

21 T [Speaking,  [right 

22 M    [‘N if she ever has to stand up in front of the class, or  

 anything like that she's not that                    

23 T Yeah,  [well   

24 M  [(   ) you know I suppose that a lot of kids are the same 

 

These parents demonstrated a detailed awareness of their children, suggesting that they 

were the sorts of parents who communicated openly with their children at home, 

another positive parental attribute. Not only were Donna’s parents aware of their 

daughter’s feelings about school assessment activities such as the oral mentioned, but 

they, or at least the mother presented herself as someone who knew about kids in 

general, and knew what was ‘normal’ for most kids (“I suppose that a lot of kids are the 

same”). 

 

Such demonstrations often implied competent parents who not only knew, but also 

cared about their children. This theme is continued in the following sub section. 

 

The ‘Caring’ Parent 

 

Interview 2 was attended by the teacher, both parents and the student Jenny. Jenny’s 

mother  provided a possible explanation for Jenny’s disappointing test result in turn 26 

below: 

 

Extract 8.21 

 

25  T  So (1.0) you can't really do anything about when you go blank 

26  M   Yeah the way  (2.0) the time, maybe. You were feeling tired? or er, 

  something 
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27  T   That's just? (4.0) Yes, so 

28  F  Let's hope she does better in the next test then 

 

It is noteworthy that the mother did not contradict the teacher’s version of Jenny going 

“blank” here, but rather offered to account for this factor in that Jenny might have been 

“feeling tired … or … something”. The mere inclusion of such an account, lessening 

possible criticism of Jenny, implied caring and concern on the part of the mother. Here 

she softened teacher criticism of the student by the provision of an understandable 

explanation. The mother used the pronoun “you” in this turn, directing her question at 

her daughter. The teacher spoke directly after this turn (turn 27), but signaled a space 

for the student or mother to respond when she paused in this turn. The pause became a 

four second silence at this point.  

 

It is possible to view student silences as theoretic choices; that is, as accomplishments 

in their own right (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 220). This student chose not to 

enter into or respond to the teacher’s or her parents’ account for her disappointing test 

result here. As such, this silence might perhaps have signaled Jenny’s non-compliance 

with the adults’ co-constructed account of the reason for her disappointing result. Thus 

it was the adults’ version of events that were foregrounded here. Jenny’s silence worked 

to position herself as silent but overhearing audience to this adult talk.  

 

Valuing Education 

 

Another strategy used by parents to demonstrate that they were acceptable was by 

explicitly supporting or valuing education and schooling. So, for example, in the 

following extract from Interview 4, Leanne’s father demonstrated his positive views of 

education by providing a biographical narrative regarding his own schooling 

experiences:  

 

Extract 8.22 

 

159  F:  I I mean I never left school before I was eighteen and a half I was up to  

my A levels and then my father died and I couldn't carry on because  
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money= 

160  T:  =mm 

161  F: It um I never wanted to leave school= 

162  T:  =mm mm  

163  F:  I mean it was the best time of my life  

164  T:  it is a good time um, I always thought it was a good time 

165  F: New experiences  

166  T:  Mm 

167  F:  I mean I'm still learning now  

168  T: Oh we learn, we all learn 

 

It seems that family circumstances necessitated that Leanne’s father leave school prior 

to gaining his ‘A’ levels (presumably this father attended school in the United 

Kingdom); he “never wanted to leave school”. Indeed, for him school “was the best 

time of … [his] life”. The teacher here colluded with this version of school in that she 

“always thought it was a good time”. Both adults cooperated in their co-constructed 

version of schooling as a positive experience. Leanne was, throughout this talk, an 

overhearing but silent audience to their adult reminiscences regarding their respective 

memories of educational experiences. A version of schooling as valued was presented 

here, probably as much for the benefit of Leanne as for each other. The father  

broadened this concept of education to include his version of the category ‘the school of 

life’, or, by implication, ‘the school of hard knocks’ in contrast to his formal 

educational experiences at school. As such, formal schooling was constituted as 

preferable to education through life experiences, although, as the father acknowledged, 

“I’m still learning now”. The adult participants thus co-constructed a moral version of 

schooling as “a good time”. Indeed, formalised schooling was presented as a once-in-a-

lifetime experience that Leanne, positioned as overhearing audience, needed to hear 

about in order to appreciate. 

 

Home Practices 

 

Moral versions of parenthood and the family were constituted recurrently through talk 

about home practices. One version of a ‘good’ home, as earlier specified, was that of the 
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“pedagogic home” (Hunter, 1994). In Interview 3 the mother presented her home in this 

way, even though her actual pedagogic practice might have been viewed as being 

somewhat questionable. She implied, however, that her approach might have been 

warranted in terms of the ends justifying the means: 

 

Extract 8.23 

 

227  M   … Sometimes if you've seen um if you've seen the film it's easier to read  

the book if you're a bit that way, that probably helps you concentrate 

228  S  I always end up dreaming some other way, I always like reading the  

words but not taking it in like thinking about something else   

229  M   I've even tried giving her sex and violence books hoping that they would  

at least help her concentrate but she still  

230  T hh that's amazing, yeah, it must be, yeah, oh I don't know  

231  M   She's not a very patient person so I mean that's got something to do with 

  it I mean, she's not a jigsaw type person who'll sit and do crosswords  

and jigsaws and reads books I mean= 

232  T  =mm 

 

The mother, in turn 227, presented herself as someone who knew effective reading 

activities, using the second person pronoun “you” here, directly addressing her 

daughter, Christa. Christa responded by disagreeing with her mother’s implied advice in 

turn 228. The mother then redirected her talk to the teacher, speaking in the third person 

of her daughter rather than addressing her. Her pedagogic practice of encouraging 

Christa to read by “… giving her sex and violence books hoping that they would at least 

help her concentrate” was, perhaps, an unconventional approach. The teacher 

responded by expressing her amazement in turn 230. Whether or not this amazement 

was genuine or expressed in this way for the benefit of Christa who was, once again, an 

overhearing audience to this talk, and or for the teacher, cannot be determined. This talk 

constituted a particular version of adulthood that neither supported nor discounted the 

notion of exposing students to traditionally taboo topics such as sex and violence. 

According to the mother in turn 231, however, it seemed that even such an extreme 

home ploy to encourage Christa to read had not been effective. Christa was not the sort 
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of student to be taken in by “sex and violence”, perhaps thus being implicitly 

constituted as the ‘right’ sort of student in this way. However, neither, it seemed, was 

she  “a very patient person” and “, she's not a jigsaw type person who'll sit and do 

crosswords and jigsaws and reads books” and “that …[may have] something to do with 

it”. These, it was implied, were acceptable versions of childhood and or studenthood. 

 

Questions about homework, as already shown in previously analysed segments of 

different teacher-parent interviews, were a common topic. Homework became 

schoolwork that is done in the home. Parents and teachers both conversationally 

positioned homes as suitable places to continue the work of the school. Parents and 

teachers were constituted as a team. Teachers set the work, and parents were positioned 

as responsible for supervising such work in their homes – in loco pedagogis in effect. 

So, for example, again in Interview 5, attended by the teacher, the mother and the 

student Alison, the following sequence of talk-in-interaction took place later during the 

meeting, as a preliminary to introducing talk about homework practices:  

 

Extract 8.24 

 

71  T   And it’s good to see that er, well it’s good to meet the parents and to 

  see that they're that they're interested because that also can be a 

problem 

  with students not achieving that there, that they, there's no interest  

 

In this extract the teacher talks of parents in the third person, using the pronoun “they”. 

In this way she implicitly suggests that this mother, similar to the parents of whom she 

is speaking, is also interested in her child’s achievements. By using the third person 

pronomial form here, this teacher depersonalised her statement, allowing this mother to 

feel indirectly commended for her behaviour in just being there. Simultaneously the 

mother was, in effect, positioned almost as a professional colleague through the talk. 

The teacher seemed not to be talking about this mother, but about ‘other’ parents, 

almost as though she was talking to another teacher. This teacher’s talk continued 

regarding ‘other’ parents because “that also can be a problem with students not 

achieving that there, that they, there's no interest”. This strategy implicated advice 
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regarding constructive parental practices, although such advice appeared not to be 

directed towards this particular parent. The student, Alison, who was also present, 

overheard this prescription for effective parenting too.   

 

The mother responded in her next turn in the following way: 

 

Extract 8.25 

 

72  M yeah. I don't know. I don't say now have you done Maths or have you  

done I expect her at her age to do her homework  

 

This mother suggested that not asking about her daughter’s homework did not 

necessarily imply a lack of interest. Indeed, not asking about homework was an 

expectation “at her age”. Talk continued regarding homework practices: 

 

Extract 8.26 

 

73  T   yes 

74 M   You know 

75  T  Of course, yeah   

76 M And when they're a bit smaller, you know, you say, now have you  

finished your homework  

77  T mm 

78  M Have you finished this, but then, you know, when they get to this age  

although actually, unless I just go and have a look, I don't really know,  

what amount of time she, does, spend on each subject, you know  

 

The teacher’s response “Of course, yeah” in turn 75 aligned her with the mother here. 

Not asking about homework became a ‘stage of life’ behaviour. That children were and 

should be encouraged to take responsibility for their own homework practices was 

normalised within and through this talk between mother and teacher. In her account of 

not being overly vigilant of her daughter’s work, the mother invoked a particular moral 

version of parenthood that encompassed the autonomy-responsibility dilemma 
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experienced by adults (parents and practitioners) when dealing with adolescents 

described by Silverman (1987) and Baker and Keogh (1995: 290). It seemed that part of 

being a ‘good’ parent of an adolescent was the practice of facilitating them to become 

autonomous decision-makers; that is, to encourage them to become self-regulatory. 

 

At times parents explained or accounted for what might have been viewed as inadequate 

parenting practices. So, for example, in the following extract from Interview 12 which 

took place in the family home, the father explicitly stated the following: 

 

Extract 8.27 

 

122  F right well we sometimes, you know feel that (we are n’), in any way, 

  shirking ou our involvement or (     ) because this year was sort of only 

  feeling our way but= 

123  T =yes= 

124  F =you know we find life so busy you know like with our own personal  

thing (the boat to Fiji) and with our own church involved and of course  

we're, 

125  T yes= 

126  F =members of (Hanford) Street Baptist you see  

127  T ah right  

128  F and er 

129  T right  

130  F you know we're involved there   [and 

131  T      [I know, yes (I know the) parish  

minister 

 

The father’s account of their busy family life was presented as a possible reason for 

their not feeling that they “(are n’), in any way, shirking our involvement”. Such a life 

included primarily church related activities as “members of (Hanford) Street Baptist” 

church. That such behaviour indicated inadequate parenting practices was not 

confirmed by the chaplain, who followed up these comments with “(I know the) parish 

minister”. The father’s account seemed to be directed specifically towards and accepted 
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by this particular teacher in his role as school chaplain; that is, this talk evidenced 

recipient design (cf. Sacks and Schegloff, 1979) in that these turns at talk seemed 

designed to be understood in terms of what the father knew or assumed about the 

existing knowledge and interest between him and the teacher (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 

1998: 138). It could be speculated that perhaps Hannah’s father might have accounted 

for possibly inadequate parenting practices in a different way had he been talking with 

another teacher. Particular talk about moral practices was thus seen to be worked up 

specifically according to who was present in the interview situation. 

