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ABSTRACT 

 

Weaving the Social Fabric of Dialogic Relations: 

An Investigation and Exploration of the Interactional Accomplishment of “Being With” 

by 

Kimberly A. Rudder-Breed 

 

Opportunities to participate in dialogic practices are essential to the co-construction 

of meaning. Such opportunities not only afford deeper learning for the individual, they open 

up different kinds of possibilities for the community as a whole. Participating in dialogic 

practices enables intersubjective understanding across differences of experiences and ideas. 

While many schooling practices organize students into social relations of a corrosive nature, 

participating in dialogic practices opens up possibilities for more generative social relations 

between students – ways of regarding and being with others that generate richer future 

pathways of social and civic involvement with others. Yet, these opportunities are often rare 

to nonexistent in many classrooms. The exigencies of the classroom, including many external 

forces, create barriers to teachers who would otherwise pursue this as an educational aim.  

When dialogue is conceived as merely technique or method, the investment of time into this 

approach may feel untenable. But to conceive of dialogue this way is to diminish its full 

potential. This study conceptualizes dialogue as both encounter and relation, and explores the 

ingenuity of young children as they navigate high-stakes disputes – in the absence of adult 

intervention. 

This study begins with a search for the emergence of “dialogic moments” (Cissna & 

Anderson, 1998) in one kindergarten classroom. The questions orienting my observations 
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and analysis were: What does a dialogic encounter look like in a kindergarten classroom? 

Where and under what conditions does it emerge? And what are the barriers? Acting as a 

participant-observer (Spradley, 1980) in the classroom, I collected approximately 50 hours of 

video over four months. Using a “natural history” approach (McDermott & Raley, 2011), I 

conducted slow, fine-grained analysis of video recordings of naturally occurring interaction. 

In my search for dialogic moments, I discovered a student-generated interactional 

phenomenon, which I have named “commoning,” to describe the ways that students 

collectively opened up a shared space to inhabit together. To establish the phenomenon, I 

drew on a collection of four cases of commoning to identify and describe its constellation of 

defining features. I then analyzed two episodes in more depth to better contextualize how 

these features function and interact within the unfolding interaction. 

Driven by a need to better understand what was happening between students in these 

commoning encounters, I returned to the literature for new theoretical tools. I drew on work 

in the fields of Sociology, Social Psychology, Anthropology, and Phenomenology to develop 

a novel conceptual framework for understanding the social relational processes emergent in 

the interaction. 

Returning to one particularly delightful episode, I applied this conceptual framework 

to the analysis of the micromoments of embodied interaction. I examined the relational 

messages emerging between participants as they moved into embodied involvement and 

enacted a fullness of mutually co-present participation in the encounter. Through fleeting 

micromoments of mutual gaze, students confirmed one another. These moments were infused 

with vitality and collective effervescence, including moments of shared delight and shared 

rhythm of movement. Together, students were weaving a shared social tapestry that opened 
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the possibility for the kind of risk-taking and vulnerability that was required to navigate 

emergent dialogic tensions. 

Applying the same conceptual framework to the analysis of micromoments in the 

dialogic encounter, I compare and contrast these two very distinct yet similar interactional 

modes of “being with” others – both enacted without guidance or intervention from adults. In 

the final discussion, I further refine my conceptual model in an attempt to develop a 

vocabulary to describe the interlocking components of embodied mutual involvement in the 

interactional accomplishment of “being with.” 
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Prelude 

“I wish it would need not have happened in my time,” said Frodo. 
“So do I,” said Gandalf, “and so do all who live to see such times.  

But that is not for them to decide.  
All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.” 

~ J.R.R. Tolkien 

There is an ancient Chinese curse: “May you live in interesting times.” I never really 

understood why living in “interesting times” would be a curse. Until now, that is: These 

times we find ourselves in are the epitome of “interesting times” – and the challenge is real. 

In the midst of writing this dissertation, I’ve encountered many challenges – all of which 

have moved my thinking in various ways. Most recently, and most dramatically, there have 

been two major events: COVID-19 and widespread Black Lives Matter protests1 – both of 

which have not only disrupted our local spaces of experience, but have totally rocked the 

world.  

 In the midst of these and other crises, a much deeper crisis has continued to become 

visible in all its nakedness. We are a divided nation – we are certainly not the “one nation, 

indivisible” that we profess to be. Not only are we divided, but we are extraordinarily 

polarized and politicized in our views. When wearing a mask for the safety of others 

becomes a hotly contested issue on one side of the political divide, I find this extremely 

alarming – and the symptom of a much deeper social malady. Deeply buried in this refusal to 

cooperate is something that I worry about: In a society that preaches and prizes the virtues of 

individualism, we may have lost our ability to concern ourselves with the lives of others. 