 

Having looked at the way moral versions of teacherhood and parenthood were 

constructed in extracts from various teacher-parent interviews, we turn to the 

constitution of moral versions of studenthood. 

 

Constituting Morally Acceptable Versions of Studenthood 

 

As has been shown, moral versions of acceptable studenthood were also talked into 

being within and through teacher-parent interview talk. Often these versions were co-

constructed by the adult participants to the talk, both for each other and for the 

overhearing student audience if the student was present. One way of presenting 

acceptable in contrast to (often implied) unacceptable versions of studenthood was 

through talk about students’ classroom behaviour.  

 

In Interview 13 (below) the student, Harry, was not present. The mother and teacher 

here constructed opposing versions of a ‘right’ sort of student. In turn 36 Harry’s 

mother uttered the following statement:  

 

Extract 8.28 

 

36 M well it um and he, does at least he is, still wanting to be go:od (0.5) 

37 T the trouble is wanting to be good is now equated with (0.5) sitting there 

  being quiet (0.5) and he's not really participating with (0.5) you know?  

he's [he's 

38 M [(his) his participation has been positive I mean he must do I know that's  
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great 

39 T well that's right and that's what we'd be expected of him but he's keeping  

he's keeping quieter 

 

“Wanting to be good” in turn 36 was this mother’s moral version of her son as 

acceptable. The teacher, however, did not appear to agree fully with this version. 

However, she did not directly disagree with Harry’s mother in turn 37. The teacher’s 

version of an acceptable student was one who did more than merely “sit … there being 

quiet”. The teacher suggested that sitting, being quiet was a negative attribute, and that 

it was so was indicated in that Harry was “not really participating”. In turn 38 the 

mother disagreed subtly with this version of her son, suggesting that perhaps “his 

participation has been positive”. In this way she avoided directly contradicting the 

teacher’s version of her son, but delicately invited the teacher to agree with her version 

of him as a ‘good’ student. A preference for agreement was demonstrated by the 

teacher’s response in turn 39 when she said “well that's right…”.  

 

Later in this interview the mother’s and teacher’s versions of Harry again differed: 

 

Extract 8.29 

 

51 T you know the others had to sit here and he's cho he sat there? and, he  

  played with his watch and made it make, all lights around the room till I  

  moved him because it was distracting others? so then he sat there and  

  did this 

52 M mm 

53 T and so I thought I'm not speaking [to him just let him 

54 M      [he's easily bored 

55 T [do it 

56 M [isn't he he's easily distracted [(     ) 

57 T      [he is (0.5) very easily distracted now he 

thinks that, he can, you know that the way to keep, to get people to say 

yes he's okay is to jump to keep quiet (0.5) but, he's not, learning 

anything in that you see  



Chapter Eight 

 319

The way the mother constructed her son as “easily bored” in turn 54, and “easily 

distracted” in turn 56 rather than “distracting” as he was described by the teacher in 

turn 51, directly contradicted the teacher’s version of Harry. However, the teacher then 

agreed with the mother’s version of her son in turn 57 when she stated “he is (0.5) very 

easily distracted”. The teacher might well have heard the mother’s statements in turns 

54 and 56 as challenges to her version of Harry as an unacceptable student. However, 

she avoided overt disagreement by suggesting that Harry’s distractability was his 

problem rather than hers, and thus positioned Harry as responsible for his unacceptable 

classroom behaviour. So it was that the mother and teacher, despite initially not 

agreeing with each other’s moral versions of Harry, cooperatively worked up a mutually 

acceptable moral version of him in and through their talk here.  

 

As has been shown, the teacher’s and mother’s versions of a ‘good’ student were, in 

these two extracts, not aligned. However, the mother and teacher did not explicitly 

contradict each other’s versions, but came to a semblance of agreement in their talk, 

thereby maintaining a politeness ethic.  

 

Acceptable Friends 

 

Another way of working up moral versions of acceptable students was through talk 

about the students’ friends. As previously discussed, Interview 1 included talk about the 

student Donna’s friends. In Interview 3 there was also talk about with whom the student 

(Christa) would work. Christa was questioned regarding with what group she should 

work for her next assessable item:  

 

Extract 8.30 

 

148  M   What about some of those other girls you did the radio play with? 

149  S   No, not them 

150  T   yes, 'cos that really affects you too, if they've got no enthusiasm and you 

  do all the work again  you've had all the ideas, you're exhausted, you've 

  run out of steam when it comes to performing. Is there anyone else you 

  get on with in that class?   
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A moral version of the ‘wrong’ sort of student was constituted by the teacher in turn 

150 as those who had “got not enthusiasm”, and thus “you” (in this case Christa) would 

“do all the work again’, the “again” implying that it was Christa who had done all the 

work for a previous group assessment item. In this way Christa was implicitly 

constituted as a ‘good’ student who had done work in the past. The selection of the 

‘wrong’ group of students, it was suggested, would jeopardise Christa’s chances of 

receiving a good result because if she “had all the ideas” then the result would be that 

she would become “exhausted” and that she would “run out of steam when it comes to 

performing”. The teacher’s subtle advice regarding the ‘wrong’ sorts of students 

implied a concern for Christa’s welfare. She then asked Christa if “there is anyone else 

[she would] get on with in that class…”. Notice that the teacher’s final utterance in this 

turn was presented in the form of a question, rather than in the form of direct advice, 

although particular advice was perhaps implied within and through this turn. Christa 

responded in the following way:  

 

Extract 8.31 

 

151  S   Doug hh 

152  T   Well at least Doug’s got a bit of get up and go, he may act all right 

153  S   Yeah, he'll do stuff 

154  T  Yeah 

155  S   and, um like, um Judy and Mary um 'n Kelly, they're all sort of fairly 

  rough but ( 2.0) at least they do things 

 

In this sequence Christa’s suggestion of “Doug” as a possible student with whom to 

work was accompanied by a brief laugh, perhaps indicating that she knew that this 

proposal might not have been received favourably by the teacher and/or her mother. The 

teacher, however, acknowledged that perhaps this was not such a bad idea in that Doug 

was the sort of student who had “a bit of get up and go” and that “he may act all right”. 

Christa added to this description of Doug in her following turn when she agreed that 

“Yeah, he'll do stuff”, an additional descriptor of Doug as the ‘right’ sort of student with 

whom to work. The teacher marked this with a continuer in her next turn (“Yeah”), and 
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Christa extended her suggestions regarding students with who she might work with by 

naming three more students. Again Christa allowed the possibility for the teacher to 

disagree with her by predicating her suggestion with a description of these students as 

all being “fairly rough but”. A two second silence was a possible turn transition point 

where the teacher or mother could have responded. The teacher, however, did not do so 

in this instance, so Christa continued with her description of these specific students as 

‘good’ with her statement that “at least they do things”. 

 

The talk continued: 

 

Extract 8.32 

 

156  T   Yeah, is that Mary Miles? 

157  S  No, Mary Aimes,and Kelly and Judy, they're sort of rough but um  

158  T   Yeah . Look, er Carol's er got two and a half for her last oral  

159  S   Wow 

160  T   and um so you need, um you need to get someone who's going to be a bit 

   more  

161  M   Yeah those sort of people will hold you back 

162  S  Yeah they do 

163  M   if they're not enthusiastic it's hard to get that way yourself 

164 S  Yeah 

165  T   Yes, and it gives an overall impression to many teachers marking them  

that you (1.0) I mean you can take into consideration that one person's  

done all the work, which I did do with that tape but still, the whole  

standard was brought right down because if someone's reading and  

making mistakes=  

166 M = mm 

167  T  and not really putting anything into it so you just can't get a high  (2.0)  

So maybe just just pick another group. The only problem is if you work  

with Daniel you WILL do all the work (0.5) I mean, I don't think he will 

do much apart from acting 

168 S Actually, he does do a fair bit of work 
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169  T   Does he? 

 

Notice how Christa repeated her description of these girls as being “sort of rough”in 

turn 157, almost as an incitement to the teacher to disagree with her choice of friends 

with whom to work. The teacher did not overtly disagree, but rather suggested another 

student, whom Christa has not previously named, as an appropriate student with whom 

to work because of her previous oral assessment item result. A mark of two and a half is 

heard as surprising by the student (turn 159: “Wow”), bearing in mind that most 

assessment items are marked out of a possible maximum of ten. In turn 160 it seems 

that the teacher was suggesting another student with whom it would not actually be 

advisable for Christa to work, in a strategy similar to Christa’s when she suggested 

students who were “fairly rough’ in her previous two turns at talk. After Christa 

expressed her surprise regarding this result the teacher continued by providing a version 

of a ‘good’ student as someone “who’s going to be a bit more”. A bit more what was 

not specified here, but in the next turn (turn 161) Christa’s mother then picked up on the 

previous version of an unsuitable student with whom to work when she said “ those sort 

of people will hold you back”. All three participants continued to work collaboratively 

to talk a version of unsuitable students with whom Christa might or might not have 

worked in the next eight turns (turns 162 to 169). 

 

The matter of which friends with whom to sit (as in the case of Donna, in Interview 1) 

and / or with whom to work (as in the case of Christa, in Interview 3) was an issue that 

was raised in a number of teacher-parent interviews. Versions of the acceptable, in 

contrast to possibly unacceptable, friends were talked into being in ways that positioned 

each student as one member of a particular student friendship group. Often such groups 

of friends were used, conversationally, as a means to deflect direct criticism from the 

students who were the foci of the interviews. In Christa’s case, the names of possibly 

unacceptable students with whom to work were raised by herself, her teacher and her 

mother almost as a provocation to each other. Friends were named by the participants. 

However, they could not reach mutual agreement regarding whether or not they were 

the sorts of friends who would help raise Christa’s levels of school achievement. 

Resolution regarding who were the ‘right’ sorts of friends with whom to sit and / or to 
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work was not reached in any of the interviews included in the data corpus. Such talk 

was raised, and re-raised throughout the interviews.     

 

Having described ways by which participants maintained face by constituting moral 

version of themselves and each other, the chapter now proceeds to discuss strategies by 

which moral boundaries of responsibilities were negotiated. 