Why should we care about the lived worlds of strangers – people not like us?  

 
1 To be clear, I am not intending to present a false equivalency here. COVID-19 is a virus 

we have never encountered before; the Black Lives Matter protests are a growing movement 
of mobilized activists responding to viral racism – it is a call for justice that makes visible the 
ongoing, deeply systemic racial violence and terror inflicted on people of color.  
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 Of course, this trend had already been more visible over the past few years, with the 

election of the current administration – which coincides closely with the start of this inquiry. 

But with each new crisis the year 2020 has conjured up, the animosity and contention across 

the divide seems to gain new fuel. Our ability to talk across difference seems greatly 

impaired – not only by the proliferation of misinformation that spreads like wildfire, but by 

our apathy for others outside our own little private worlds of experience. In our claims of 

neutrality and our identity as “purely private persons,” we have fostered a culture of 

indifference. Indifference is a really good way to name our current problem. As Elie Wiesel 

warned, “The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.”  

We have learned to insulate ourselves from the problems outside of our own bubble 

of experience. Given the magnitude of problems in this world, this is an understandable 

defense mechanism. It is an understandable reaction, but it is not a sustainable response. 

What is required now more than ever is the fostering of dialogic relations that will enable the 

hard work of talking across difference and bridging our gaping chasms of divide. 

Of course, there are those more knowledgeable than me at recognizing patterns of 

social change, who suggest that we are on the crux of real change (e.g., see Danielle Allen’s 

recent podcast on June 19th, but also my past brilliant students, Ravenn, a Black Female, who 

has worked on the front lines of Elizabeth Warren’s campaign, as well as many smaller 

campaigns – she tells me change is afoot: She is a source I believe.) I do see glimpses of that 

movement and I remain optimistic about new pathways of potential for change that are 

emerging. But like Democracy, change will take all of us (or at least “the many”).    

 Still, while my interest in dialogue has grown in the context of current social 

conditions, that interest actually began much earlier – truthfully, I have trouble recognizing 

the roots. Maybe it was the time as a new student in 5th grade that my teacher humiliated me, 
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when he yelled at me for speaking too softly. Maybe it was the recurrent nightmare I had as a 

young adult, of being chased by “something” and when I opened my mouth to scream, no 

sound would emerge, not even a whisper. I translated this dream to mean I had lost my voice 

– my authentic voice. But this was not something I knew how to find.  

How did I learn this mechanism of constraint? While I personally strived to unlearn 

and relearn how to exercise my own voice, this question of how exactly that was learned had 

remained unanswered, back-shelved in my mind. Until, that is, I encountered Jason Duque’s 

course, Schooling in the U.S. From the first time I served as a Teaching Assistant in this 

course, there have been so many ideas that have haunted me. But the catalyst for my own 

learning has been learning alongside of my students – not just in that very first encounter, but 

in the many iterations of the course that followed, whether I was a Teaching Assistant or the 

official Instructor of Record. Again and again, encountering these ideas with students has 

rocked my world – it has been an ongoing dialogic encounter – sometimes about the virtues 

of dialogic encounters! 

There is one quote in particular that continues to haunt my thinking: 
 
Even in the classroom we are beginning to learn that learning  which develops 
intelligence and character does not come about when only the textbook and the 
teacher have a say; that every individual becomes educated only as he has an 
opportunity to  contribute something from his own experience, no matter how meagre 
or slender that background of experience may be at a given time; and finally that 
enlightenment comes from the give and take, from the exchange of experiences and 
ideas… without which individuals cannot come into the full possession of themselves 
nor make a contribution, if they have it in them to make, to the social well-being of 
other. (Dewey, 1938/1988, p. 296, emphasis added) 
 

What Dewey is proposing here speaks to something much more fundamental than talk as a 

vehicle for learning content or subject matter. For Dewey, this “give-and-take” is not only 

essential for fostering democratic relations, it is essential for coming into “full possession” of 

oneself and of making a meaningful contribution in the world. It is about human becoming.  
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 In conjunction with this first encounter with Dewey (as well as Jules Henry, Bud 

Mehan, David Hawkins and others), another experience simultaneously occurred that 

inspired my interest in dialogue. In the context of conducting a series of interviews for a 

course I was enrolled in, I was delighted to discover the Harkness Model. The Harkness 

Model (also referred to as Harkness Method), was established in 1930 at the elite boarding 

school, Phillips Exeter Academy. This innovation in learning was funded by a large gift from 

oil magnate Edward Harkness, who wanted to make learning more democratic. Moving away 

from lectures, this method is designed in a seminar format, with students seated around an 

oval table. The aim is to shift ownership of learning to the students. Teachers facilitate the 

student discussion, but consider the best classes to be the ones where teacher input is 

minimal. In essence, they practice “vacating the floor” (Bridges, 1988; Cazden, 1988; 

Perrott, 1988, as cited in Edwards-Groves, Anstey, & Bull, 2014). This practice creates space 

for dialogic inquiry between students.  