 

Part 3: Who was Responsible for What? Negotiating Moral Boundaries. 

 

The constitution of moral versions of acceptable teacherhood, parenthood and 

studenthood has been shown to work through several means, including assigning and 

negotiating responsibilities for student achievements and behaviours. Simultaneously 

with presenting moral versions of themselves and each other, participants in teacher-

parent interviews negotiated limits of responsibility. Who was responsible for what, and 

where, frequently became the issue. 

 

Adult surveillance of student activities, both in the classroom and in the home, was 

raised in many teacher-parent interviews. Both parents and teachers held themselves 

and each other as accountable for their children’s or students’ behaviours in their 

respective institutional spaces of home and school. The initial talk in Interview 1, earlier 

discussed, demonstrated this point. 

 

At times the adult participants held each other to be, perhaps, wanting in this aspect, and 

subtly charged each other as being possibly remiss. For example, in Interview 2, 

attended by the teacher, the student Jenny and her mother, the following sequence of 

talk occurred: 

 

Extract 8.33 

 

9 T … um apart from this the essay writing skill Jenny's great in class she's 

always participating, never any trouble, does everything um she's a  

delight to have 

10  M  Are these her latest two she's gone down with or is it just um?  That 
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  particular one?= 

11  T  =that particular one um I'll just check on the  (hh) yes=   

12  F  =What was the class average for that test? 

13  T  er yes, that? nine out of twenty for that test class average over the whole 

  of grade=. 

14  M  =Hit everyone like a brick wall then? 

15  T  um yes, um well it seems to be the first 

16  M  Is it just a different different layout to what they normally um 

17 T um, well it seems to be the first um this earlier one (1.0) was (2.0) an  

essay let's have a look, um (3.0) yeah its the first essay of this year, 

really, real essay test as such where they had to write a full essay. The 

advantage was that they had, it was a seen one so, er, I think the subject 

mistress thought that would help but I think it's it has hit everyone so 

they're having another one with a little more preparation. The problem 

was when I came they still had to cover another um section,looking at 

Hitler in class. We had two weeks to rush it through and then have an 

exam and I just (1.0)  I don't think that it was, in some ways it wasn’t fair 

for them um but if we can really pull together for this next one you know, 

I think your marks should be pretty, cos you you know you you do really 

well and you try hard … 

 

The parents were relentless in their probing questions regarding possible reasons for 

their daughter Jenny’s previous disappointing oral test result. They were not satisfied by 

the teacher’s talk of Jenny being “great in class…”, but pursued a series of questions 

regarding the teacher’s classroom practices. The importance of marks was again 

emphasised in a manner aimed at comparing Jenny with the rest of her class in a 

normalising and disciplinary way (cf. Foucault, 1977). The mother’s talk, in particular, 

worked to normalise Jenny’s result in turn 14 when she said “Hit everyone like a brick 

wall then”. This question suggested unfairness to the students. Her questioning 

continued in turn 17 when she asked “Is it just a different layout to what they normally 

um”.  

 



Chapter Eight 

 325

The teacher’s response nominated several reasons for the low class average in this test, 

including the following: that it was “the first essay of this year, really, real essay test as 

such where they had to write a full essay”; she implied that it was the subject mistress’s 

fault because she had “thought that would help but I think it's it has hit everyone so 

they're having another one”; and that “The problem was when I came they still had to 

cover another um section, looking at Hitler in class [and] we had two weeks to rush it 

through and then have an exam”. Each account rebutted possible criticism of her 

teaching practices. In an interesting move the teacher then aligned herself with both the 

mother’s previous suggestion of unfairness and the students when she said “in some 

ways it wasn't fair for them”, and used the pronoun “we’ in her statement “if we can 

really pull together for this next”. The teacher finally positioned Jenny herself as being 

ultimately responsible for her next test result when she spoke directly to her. The 

teacher predicted “I think your marks should be pretty, cos you, you know you you do 

really well and you try hard …”, using the pronoun “you” to directly address Jenny 

here. In this way the teacher rebutted implied responsibility for both Jenny’s previous 

and future test results. The parents appeared to accept this explanation, and it was Jenny 

rather than they who responded in the next turn with her response “yeah” in turn 18. 

 

A number of sequences could be heard as implied charges. Parents and teachers tended 

to respond with defences or rebuttals (cf. Atkinson and Drew, 1979). A common 

strategy used by the adult participants in teacher-parent talk was to position the students 

themselves as responsible for their future results, as demonstrated in a number of 

transcripts analysed earlier. This can be shown in Interview 15, when the student, 

Shirley, was discussed by her teacher and father, in the presence of a pre-service 

teacher:  

 

Extract 8.34 

 

5 T um (0.5) I (1.0) going through her um (0.5) marks (4.0) (can't see) let's 

  have a read here er um , I was concerned (0.5) partially from her 

reading test (0.5) 'cos she had a mark of five and a half out of ten? 

6 F mm? mm 

7 T which is certainly not the standard that I've come to expect [from Shirley 
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8 F         [(I expect 

   from) oh yes 

9 T ah being very bright and also very hard working  

10 F mm 

11 T she, cn you know she must be one of the hardest workers in the class 

  [and 

12 F [mm mm 

13 T she can always answer questions correctly in class (0.5) and um that sort  

of didn't  [achieve 

14 F    [what did that arise out of lack of lack of ah learning? or (0.5) 

 

The teacher asserted her concern about Shirley’s marks here, in terms of Shirley’s 

previous work record: this recent work “… is certainly not the standard I’ve come to 

expect from Shirley”. The teacher demonstrated her thorough knowledge of Shirley, in 

turns 11 (“she must be one of the hardest workers in the class”) and turn 13 (“she can 

always answer questions correctly in class …”), as a demonstration of her 

professionalism. This explanation was insufficient for the father, and he interrrupted the 

teacher in turn 14 when he asked a question regarding the possible reason for Shirley’s 

disappointing reading test result  (“what did that arise out of lack of ah learning? Or”). 

This question allowed for the possibility that it was the teacher who was responsible for 

Shirley’s disappointing test result. The teacher rebutted this implied charge in her next 

utterance when she implied a possible explanation for Shirley’s aberrant result in her 

next question:  

 

Extract 8.35 

 

15 T I'm not sure there (0.5) you know I'm I'm, wondering if you can tell me if  

  there've been any (0.5) sort of things upsetting her? that would prevent 

her from studying? 

 

In this move the teacher located the father into the category of parent who should know 

about his daughter’s internal state relating to home circumstances and thus tacitly 

positioned the father as possibly contributing to his daughter’s disappointing test result. 



Chapter Eight 

 327

This was highlighted by her emphasis on the pronoun “you” in this turn. That the father 

heard the teacher’s question in this way was confirmed by his response: 

 

Extract 8.36 

 

16 F erm not that I know of she's got she's got her own room and  

[she's got 

17 T [right her own 

18 F (0.5) ah everything she want the only thing that's er, the latest addition 

  is erm, radio cassette, so whether or not that's (0.5) that's interfered?  

19 T right (I'm     ) 

20 F um (0.5) she hasn't had access to TV during the week an' (2.0) this sort  

of ah th' policy being the TV goes on in the weekend not during the week 

21 T right  

22 F ah don't sort of push the kids to study but they have the environment 

   [in which 

23 T [mm 

24 F study and it's  [their choice 

25        T   [mm mm now in class it seems very clear that she does  

homework 

 

In his talk above the father positioned the student rather than himself as responsible for 

her disappointing result. It seems that the children in this family “have the 

environment” in which to study, but it was “their choice…”. The father here positioned 

his daughter responsible for doing her own study when he stated “ah don't sort of push 

the kids to study but they have the environment in which …study and it's their choice” in 

turns 22 and 24. This is a similar positioning strategy to that used by Donna’s father in 

Interview 1, analysed in the previous chapter, when he stated that “They generally 

disappear off to their bedrooms with their homework and … we don’t see much of it”. 

Such talk positioned these students as self-regulatory when it comes to homework 

practices. They were expected to make the choice of whether or not to work in home 

space beyond direct parental surveillance. Both parents appeared to support the notion 

of their children’s autonomy regarding their homework practices in this talk. 
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The teacher responded to the father’s account of his daughter’s homework activities in 

turn 25 when she stated “…now in class it seems very clear that she does homework”. In 

this way she confirmed the father’s account of events, and confirmed him as a ‘good’ 

parent who provided an environment in which his children could work, even though it 

was, ultimately “their choice”. 

 

Neither teacher nor father directly charged each other as responsible for Shirley’s test 

result, although each implicated the other as perhaps contributing to this. Both avoided 

accepting responsibility for Shirley’s poor test result by assigning responsibility to 

conditions that were beyond their direct control, ultimately positioning Shirley as 

responsible for her own academic results. Analysis of the entire data corpus has 

revealed that adults in teacher-parent interviews often use this strategy in a way that 

allows them to maintain their moral versions of themselves and each other as ‘good’ 

parents and / or teachers.  

 

The issue of television was raised in this extract of talk. This topic was raised in three of 

the teacher-parent interviews included in the data corpus. Watching or not watching 

television was presented as a moral issue in these interviews. Such talk tended to 

include parental denials that much television was ever watched in their homes, as, for 

example, happened in Interview 5, when the student Alison, her mother and her teacher 

were present:  

 

Extract 8.37  

 

12  T Do you write letters? 

13  S   Yeah 

14  T Right. I see, um do you watch a lot of TV?   

15  S Yeah 

16  T   You do.   [Do you do a lot of c- of oral 

17  M    [Not really none of us really watches a lot of TV (     )  [a bit 

18  T               [Oh yeah

  [we all do  

19  M [a bit doesn’t hurt 
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20  T No oh no, I'm not saying that a bit hurts but, um, I think you’ve got the  

  basis there  for um building building (1.0) what do you want to do? Do  

  you want to go on to, to grade twelve?  

21  S yeah 

22  T Yes, that's advisable, very advisable...at least at your age … 

 

This extract shows how, like Interview 15, the watching of television became a morally 

accountable matter in this talk.  It seems that Alison’s mother heard the teacher’s 

question about watching TV in turn 14 as an implied criticism of her family practices, 

and quickly intervened after her daughter had admitted watching television (turn 15: 

“Yeah”), to assert that “none of us really watches a lot of TV” (turn 17). The teacher, in 

turn 18, confirmed that “we all do”, presumably in reference to the watching of 

television. That this was a moral issue was confirmed when the mother, in turn 19, 

asserted that “a bit [of television viewing] doesn’t hurt”. Agreement between mother 

and teacher was reached regarding the matter of television viewing when the teacher 

completed this sequence in turn 20 when she said “No oh no, I'm not saying that a bit 

hurts but, um…” before changing the topic of the talk to consider Shirley’s future 

schooling plans.  

 

It seems that “there appears to develop a contract between parents and teachers never to 

go too far in challenging the practices of the other institution (home or school) in the 

interview” (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 276).  In this way, “together, parents and 

professionals produce a world of no-charges/no blame” (Silverman, Baker & Keogh, 

1998). Both school and home were made into morally accountable courses of action by 

the adult participants of these teacher-parent interviews. Indeed, as shown above, much 

of the talk in these interviews was delicately implicative of the other’s actions or 

knowledge (Baker and Keogh, 1995: 281).  

 

Within teacher-parent interview talk it was schoolwork that was foregrounded or 

emphasised as important. Although home practices, such as television viewing, were 

discussed, these were generally subjugated to talk about schoolwork that had to be 

continued within the home. Other family practices outside the direct interests of the 

school were not discussed. Within such talk, teachers often positioned themselves, and 
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were initially positioned, as responsible for supervising work in the classroom, and 

parents, similarly, often positioned themselves and were positioned as responsible for 

supervising such work in home space. In this way parents were effectively positioned as 

adjunct teachers and their homes as adjunct school buildings in ways that  

conversationally colonised homes. Assigning responsibilities for student achievements 

and behaviours was continuously negotiated during teacher-parent interview talk. It 

seems that by making the children themselves responsible for their achievements and 

behaviours in both classroom and home spaces, the adult participants in the interviews 

were able to maintain their moral versions of themselves and each other as the ‘right’ 

sorts of teachers and parents. 

 

Having discussed some of the conversational strategies that were used to negotiate the 

limits of participant responsibilities, the chapter now turns to look at how prescriptions 

for action were established in a number of teacher-parent interviews.  

 

Part 4: Finding Solutions: Prescriptions for Action. 

 

While much teacher-parent interview talk worked to constitute a ‘problem’ in relation to 

the students, often in terms of their academic achievements and behaviour, resolution 

often came in the form of prescriptions for action to rectify the problem. Much early 

talk in teacher-parent interviews tended to focus on accounting for the students’ 

achievements. It seems that however ‘successful’ a student had been, there was an 

agreement on the matter of room for improvement. Prescriptions to achieve better 

results, in the form of both directives and questions, were discussed within and through 

the talk. When the students were present at the interviews, such prescriptions were both 

addressed directly to them, and / or ‘overheard’ by the students who had been 

positioned as overhearing audience to the adult talk, as already discussed. Prescriptions 

regarding student behaviour to improve their results were initiated by parents and 

teachers, both separately and collaboratively. In Interview 1 a collaborative teacher-

parent prescription was talked into being, overheard by Donna regarding how she could 

improve her next oral test. Again the home was positioned as an annexe to the school, 

and the parents were advised to become adjunct teachers. A version of the pedagogic 

home (cf. Hunter, 1994) was thus talked into existence, as in Interview 1: 
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Extract 8.38 

 

67  T   Ye: s, well you've gotta be happy haven’t you if you do it with some one 

  you don't want to then you'll feel um (1.0) resentful and don't put an  

effort in (2.0) well, yes, all I can suggest is, um  (2.0)I don't really know  

what to do about, I mean it really depends how (1.0) um see everyone 

has to do it and how she she copes in front of a situ, unless you act at 

home (hh) get up in front of the family (hh) and do some heh 

68  S  No but I [(     ) 

69  T    [(hh) and do some practice  

70  F   Yeah, we can give her some lessons  

71  T  No, but if you, if you’re doing it in front of the family maybe picture it, 

  picture the class (2.0) and if you've done it a few times, then when you're 

  getting up in front of the class, it’s more familiar 

 

Donna was active in this section of the talk. She explicitly rejected the teacher’s advice 

to “act at home [and] … get up in front of the family” in turn 68. The teacher 

interrupted her, continuing with her prescription to “…do some practice”. The father 

responded here positively, suggesting that “we [presumably both parents] can give her 

some lessons”. So it was that advice, although initially rejected by the student, 

continued along the lines set up by the teacher, who talked of home space as though it 

was extended school space, thus conversationally colonising Donna’s home. Donna’s 

father complied with this version of his home. Prescriptions for action were 

collaboratively worked up by the adult participants in this interview, and were 

overheard by the student who might or might not have followed such directions to 

improve her future work.  

 

Accounts for a lack of past success, and prescriptions regarding how to redress this 

problem were both explicitly directed at, or to be ‘overheard’ by student, Donna, as 

happened in a later sequence of talk in Interview 1: 
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Extract 8.39 

 

83  M She doesn't usually get C's either and I think other children and so 

   forth= 

84  T   =I think this is um=   

85  M   =She's been pretty good  

86  T   I mean this year, sitting down the back= 

87  M  =Oh yeah, I know= 

88  T  =with these girls, yeah= 

 

In these utterances the adults were talking about rather than directly to Donna. She was 

an overhearing audience to their talk about the solution to solve the problem of her 

classroom behaviour of “sitting down the back … with these girls”. Talk then continued 

when the mother directly addressed Donna by using the pronoun “you” in her following 

turn: 

  

Extract 8.40 

 

89  M  =Because you're off, all over the place with these girls 

 

Donna did not respond here, so the teacher continued. She presented an opportunity for 

Donna to respond with a four-second pause, but Donna strategically used silence in a 

strategy that implied that she did not concur with this version of herself: 

 

Extract 8.41 

 

90 T   yeah  (4.0)  I'm sorry I don't know, I think that depends on groups you 

  know, Donna wants to sit down the front, or sit in another place  

  because er er really you and Nicki and Jo sit down the back and sort of 

  chat to each other a little bit, don't you?  

91  S  Yeah 

92  T   Yeah, and that's where that industry and attitude comes from because, 

   if you're too busy all reading something, or or you're not really doing 
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  getting your work done or or participating in the class discussion so, I   

don't know it’s really the three of you got to pull up your socks sort of  

thing or (0.5) or you sit somewhere different  (2.0)  

 

Donna responded to the teacher’s utterance about her behaviour with “Nicki and Jo … 

down at the back” with her “Yeah” in turn 91. The teacher then extended her account of 

Donna’s inappropriate classroom behaviour, and commenced to provide a prescription 

for Donna’s future behaviour to address the problem when she said “it’s really the three 

of you got to pull up your socks sort of thing or, or you sit somewhere different”.  

Prescriptions for future action to solve problems were often presented in the form of 

advice, as was the case here. The teacher provided a two-second pause, inviting Donna 

to respond, but she declined to do so. The teacher then continued with an inaudible 

comment, which the father interrupted when he said: 

 

Extract 8.42 

 

93  F      [I think 

  you should sit somewhere different 

94  M   Mm? (2.0) 

95  F  well, think of your marks it’s just (4.0) its pretty rubbishy  

96  T  Mm so (2.0) mm I, er, yeah, is there any? is there any other way I can 

  help you at all?   

97  F   I don't think so, not if (3.0) so it’s more or less up to Donna really 

  

In this instance, a prescription to resolve the problem of Donna’s work and behaviour 

was provided by the father in the form of a statement. The father’s advice in turn 93 was 

very direct, despite his use of the softener “I think”, addressing Donna with the use of 

the pronoun “you”. Analysis of a number of teacher-parent interviews has revealed that 

one of their most striking features was that advice to students  / children was frequently 

“routinely and non-problematically non-receipted by it’s target” (Silverman, Baker & 

Keogh, 1998: 220, emphasis in original). Donna’s reluctance to participate in this 

sequence of talk was evidenced by her silence, despite the invitations to do so 

evidenced in her mother’s response-token “Mm?” and a two second pause in turn 94. 
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Donna also continued to remain silent when signaled to reply by her father’s use of the 

possessive pronoun “your”, and his four seconds pause in turn 95. However, the father’s 

advice to “think” about something possibly made Donna’s silence no longer 

immediately accountable. Instead the teacher produced a semblance of agreement in 

turn 96 (“Mm so”), and then changed the topic of conversation. The father’s response in 

turn 97 again made Donna ultimately responsible for solving the problem of her 

academic achievement and behaviour when he said “so it’s more or less up to Donna 

really”. The adult talk thus removed responsibility for Donna’s results from them, thus 

rebutting charges of being possibly remiss if Donna’s results did not improve in the 

future. The problem of Donna’s future was to be solved by a change in Donna’s 

behaviour. 

 

In teacher-parent interviews it seems that parents and teachers “collaborate to ensure 

that advice sequences work non-problematically … despite children’s recurrent non-

response” (Silverman, Baker and Keogh, 1998: 233). Throughout the data corpus of 

interactive teacher-parent talk, students were frequently positioned as ultimately 

responsible for solving the problems of their own futures. In this way adult co-

constructions of prescriptions for future student action maintained their versions of 

themselves a ‘good’ parents and teachers by positioning the students themselves as 

responsible for their own futures. Students were thus constituted as both as both 

regulated and potentially self-regulatory.   

 

Summary 

 

From the above analyses of different teacher-parent interviews, we see that much talk 

revolved around accounting for past actions and prescriptions for future actions. 

Throughout the corpus of interview data the same strategies were enacted. First, the 

topic of the communication was introduced and negotiated. The issue of students’ 

academic achievements and behaviours were the most common topics. Adult 

participants maintained face by presenting positive moral versions of themselves and 

each other and by aligning themselves into a common team with a mutual concern 

regarding their students / children. Responsibilities for the surveillance of students’ 

behaviour, both inside and outside the school, were negotiated. The work of the school 
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was foregrounded, and homes were conversationally colonised by school discourses in 

ways that worked to position parents as adjunct teachers, and homes as school annexes. 

‘Student’ was a category to be regulated both by parents and teachers through constant 

surveillance. Ultimately it was the students, however, who were positioned as needing 

to become self-regulatory, thus enabling the adults to maintain their moral versions of 

themselves as morally acceptable parents and teachers.  

 

Having analysed different examples of interactive school-home communications, it has 

been shown that similar versions of schools and homes, and of parenthood, teacherhood 

and studenthood were constituted across these various educational sites. A useful way 

of viewing these recurring practices is by turning to Foucault’s notion of 

governmentality in order to explicate more fully such commonalities. It is to such an 

extended comment that we now turn.  

 

Part 5: A Foucauldian View of School-home Relationships 

 

According to Foucault (1979a: 93) “power is everywhere”. He viewed individuals as 

caught up and actively engaged in constituting their relative positions in networks or 

grids of disciplinary power. Practices of power worked in capillary ways to reach “into 

the very grain of individuals’ synaptic regime of power, a regime of its exercise within 

the social body, rather than from above it” (Foucault, 1980: 39). The participants in 

teacher-parent interviews, and readers, writers and audiences of school to home talk and 

texts, can be conceived as enacting micro practices of power in the form of disciplinary 

technologies of the self. As such, inter-institutional texts and talk  “become potent 

language games of their own in which power is encoded and through which it is 

inscribed” (Agger, 1991: 11).  