Harkness is a collaborative approach to problem solving and learning, implemented 

across all Exeter’s courses and curriculum. As exclaimed by the Exeter website, it is more 

than just a method. It is a culture that pervades the school: “At Exeter, Harkness is not a 

pedagogy. It’s a way of life. It begins in the classroom and extends beyond it, to field, stage 

and common room. It’s about collaboration and respect, where every voice carries equal 

weight, even when you don’t agree.” What struck me most was the ways my interviewee 

described this discussion-based model as a collaborative endeavor, where students carried the 

class, in ways that embodied the democratic ethos of “we’re all this together.” The dialogic 

ideals of Harkness resonated with and informed my growing interest in dialogue.  

As I interacted with many students across time, I began to see a worrisome pattern: 

So many of my students somehow erroneously learned along the way of schooling that their 
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own voice did not matter. If one’s voice is inconsequential, one learns to believe that the self 

also is of no consequential value or worth. Among so many of my students, there was a sort 

of “learned inarticulateness” (McDermott, 1988) – in conjunction with a feeling of being “not 

enough.” This unfounded worry among students began to invoke the remembrance of my 

own felt paralysis of my dream – but also in my waking life. Through my students’ accounts, 

I recognized all the more clearly the many times I felt I had something to say, but felt 

uncertainty about the worth of my ideas, so withheld my contribution. As I was to later guide 

students, this is a disservice not just to the self-silenced individual, but it is also a disservice 

to the community they are withholding from. 

There is a second problem, interconnected with the problem of expressing one’s 

voice, but perhaps even more fundamental: The problem of listening. Listening across 

difference is hard, but it is essential. As Garrison (1996) warns us, “Dialogues across 

difference are disturbing. Listening is dangerous. It places us at risk and leaves us 

vulnerable, so why listen?... Because others may have what we need in thought, action, and 

feeling, and we might not even know it” (p. 450).  

To listen deeply is to open the pathway for the broadening of perspectives and the 

emergence of new understanding. It is a relational activity on which dialogic encounters 

depend. Understood relationally, “listening is an important aspect of legitimate authority, not 

only as a way in which one stands to learn something new, but as a concrete relational 

activity that alters the status of one’s authority. Listening exhibits respect, interest, and 

concern for one partner. It is a specific way of enabling another’s voice to be heard” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 33). The times we find ourselves in demand that we all develop a deeper 

capacity to listen.  
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When I entered this graduate program, I already had preconceived notions about what 

kids needed that was missing. These ideas were related to the ways that school failed to 

enable pathways for students to construct knowledge. I had not earlier considered the ways 

that our patterns of talk intervene in that construction potential. This was a new idea for me – 

and it ignited a fire in my own pathway of learning and discovery. 

Excited by this idea of dialogue, I hoped to explore its potential in my independent 

research project a few years ago. This earlier investigation took place at a private K-12 

school that emphasizes social/emotional learning. The context was an Environmental Science 

course, composed of 9th-12th grade students. This had seemed an exciting opportunity to learn 

about dialogue in the classroom. Unfortunately, as I would learn with time, dialogue was 

absent from this classroom. When the class was involved in whole-class interaction, it 

predominantly took the form of IRE exchanges. (The few exceptions were individual 

presentations to the class, and a one-time roleplaying enactment of the dispute regarding the 

reintroduction of wolves into Yellowstone Park.) The prevalence of IRE was unexpected, but 

the tacit strategies enacted by students in getting a turn were striking. The research was 

interesting, but the state of affairs was discouraging.  

In his article on “practical trust in dialogic communities,” Shotter (1996) 

distinguishes two different ways of thinking and talking about our social relations:  

Instead of seeing the present moment as presenting us with “an intellectual problem” 
– “the erosion of trust” –  to which we must first seek a “theoretical solution” which 
we might try later to “put into practice,” I want to take a quite different, much more 
directly practical approach: I am more interested in what we might call a “poetics of 
practices.” Where the task of such a poetics is to bring into collective view, so to 
speak, the moments within which we can find fleeting hints of embryonic forms of 
democracy and trust still at work in our current practices in our ordinary, everyday 
lives. And, by providing a vocabulary through which we can both attend to, and 
further articulate such hints, it can help us dwell on the (possibly rich) opportunities 
they might offer us for their further development, as well as what might prevent such 
developments from occurring. (Shotter, 1996, p. 5, emphasis added) 
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This study is a project in just the sort of poetics that Shotter calls for. 