 

As has been demonstrated in this and earlier chapters, relative positions of power are 

continuously presented and negotiated within and through school-home 

communications, and are identifiable in teacher-parent texts and talk. As such, as has 

been discussed in Chapter 3, a school can be conceptualised as a state disciplinary 

mechanism that “must not simply train children; it must also make it possible to 

supervise the parents, to gain information as to their way of life, their resources, their 
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piety, their morals”(Foucault, 1977: 211). The ways in which school-home 

communications textually and conversationally colonise the private space of homes can 

thus be viewed as ways in which such disciplinary practices link the private sphere of 

the family with the objectives of government (Rose, 1990: xi) through the process of 

governmentality. 

 

From the analyses included in this and the previous three chapters, it can be seen that 

various disciplinary technologies of the self, including examination, normalisation and 

panopticism, are enacted within and through school-home communications. So, for 

example, talk of student assessment and marks are often used to coerce pupils into 

action, to increase their productivity, to impress upon them the virtues of 

industriousness and the moral baseness of squandered aptitude. It seems that affixing 

grades to pupils is frequently accompanied with judgements about their moral calibre, 

about their capacity to apply themselves and to exhibit appropriate scholarly attitudes. 

These are presented as behaviours that the institutional agents of schooling, namely 

teachers and school administrators, expect good pupils to become: namely passive, 

docile, conscientious and co-operative rather than disruptive. Assessment is thus used as 

a mechanism of censure, through which behaviour, both moral and cognitive, can be 

regulated and around which the presuppositions of social life are framed (cf. Preston & 

Symes, 1992: 196). Students are positioned as needing to become self-regulatory in 

their academic work and behaviour within and through conversational and textual 

practices evidenced in school-home communications. 

 

If schools are viewed as agencies of state regulation and control, evidence from 

analyses of various school-home communications suggests that homes are positioned as 

adjunct agencies of such state control. So, then, Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power 

through governmentality is found to be enacted within and through the micro practices 

revealed through close analysis of these texts and inter-institutional talk-in-interaction. 

Foucault (1977: 211) argued that there is a “swarming of disciplinary mechanisms” 

enacted within and through state institutional disciplinary practices. By using a 

Foucauldian perspective to analyse particular examples of school-home 

communications, it has been found that inter-institutional texts and talk work to 
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establish schools as “minute social observatories that penetrate even to the adults and 

exercise regular supervision over them” (Foucault, 1977: 211).  

 

It is through textual and conversational practices evidenced in school-home 

communications that student subjectivities are rendered objects, to be regulated and 

controlled through particular social practices that reach into their very souls (cf. Rose, 

1990). School-home communications can be viewed as powerful agencies of state 

regulation and control, working to perpetuate particular moral versions of a future 

citizenship. Conversational and textual strategies evidenced in school-home 

communications thus link the private sphere of the family with the objectives of 

government (Rose, 1990: xi). 



CHAPTER NINE 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter is in four parts. Part 1 summarises the main findings drawn from each 

chapter; Part 2 considers the implications for theory, method, practice and policy of 

these research findings; Part 3 considers the limitations of this research study; and Part 

4 concludes by discussing directions for future study. 

 

Part 1: Synopses of Chapter Contents 

 

Chapter 2 examined official views and policies regarding school-home relationships, 

and research broadly relating to this area. It was suggested that, although ‘good’ 

teacher-parent (school-home) relationships are valued by all the major stakeholders in 

schooling, including school administrators, teachers, parents and government 

bureaucrats, views tend to be based on commonsense understandings that such 

relationships are ‘problematic’ and in need of improvement. Despite a continuing 

official policy and emphasis on the need to construct effective teacher-parent 

relationships for the benefit of students, a search of contemporary research literature 

revealed that, to date, little research has examined actual teacher-parent 

communications to identify how such relationships are actively constituted through 

inter-institutional texts and talk. The need to fill this gap in educational research was 

thus identified, providing a rationale for this project. 

 

Chapter 3 discussed the key theoretical notions that informed analyses. It was argued that 

the social world is constituted and mediated through particular textual and conversational 

practices. Such practices construct discourses that work as practices of power. Notions 

coined by Foucault and Bourdieu, and their relevance to this study were then discussed, 

prior to summarising the main concepts that frame analysis in the form of five theoretical 

propositions. The chapter concluded by considering the processes and problems involved in 

collecting the research data.  

 

Chapter 4 argued that a multiperspectival analytic approach to the data, using various 

strategies derived mainly from Ethnomethodology (EM), Conversation Analysis (CA),  
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and Foucauldian theory, in complementary ways, results in an enriched understanding 

of how inter-institutional texts and talk, in this case as school-home communications, 

work to constitute particular versions of teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood, and 

their inter-institutional relationships.  

 

Using the theoretical perspectives described in Chapters 3 and 4, Chapter 5 analysed a 

number of both private and state school promotional documents. It was found that, 

despite differences in textual and visual details, versions of schools and homes 

constituted across the various different documents tended to be very similar. Schools 

deployed specific repertoires of semiotic features as marketing strategies to persuade a 

constituted section of the potential clientele of like-minded clients (parents) to send 

their children to these schools. The private school documents tended to include more 

visuals that implied particular moral versions of the school, the parents and the students, 

rather than specifying them explicitly. In contrast, the state school documents tended to 

include more text that explicitly specified school expectations regarding parental and 

student behaviours and responsibilities. Overall, however, textually and visually 

constituted versions of schools and homes, and of teachers, parents and students, in both 

private and state school promotional documents, evidenced many similarities. 

Uniformed, well-disciplined students were presented as desirable and representative of 

the various schools, and were themselves produced as a marketing device.  

 

Chapter 5 showed that contrasting discourses of practice such as those of individual 

excellence and achievement together with the school as a community, and of tradition 

and continuity combined with innovation and adaptation to contemporary changes in 

society, worked in complementary ways to attract a wide range of prospective clients. 

These institutionalised discourses commodified schools in certain nostalgic ways.  

 

Schools were presented as simultaneously both pedagogic and pastoral, at times 

textually usurping the role of families. It was the schools’ ordered versions of the world 

that were foregrounded, and homes were positioned as adjunct to these schools, in 

textually colonising ways, as sites that were to be supportive of the schools’ work. In 

the school promotional documents particular memberships categorisation devices were 
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employed that worked to establish the category ‘home’ as within and part of the 

category ‘school’.  

 

Chapter 6 analysed three kinds of monologic school-home communications: specifically 

a state school Principal’s speech to prospective parents and soon to be enroled students, 

a private school Principal’s ‘Address’ to existing parents at the school’s annual Speech 

Night, and a letter sent to the parents of private school students immediately prior to a 

school vacation period. It was found that conversational and textual devices, such as 

pronouns, invitations to applaud and oppositionals, were used in ways that worked to 

align parental values with school values. The two Principals and the writer of the school 

letter were found to constitute themselves, and to position parents and students, in ways 

similar to those identified in the school promotional documents analysed in the previous 

chapter. It was argued that the schools’ socio-historical antecedents, originating in the 

‘modern’ age, were mirrored within and through these contemporary examples of 

school to home communications. Representations of the schools were constituted in 

ways that established, in the main, nostalgic views of schools and schooling. Again, 

there was a use of oppositionals to contrast each school with ‘other’, less desirable 

schools, in positive ways. These examples of school to home communications included 

both implicit and explicit suggestions that conformity to school expectations and 

directives would enable parents to obtain advantageous futures as positional goods for 

their children. In these ways, a curriculum of compliance and conformity for homes was 

written and talked into being.  

 

Chapter 7 analysed the first 39 turns of the initial teacher-parent talk that took place at a 

state school teacher-parent interview night. The chapter was organised in the form of 

three different readings of this talk to show how these could inform each other. The first 

reading used techniques of Conversation Analysis (CA) to highlight the sequential 

structures Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) to identify membership 

categorisation devices (MCDs) used by the participants to present positive moral 

versions of themselves and each other. It was found that the conversational strategies 

used by the participants to identify themselves and each other constructed moral 

versions that worked rather like the marketing strategies evidenced in the school-home 

communications analysed in the previous two chapters. It was argued that the details of 
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the conversational strategies constituted dominant and / or preferred discourses of 

practice that worked as strategies of power. The second reading identified a number of 

such dominant discourses of practice to show how the teacher and the parents 

positioned themselves and each other within and through their talk, subtly negotiating 

their respective responsibilities for the student – doing “moral mapping” in effect (cf. 

Baker and Keogh, 1997). In such ways, the participants negotiated their relative 

institutional positions of power. The student, in this instance, was positioned largely as 

a silent but overhearing audience to adult co-constructions of responsible teacherhood, 

parenthood and studenthood. The adult participants at this interview tended to maintain 

their positive moral versions of themselves and each other by positioning the student, 

Donna, as ultimately responsible for her own future behaviour and academic 

achievements. During this talk the family home was positioned as a colony or annex of 

the school, and the parents were positioned as adjunct teachers. The third reading of this 

extract of interactive teacher-parent talk used a Foucauldian framework, to argue that 

the discursive techniques, such as those identified in this segment of teacher-parent-

student talk, worked as disciplinary practices to regulate the participants.  

 

Chapter 8 surveyed other examples of interactive teacher-parent interview talk 

originating at a number of difrferent teacher-parent interviews that took place at both 

state and private school sites on various occasions. It was found, despite differences in 

the details of conversational strategies, that similar moral versions of schools, homes, 

parents, teachers and students, and their inter-institutional relationships, were talked 

into being in these different educational sites. Such commonalities resulted in the 

construction of comparable versions of these relationships across the different inter-

institutional connecting sites. By presenting themselves and each other as particular 

moral versions of schools, homes, parents, teachers and students, schooling was 

commodified. Such positive moral versions could be conceived also as working, like 

marketing practices, to ‘sell’ the positive features of particular schools as positional 

goods. It was the schools’ versions of the ordered world that were foregrounded and, 

thus, counted in such talk-in-interaction. Homes were described as adjunct to the 

schools, and family members were constituted as having to continue the schools’ moral 

work in the world beyond the schools’ immediate boundaries. Parents, teachers and 
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students were constituted as actively and potentially regulated and self-regulating social 

members.  

 

Summary of Main Findings 

 

Previous research, discussed in Chapter 2, has suggested that schooling is increasingly 

viewed as an individual positional good that can be purchased in order to enhance 

particular students’ future life chances. Evidence of the process of the commodification 

of education (cf. Bowe et al., 1994a and 1994b; Dale, 1993; Hickox, 1991; Marginson, 

1993 & 1997; Pope, 1994; Snook, 1994) has been shown in this data corpus. So, for 

example, emphasis on outcomes in the form of details about student academic results, 

grades and standards, such as those repeatedly talked about in the teacher-parent 

interviews analysed here, can be viewed as demonstrating this. Positive versions of the 

school, students and homes were used strategically in the school-home communications 

analysed for the purposes of this research in ways that worked as marketing practices. 

Moral versions of schools, homes, parents, teachers, students, and even of the 

community beyond the school were thus written and talked into being (cf. Heritage, 

1984a; Baker and Keogh, 1995 and 1997). 

 

Supporting Comber’s (1997: 389) findings, this study has shown that schooling is 

marketed as an investment rather than a human right within and through the school-

home communications. Parents are encouraged to buy into particular educational 

packages in order to purchase enhanced life chances for their children. The school-

home communications analysed here, in particular school promotional documents, 

explicitly demonstrated some of the ways in which parents were directed to make 

choices regarding appropriate schools for their children, thereby making parental choice 

of schools a moral issue. Parents were directed to regulate themselves and their children 

to conform to school expectations regarding such moral categorisations. School-home 

communications were, thus, found to constitute desirable potential and existing school 

clients in particular ways that conformed to the expectations specified in them.  

 

The merit of employing a two-pronged (micro and macro) multiperspectival approach to 

the analysis of the data corpus has been well illustrated in this study. By using the 
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detailed strategies of EM and CA, in particular, the intricate details of how the school-

home texts and talk worked to constitute particular moral versions of schools and 

homes, and of their respective members and their inter-institutional relationships and 

positionings, were identified. Inter-institutional identities were revealed as embedded 

within and through school-home communications, and were put to local use in the 

different educational communicative sites. The findings have shown that it was the 

schools’ moral versions and orderings that became foregrounded and established as 

preferred discourses of practice in various types of school-home communications. 

Home and family interests tended to be subsumed within the category ‘school’. As such, 

then, subtle inter-institutional tensions relating to the potentially differing interests of 

school administrators, teachers, parents and students have been revealed through such 

fine analytic procedures.  

 

Asymmetric professional / lay teacher-parent relationships were actively established 

within and through the teacher-parent communications analysed here, largely in a one-

way communicative process. One of the main techniques used by teachers to 

demonstrate their professionalism in the teacher-parent interview data, for example, was 

by revealing only specific aspects regarding student academic achievements by means 

of explicitly consulting student work folders and markbooks, resources that were 

‘closed’ to parents. Apart from acknowledging school work that needed to be done 

within the home to support the work of the school, teachers rarely referred to home 

circumstances. Analysis of these examples of school-home communications thus 

revealed that textual and conversational devices tended to work in ways that colonised 

homes. Homes were constituted as almost mirror images of schools, and parents were 

expected to continue the schools’ moral work within private home-space. Parents were 

directed to continue their practices in ways suggested by school administrators and 

teachers. Parental interests, other than their children’s academic well-being and 

behaviour, tended to be marginalised, if not completely ignored, within and through 

most school-home communications. Indeed, the textual and conversational practices 

evidenced in school-home communications analysed here tended to subordinate the 

interests of the homes to those of the schools. Family circumstances were either written 

or talked about in terms of how they could support the work of the schools, or were 

largely ignored. Such evidence supports Smith’s (1987) contention that schoolwork is 
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made dependent on work done by mothers (or, in this case, by parents) in the home. In 

addition, both teachers and parents were expected to be simultaneously concerned with 

student welfare in pastoral roles, and for students’ academic well-being in pedagogic 

roles. Thus both the pastoral school and the pedagogic family (cf. Hunter, 1994) were 

established within and through the school-home communications analysed for the 

purposes of this research.  

 

Teachers’ and parents’ respective boundaries of institutional responsiblilities were 

negotiated within and through the interactive teacher-parent talk, evidencing certain 

tensions. Teachers and parents maintained their positions within the categories of 

‘good’ teacher and / or parent by ultimately positioning students as having to become 

responsible for their own academic achievements and behaviours, thereby becoming 

self-regulatory. As previously discussed, homes were thus positioned as adjunct 

pedagogic institutions, and parents were expected to continue the work of the schools 

beyond the geographical location of the classroom within their private home space. 

Such findings support previous research (for example, Lightfoot, 1978; Fraatz, 1989; 

Shopen and Liddicoat, 1998, among others) that suggested that schools perpetuate their 

own cultural values and expectations, rather than acknowledging parental values and 

expectations. 

 

Analysis of interactive teacher-parent talk suggests that teachers and parents often have 

different expectations regarding what they perceive as being in the best interests their 

children / students. Teachers, for example, tended to emphasise student academic well-

being and conformist behaviour within both the institutional bounds of the school and 

the home. They stressed the need for adult surveillance and control of students both 

within and outside these locations. In contrast, most parents, although acknowledging 

such interests as important, tended to present their interests more in terms of their 

children’s ultimate need and ability to take responsibility for their own actions, and to 

become independent workers.  

 

Such evidence suggests one possible reason for the continuing commonsense view by 

stakeholders in education, including school administrators, teachers and parents, that 

although teacher-parent relationships are important, they often remain difficult. Detailed 
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analyses described in this thesis have shown that certain positioning practices evident 

within school-home communications contribute to the continuing problematic nature of 

teacher-parent relationships. When we study these practices, we find in them the 

reproduction of asymmetry. 

 

Despite such differences in teacher and parental expectations regarding their 

students/children, it seems there is a high degree of similarity regarding what schools and 

families should be like evidenced across the various educational school-home 

communication sites analysed here. This supports Blackmore’s (1994) suggestion that 

increasing marketisation of schools is resulting in less diversity and more conservatism 

within today’s schooling system.  

 

Home-school communications can be conceived as both organising and mediating 

mundane inter-institutional relationships as discursive practices of power. 

Commonalities such as those discussed above can be viewed as evidence of Foucault’s 

notion of governmentality being actively enacted within and through particular textual 

and conversational practices, working in disciplined and disciplining ways. Such 

practices work to implement techniques of state power into home space as strategies, 

bringing bureaucratic control into homes and functioning to produce a docile future 

citizenship. In such ways the world-as-is and the world-as-should-be were established 

within and through the consistencies of these examples of interactive school-home 

communications.  

 

Having discussed the main findings of this study, the chapter now turns to a discussion 

of some implications of these findings.  

 

Part 2: Implications of Research Findings 

 

Theory 

 

On the basis of analytical findings documented in this study, it is argued that there is a need 

to re-theorise teacher-parent relationships to acknowledge that the interests of the major 

stakeholders might be at odds with each other, thus rendering such relationships 
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problematic. By using different theoretical framings in complementary ways, it is possible 

to re-theorise simplistic, commonsense notions regarding the normality of one-way teacher-

parent relationships. Keeping these findings in mind, the different interests that are 

constituted and mediated through various forms of school-home communications could be 

acknowledged by school administrators, teachers, parents, students and policy-makers. The 

findings of this study imply that there is, thus, a need to concede the complex ways in 

which such relationships are actively co-constructed, rather than accepting that such 

relationships are merely diffiicult and in need of improvement. A knowledge of how such 

relationships are actively constituted might enable school administrators, teachers, parents 

and students to actively work against such taken-for-granted notions of the world-as-is, and 

be able to employ more two-way methods of exchanging information and constructing 

solutions to student problems of achievement and behaviour, should this be deemed 

important.  

 

Analyses revealed that it was the schools’ versions of the world that came to count 

within the school-home communications. School administrators and teachers presented 

themselves as ‘experts’ in contrast to the lay position of the parents and students in the 

school texts and the teacher-parent interview talk. Students were established as the 

central topic of mutual teacher-parent concern. Adult prescriptions to address the 

problems of student academic achievement, behaviour and comportment were worked 

up, often collaboratively, within and through such communications. Parents were 

largely positioned as agreeing with teacher prescriptions. Specific textual and 

conversational devices evidenced in school-home communications, such as, in 

particular, the use of pronouns, audience management devices and oppositionals, thus 

worked towards the continued constitution of asymmetrical relationships between 

teachers and parents.  

 

Schools were positioned as regulated and regulatory practices of action within and 

through these particular school-home communications. Students were largely 

constituted as pre-competent (cf. McHugh, 1976), and in need of becoming self-

regulatory. Although the private school texts tended to present their particular 

expectations less explicitly, and more implicitly through their use, in particular, of 

limited text and increased visuals than did the state school materials that tended to be 
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more explicitly directive and text based, all the documents and texts analysed here 

presented similar versions of desirable student qualities. These versions of students 

were in keeping with Kenway and Fitzclarence’s (1998: 51) finding that “the child of 

school advertising is compliant and serious, attending constantly to the needs of the 

school, and implicitly to the needs of adults”. Students were, thus, also commodified 

through these textual and conversational means, and were used to support adult 

constructions of the acceptable schools in marketing ways. 

 

Such versions were both uniform and produced uniformity. Having identified these, a 

Foucauldian framework was used to explicate the similarities identified across the 

different educational sites. If one conceives the details of inter-institutional 

communications as micro practices of power, then the dominant marketing, regulating 

and colonising practices revealed by detailed analysis of the various school-home 

communications can be viewed as technologies of the self (cf. Foucault, 1977) working 

to formulate the disciplined social body. Thus the subjects of the texts and talk become 

the objects, subjected to the rule of disciplinary society through the workings of 

governmentality. As such, school-home communications work towards the production 

of regulating and regulated potential social citizens. Tensions evidenced, in particular 

within the interactive teacher-parent interview talk, when boundaries of responsibility 

were negotiated, demonstrate that participants are able, at times, to resist dominant 

practices of power. It is in such ways that agency is enacted. Power is, thus, seen to be 

textually and conversationally constituted as both enabling and constraining (Foucault, 

1979a). 

 

Knowledge of such findings has implications for the practices of the major stakeholders in 

schools and schooling, such as school administrators, teachers, parents and students. 

Specifically, these findings offer a method of reading school-home relationships in 

innovative ways. Analyses suggest that the versions of schools constituted within and 

through various kinds of school-home communications tend to emphasise positive aspects 

of the school, and are constructed mainly in the interests of the schools as commodifying 

practices. Educational goods are represented in terms of their market values. In such ways, 

official versions of the school, the home and their respective institutional memberships, 

relationships and responsibilities, are presented in ways that may or may not reflect reality, 
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working largely as marketing and regulating practices. Parents and students are positioned 

as expected to continue the moral work of the schools in space beyond the schools’ 

physical boundaries. In such ways homes are subordinated to schools in textually and 

conversationally colonising ways that work to redefine domestic space in the schools’ 

rather than the homes’ image. Textually and conversationally constituted teacher-parent 

relationships can, thus, be viewed as highly asymmetrical. Both teachers and parents may 

wish to modify this asymmetry, as has been suggested by previous research (see, for 

example, Lightfoot, 1978; Limerick, 1988; Briggs and Potter, 1990; Cairney and Munsie, 

1992a and 1992b; Benton, 1994; Timperley, 1994; Cairney, 1995; Cairney, et al., 1995; 

Henry 1996; Walker, 1998; MacLure and Walker, 1999; Walker and MacLure, 1999, 

among others). Indeed, Waller’s (1932: 68) notion that “in fact parents and teachers usually 

live in a condition of mutual distrust and enmity [being]  ... natural enemies ... [and that] in 

a sense, this is the individual side of the old conflict between the institution and the 

community” is upheld by the findings of this study of contemporary school-home 

communications.  

 

As discussed earlier, this study of various kinds of school-home communications has 

shown that they tend to be one-way, originating in the school rather than the home. School 

rather than home matters are foregrounded in most school-home communications. The 

findings of this research have, thus, largely upheld Shopen and Liddicoat’s (1998: 32) 

findings that the foci of such communications are, typically, “on disseminating information 

to parents and on integrating parents into the school’s view”. Indeed, even the least 

controlled and most dynamic interactive teacher-parent interview data support such 

findings regarding the dominant, largely one-way, dissemination of school-based interests, 

thus resulting in certain inter-institutional tensions. Despite evidence of negotiation within 

interactive teacher-parent interviews, such meetings tend to work towards a semblance of 

agreement among the adult participants regarding what is in the ‘best interests’ of the focus 

of their talk, the welfare and progress of the students.  

  

Findings such as those summarised above suggest that there is perhaps a need to re-

theorise school-home relationships. Traditionally, schools and homes have been written 

and talked of as separate institutions. However, analyses of examples of school-home 

communications, such as those included within this data corpus, suggest that particular 
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recurring textual and conversational practices evidenced within and through these work 

to expand the boundaries of the schools in colonising ways, ostensibly blurring the 

boundaries between school and home. As such, school communications direct parents to 

adopt certain behaviours, particularly in the areas of reasoning practices, intellectual 

dispositions and ways of seeing the world, in relation to their children. Parents are 

directed to talk and think in the same ways as schools and school personnel talk and 

think, ostensibly in order that their children will ‘do better’ in relation to their academic 

results and behaviours. In such ways homes are colonised to become school annexes, 

and parents are positioned in loco pedagogis in effect.  

 

It seems that school discourses aim to overwrite any potentially divergent domestic 

discourses in school-home communications. Teachers and school administrators 

constitute themselves as having their students’ ‘best interests’ in mind, as do parents 

within and through school-home communications. However, such school-ordered 

discourses of practice work essentially in the ‘best interests’ of the schools, thereby 

mobilising the schools’ own biases, as suggested by Fraatz (1989). Such school-ordered 

discourses thus work to override the rightful authorities of homes / parents and, indeed, 

of the students themselves. Analyses of these examples of school-home 

communications have suggested that schools and school personnel evidence a lack of 

recognition of the boundaries of school responsibilites. As such, then, school discourses 

work to organise and control domestic discourses. Children are pre-theorised as 

‘students’ within and through school-home communications, and parents are explicitly 

directed to agree with such school-ordered categorisations of their children.  

 

Parents are held accountable for their children’s behaviour within the boundaries of 

both home and school. Griffith and Smith (1991:87) contended that  

 

[despite] the mother’s absence from the classroom, her lack of control over the 

classroom situation, her lack of direct knowledge of what the child was doing, 

sharply limiting her ability to intervene, … [these factors] did not prevent the 

assigning of responsibility for the problem to her by the teacher. 
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Within school-home communications, parents are thus positioned in adjunct ways to do 

the moral regulatory work of the school. There are few concessions to the ‘reality’ of 

home life in these discourses. Parents whose discourses comply with those of the school 

are positioned, and position themselves, as ‘more moral’ than ‘other’ parents whose 

discourses do not comply. Compliance by parents is part of the schools’ version of good 

homes. Such parental (and student) compliance is taken to contribute to an increased 

likelihood of student success at school. Such a finding accounts for why, for example, 

not all working class students or students from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds 

(NESB) students fail at school. It seems that some working class and NESB parents are 

more adept at adopting school discourses than are others. 

 

The version of the social world written and talked into being within and through school-

home communications is thus an institutionalised version of the world. The school, as a 

state apparatus, works to become a total institution, re-creating the larger social world in 

its own image. Versions of the world constituted within and through school-home 

communications imply that social regulation is necessary, and is expected to work, 

mainly through surveillance, in a normalising way. As such, social practices are, and 

indeed, according to school discourses, need to be, restrictive. Parents are positioned as 

adjunct regulatory agents, and are directed not only to act, but also to relate to schools, 

school personnel, and their children in particular ways that work to serve the interests of 

the schools, and, as such, the larger interests of the state. 

 

Dominant school / state ordered discourses such as those established within and through 

school-home communications thus contribute to naïve views of the need for ‘good’ 

teacher-parent ‘partnerships’ to be beneficial for the students / children whose interests 

are discursively constituted in such ways. However, in effect such discourses actually 

work to stabilise the community, working to produce a future “docile citizenship” (cf. 

Foucault, 1977). School discourses thus work to neutralise consumer resistance by 

appropriating parents and teachers into pseudo-partnerships that work in the state’s 

potential or possible interests. Part of this process is that homes are actually given 

interests by the institutional communications. As such, then, schooling practices are 

essentially evangelistic, directing parents and students to use education-based theories 
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of notions such as childhood development, learning, and so on, according to normalised 

school /state constructions of these.  

 

Findings of this research imply a need to acknowledge the necessity for counter-

discourses, making the school-home relationship less over-arching and intrusive. As a 

result of unpacking the details of how particular moral versions of institutionalised 

social worlds are actively written and talked into being in and through these inter-

institutional communications, it is possible to re-theorise parent-teacher relationships. 

This will show how they work to perpetuate the institutionalised social world of which 

they are a part, which, according to Griffith and Smith (1991), advantage some, and 

disadvantage others according to how closely their discourses comply with the 

discourses of schools.   

 

Method 

 

This research project implemented a multiperspectival analytic approach, combining 

strategies from different analytic perspectives in complementary ways. The various 

examples of school-home communications were conceived of as writing or talking 

particular versions of schools and homes and their inter-institutional relationships into 

being (cf. Heritage, 1984: 283; Baker and Keogh, 1995, 1997). Ethnomethodological 

(EM) and Conversation Analytic (CA) were the main techniques used here to document 

the detailed textual and conversational strategies that worked to establish particular 

dominant discursive practices. As has been demonstrated, EM and CA are powerful 

ways to grapple with the details of texts and talk, and show how they actively work to 

write and talk particular versions of school-home relationships into being. Foucauldian 

Theory established a third major analytic approach. This method provided a way for 

accounting for the comparabilities found across the different data sites. 

 

The use of approaches derived from social semiotics, Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) Social Semiotics and Foucauldian Theory provided additional lenses through 

which to view the data. By using multiple methodological perspectives in 

complementary ways, as has been done here, a richer explication of the data has been 

possible. Each reading can elaborate understandings of how the texts and talk work in 
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powerful ways to position the participants (readers, writers, speakers and hearers), and 

can provide an account of why such inter-institutional texts and talk work in such ways. 

Such methods can be viewed not so much as techniques, but as overlays or reflexive 

readings that are deployed deliberately at different analytic moments rather than 

simultaneously. As such, these different approaches result in different ways of knowing. 

That is, the researcher can adopt different reading positions and different attitudes at 

different analytic moments. Different readings of the data can result in different 

understandings of how the world is socially (that is, textually and conversationally) 

constituted and mediated. So, for example, the use of Foucauldian theory resonates with 

an expanded set of interconnections with the larger society of which it is a part. The 

nature of the construction of particular teacher-parent relationships can, thus, be more 

clearly and better understood by deliberately changing analytic lenses, as was done, 

than could a single reading using only one analytic approach.   

 

Analyses of the active constitution of teacher-parent relationships using a number of 

methodological approaches in complementary ways thus contributes to a deeper 

understanding of why teacher-parent relationships continue to be viewed as difficult and 

in need of improvement than would be possible using just one approach. The strength of 

using this two-pronged  (micro and macro) analytic approach to document the complex 

ways in which school texts and teacher-parent interactive talk work to establish 

particular school-dominated discursive practices, has been demonstrated here. By 

implementing methods derived from EM and CA in particular, and by extending these 

analyses by using additional strategies of CDA and Social Semiotics, commonsense 

notions of the nature of existing teacher-parent relationships have been revealed as 

phenomena requiring analysis and re-theorisation.  

 

Having looked at the detailed ways in which the inter-institutional textual and 

conversational strategies worked, a Foucauldian perspective was used to elaborate 

analysis to account for why such practices worked in common ways to construct similar 

versions of the institutions and inter-institutional memberships and their relationships. It 

was argued that textual and conversational practices identified in the data can be viewed 

as technologies of the self, working in marketing, regulating and colonising ways to 

establish a potentially docile state citizenship.  



Chapter Nine 

 353

 

The major implication for method revealed by this study is that the use of micro and 

macro analytic strategies to analyse inter-institutional communications in 

complementary ways can enrich understandings of both the hows and the whys of 

contemporary social inter-institutional interactions and relationships such as school-

home relationships. It is only with the use of both micro and macro analytic methods in 

complementary ways that the intricacies of written and spoken school-home 

communications can be interrogated to reveal how they both constitute and mediate the 

relations of ruling of the larger social world of which they are a part (cf. Smith, 1990b). 

 

Practice 

 

The findings revealed by this study have implications for the major stakeholders in 

education, in particular for school administrators (principals), teachers, parents, students 

and policy-makers. However, this study’s basis in Ethnomethodology (EM) means that 

it did not begin with a pre-theorised notion of ‘best practice’ concerning school-home 

relations against which the observations of the study could be evaluated. Consequently, 

from an EM perspective, noting ‘implications for practice’ or ‘implications for policy’ 

is a somewhat different exercise from that obtaining in more conventional research 

paradigms.  

 

The major stakeholders in education may have a variety of interests in considering the 

findings revealed by this study. For instance, school administrators such as principals, 

may wish to revisit their practices in the light of these findings, and consider ways in 

which they might change them to better serve their aims, whatever those aims may be, 

as they relate to parents. The particular readings of their practices offered in this project 

may provide them with new orders of interest as they consider how they co-construct 

school-home relationships. Similarly with teachers, parents, students and policy-makers. 

Bearing this in mind, what follows are some suggestions regarding factors that might be 

considered by the major stakeholders in education in relation to their roles in the active 

constitution of school-home relationships. 
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Waller’s (1932: 68) view that although both parents and teachers wish things to occur in 

the best interests of their children, “parents and teachers usually live in a condition of 

mutual distrust and enmity” because they value different aspects of their children’s 

well-being is largely supported by this study’s findings. By becoming aware of their 

differing interests, school personnel and parents could consider their communications in 

the light of these divergences. 

 

As discussed earlier, analyses of school-home communications reported in this project 

indicate that school-home relationships tend to be largely one-sided, favouring the work 

of school. Findings indicate that school personnel often behave in benevolent but 

paternalistic ways in establishing what is ‘best’ for families. As such, school-home 

relationships are asymmetrical. At present school-home communications tend not to 

acknowledge the different realities pertaining to home practices. Very little 

acknowledgment of familial needs and values was evidenced in the inter-institutional 

communications analysed here, particularly in the examples such as the principals’ 

speeches and school letters that were written to or directed at a general audience of 

“parents”. More interactive instances of school-home communications, such as teacher-

parent interviews, also tended to foreground and acknowledge school rather than home 

matters, and parents were directed to comply with school directives regarding 

appropriate prescriptions for action to continue their support of their foci of mutual 

interest, namely student needs. Should parental needs be considered important by 

school administrators and teachers, as is consistent with the rhetoric of school self-

promotions, then more equal and democratic relationships could be established if the 

problem of such asymmetrical relationships is addressed when establishing school-

home communications. 

 

Principals may wish to change their practices in the light of these findings. Principals could 

implement structural arrangements at the school level that would enable parents to be 

positioned as having legitimate rights to both initiate and receive communications 

regarding their children, thereby fostering more two-way school-home communicative 

models, should this be a concern. Increased opportunities to encourage parents to 

communicate with schools, and to demonstrate that they are valued members of the school 

community, could to be provided. Principals might consider more flexible arrangements for 
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parents to communicate with their children’s teachers, and provide for a more cooperative 

communicative approach to problems such as the issue of homework practices, for 

example, acknowledging the realities of individual home circumstances.  

 

Teachers, similarly, could be informed regarding their role in the perpetuation of 

asymmetrical school-home relationships through their communicative practices. In-service 

courses could be put into place to provide this information. An understanding of text and 

conversation analysis would empower teachers’ understandings of how their talk and 

written communications work to locate parents in mostly subordinate positions regarding 

their children’s schooling. Such understandings would enable teachers to adapt their 

interactions to produce more equal and equitable communicative practices between 

themselves and the parents of their students, should this be deemed necessary. 

Opportunities for two-way communications could thus be made available, both in formal 

and informal school and home situations.  

 

Parents may already be aware of the findings of this research that suggest contemporary 

school-home communications continue to foreground school-based rather than home-based 

interests. Parents might be provided with opportunities to initiate communications 

emphasising familial interests, thus becoming more symmetrically interactive with their 

children’s teachers, should they deem it important to do so. In this way, parents might be 

able to find a space in which to voice their concerns.  

 

Finally, findings of this study revealed that it is adult (parent and teacher) constructions and 

concerns that are foregrounded in school-home communications, and students tend to be 

marginalised and / or silenced. Opportunities for constructive student contributions 

regarding their future academic and/or behavioural welfare might thus be introduced to 

address this situation, should it be a concern. As such, communicative arrangements could 

be implemented that provide increased opportunities for student voices to be heard.  

 

In essence, then, these implications can be summatised as a need to recognise the multiple 

ways of ‘reading’ the relationships between school and home that this research has 

provided. 
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Policy 

 

As shown in Chapter 2, much educational research has revealed the importance of 

teachers working in partnerships with parents to better ensure their children’s academic 

success. Furthermore, policy directives emphasise the need for teachers to work in 

partnerships with parents. However, to date the notion of ‘partnerships’ has remained 

largely undefined and untheorised. The term has continued to be used in commonsense 

ways, and little, if any, attempt has been made to explicate the characteristics of 

teacher-parent ‘partnerships’. Analysis of school-home communications has revealed 

what such partnerships look like in practice. As such, textual and conversational 

practices evidenced in the inter-institutional communications work to construct largely 

asymmetrical teacher-parent relationships rather than equal partnerships. One 

implication of the findings of this study thus suggests that policy-makers might need to 

unpack further the notion of teacher-parent partnerships prior to issuing directives 

regarding this inter-institutional relationship. That is, they could examine the version of 

‘partnership’ evidenced in policy related communications. 

 

Although collaborative teacher-parent relationships are approved in the form of 

recommendations, such equal partnerships are not, to date, legislated for in Australia. 

Bearing in mind the findings of this study, policy-makers might also like to consider the 

possibility of legislating for more symmetrical school-home relationships, perhaps 

along the lines of the Charter of European Parents’ Association (1992) statements of 

nine differential pairings of rights and duties for parents. So, for example, in Europe, 

parents have “the right of access to all information at educational institutions which 

concern their children [and] … have the duty to give to their children’s schools all the 

information relevant for the attainment of the educational goals on which they work 

together”(European Parents’ Association, 1992, cited in OECD, 1997: 18, emphasis in 

original). Such directives might emphasise the requirement that rights and obligations 

go in both directions, both from teachers to parents, and vice versa, should the newly 

theorised view of partnerships imply the need for equality. 
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Part 3: Limitations of the Study 

 

This research project has taken the form of three analytic passes through a number of 

examples of school-home communications, to identify how these inter-institutional texts 

and talk-in-interaction worked to constitute particular versions of school and home, and 

versions of parenthood, teacherhood and studenthood, and their in-institutional 

relationships. The data corpus is not claimed as representative or typical of all school-

home communications. Rather, this research project identified some textual and 

conversational strategies and dominant discourses of social practice that were 

established within and through these particular examples. Although certain similarities 

and commonalities of practice were identified within these examples, suggesting that 

perhaps they might be common across a much broader range of interactive educational 

sites than those presented here, only a much larger study would reveal whether or not 

this is so. 

 

Similarly, although analyses revealed particular dominant inter-institutional discursive 

practices of power in operation within and through these specific school-home 

communications, further analyses of a wider range of school-home communications would 

be necessary in order to establish whether or not these are common across a broader range 

of educational sites where parents and teachers interact. 

 

Finally, it must be acknowledged that although the analyses of the data corpus obtained for 

this study were rigorous, its collection, as discussed in Chapter 3, was mostly opportunistic. 

Furthermore, all schools were located in the greater urban area within and surrounding one 

Australian state capital city. Perhaps a more controlled and representative collection of 

different kinds of home school communications, including examples of such materials 

originating from schools based in different geographical locations, attended by different 

cohorts of students from different SES, ethnic and language backgrounds, might reveal 

significant textual and conversational variations based on such socio-structural differences.  
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Part 4: Directions for Further Study 

 

This project represents the study of an important but under-represented area of educational 

research, the constitution and nature of school-home relationships. The study examined 

examples of school-home communications originating from secondary schools. It would be 

of interest to compare more examples of secondary school school-home communications 

with examples of primary school school-home communications, to reveal whether or not 

they demonstrate similar textual and conversational practices.  

 

Long-term historical studies of school-home communications originating from individual 

schools could also be undertaken to see whether or not communicative and discursive 

practices have remained similar, or have changed dynamically over a period of time. In 

particular, a historical study might identify changing discourses of practice in school-home 

communications that evidence the change from viewing education as a human right to 

education as a government investment, as suggested by Comber(1997). It would also be of 

interest to investigate whether or not the language of the market in school-home 

communications has changed or increased in the past decade, mirroring the increased neo-

liberal interests relating to education identified by researchers such as Watkins (1992), 

Snook (1994), and Marginson (1997). 

 

Finally, it must be acknowledged that the findings of this study were based on data 

obtained from schools located in ‘western’, English speaking Australian schools, even 

though they included a range of private and state secondary schools, single sex and 

coeducational schools, and were located in areas that contained different socio-structural 

cohorts of students. It would, therefore, be of interest to conduct cross cultural research of 

school-home communications originating from schools based in other cultural locations, 

such as those located in high and low SES catchment areas, and schools with a high 

proportion of children from non-english speaking backgrounds (NESB children), for 

example, to compare how and whether different sorts of versions of parents, teachers, and 

students, and their respective inter-institutional relationships, are written and talked into 

being in such different sites.  
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has shown how school-home communications can be read insightfully. The 

notion of the importance of ‘effective’ teacher-parent relationships is central to our 

understanding of schools’ work in the late 20th century. This study of the detailed ways 

that teacher-parent relationships are actively constituted within and through examples of 

a range of school-home communications has revealed that the sorts of versions of 

parents, teachers and students, and their inter-institutional relationships are, indeed, 

unequal and subject to difficulties, as suggested by previous research. Analyses reported 

in this project show that there are certain similarities established within and through 

school-home communications as practices of social action. Findings suggest there is a 

the tendency for such communications to be one-way, with home (family) interests 

being subordinated in those of schools, reflecting and resulting in tensions between the 

two institutions and their institutional members. Interpretation of the data shows that a 

contributing component of such tensions is the product of the ways in which school-

home communications work to bureaucratise aspects of domestic life. Indeed, analyses 

show that homes are textually and conversationally colonised; that is, home spaces are 

subsumed within the workings of contemporary consumerist disciplinary society within 

and through school-home communications.  

 

As a result of this research, it is possible to theorise on different possibilities for homes 

and schools. At present schools and homes are textually and conversationally 

constituted as simultaneously pastoral and pedagogic. As such, the inter-institutional 

communications studied here show that schools’ and homes’ boundaries of 

responsibilities are blurred, resulting in the establishment of certain tensions between 

the two institutions and their respective members. Ultimately the workings of these two 

institutions are subsumed by the workings of consumerist society. The details of school-

home communications thus contribute towards the continued social construction of 

disciplined, regulating, and potentially self-regulated citizens of a particular nation 

state. There is a uniformity of moral versions of teacherhood, parenthood and 

studenthood constituted across the various inter-institutional communicative sites 

analysed here. As such, compliance to such dominant versions of the social world is 

stressed within and through school-home communications, resulting in conformity.  
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Australia’s contemporary market economy requires that schools produce ‘enterprising’ 

students. In order to encourage greater student resourcefulness, regardless of socio-

structural factors, it may become necessary to decolonise and debureaucratise social 

spaces, such that both schools and homes can do well what they still do well in their 

respective spheres. The findings documented here illuminate the workings of particular 

inter-institutional communicative practices and offer a new way of construing the 

functions and consequences of those practices. It is only with knowledge and 

understandings of such practices that decolonisation and debureaucratisation will be 

possible. 
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