It may be that an idealized, full-blown version of dialogue is indeed a rare event, 

particularly in the classroom – one that requires cultivation, principled intention, and 

guidance to achieve.  It is possible, however, to imagine the emergence of “dialogic 

moments” (Cissna & Anderson, 1998) as a naturally occurring phenomenon: a force we can 

be drawn into with others. Moments when meaning unexpectedly emerges from the 

encounter between self and other. Moments “within which we can find fleeting hints of 

embryonic forms” of dialogically structured democratic practices. This study began as a 

search for those moments in a kindergarten classroom. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Our fundamental educational problem today is not one of turning schools into better engines 
of increased economic productivity and growth, or of finding more and more directive ways 
to inculcate students with a body of “basic facts” that we presume they need to know. It is in 
finding ways to involve schools in creating and maintaining conditions in which inclusive, 
democratic, and open-ended dialogue can thrive. Such an endeavor is basic to our individual 
flourishing and to fostering the social-political development of equality and freedom. 
(Burbules, 1993, p. 151)  
 

Despite a wide-spread consensus and acknowledgement of the value of student 

participation in meaning-making and the co-construction of knowledge through substantive 

discourse practices, the historic tradition of the “recitation” script remains the dominant form 

of classroom interaction (Alexander, 2005; Mehan, 1998; Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, & 

Prendergast, 1997; Resnick, Michaels, & O’Connor, 2010; Wells & Arauz, 2006). Classroom 

discussion has the potential to engage students as active agents in their own learning, rather 

than passive consumers, but this potential is often not realized. As Chinn (2011) writes, “To 

construct new conceptions and acquire new ways of thinking, students need a chance to 

express their ideas and hear others’ ideas. But research suggests that discussions often fail to 

achieve these goals” (p. 260).  

While there have been some more recent movements toward engaging students more 

actively and interactively, particularly in science education and English-language learning 

classrooms, barriers persist. In particular, the obsession with accountability via standardized 

testing has tended to reinforce the traditional patterns of classroom interaction as more 

efficient, encouraging teachers to abandon more interactive patterns of talk (Moyles, 

Hargreaves, & Merry, 2003; Smith, Hardman, Wall, & Mroz, 2004; Wolf & Alexandar, 

2008). In times of stress, teachers have a tendency to revert back to this pattern as the default 

option (Edwards-Groves et al., 2014). The enactment of this iconic interaction pattern 
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represents enacted authority structures that persist even when the specific exchange pattern is 

abandoned. These authority structures are consequential for learning across multiple 

dimensions. 

Oyler (1996) posits that teacher authority in the classroom can be analyzed across two 

interwoven dimensions: process authority and content/knowledge authority. The teacher is in 

authority, and the teacher is an authority.  The process dimension involves “flow of traffic 

and of talk in the classroom”; the content dimension involves “what counts as knowledge and 

who is validated as a ‘knower’” (Oyler, 1996, p. 149).  In practice, these dimensions are not 

discrete. Controlling the flow of talk also controls the construction of knowledge. This 

enactment of authority relations is most transparent in the context of this default pattern of 

classroom interaction: the recitation script. 

In its basic form, this recitation script consists of a three-part exchange structure, 

often referred to as IRE (Mehan, 1979), short for Initiate-Respond-Evaluate.  It plays out in a 

predictable sequence: the teacher Initiates by asking a known-information question, a student 

Responds, and the teacher Evaluates the student’s response, closing the sequence and often 

quickly initiating the next sequence.  This has alternately been referred to as IRF, where “F” 

stands for “feedback” (Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975), or as triadic dialogue (Lemke, 1990).   

Within this asymmetrical discourse structure, teachers dominate the interaction. 

Teachers do most of the talking, control the topic of talk, allocate turns at talk, and monitor 

participation.  As the “primary knower” (Nassaji & Wells, 2000), teachers ask most of the 

questions and evaluate the “rightness” of student responses, including repair or correction of 

wrong answers.  Teachers’ questions are rarely responsive to student contributions in ways 

that would serve to develop or elaborate ideas (Alexander, 2005; Boyd & Markarian, 2011; 

Nystrand et al., 1997; Tharp & Gallimore, 1991).   



 

 10 

In contrast, students bid and compete for turns at talk, speak less frequently, for 

shorter durations, and typically only in response to teacher questions or prompts. Known-

information questions are oriented to as a request to display or demonstrate knowledge 

(Lerner, 1995). Students as “secondary knowers” (Nassaji & Wells, 2000) and performers, 

are responsible for listening (or displaying recipiency), receiving information, and 

participating by answering questions to display knowing. What is at stake then are the 

interactionally achieved categories of “knower” and “non-knower” – and the race to win the 

esteem of the teacher. 

It is easy to assume that delivering or “covering” the content is what counts, but what 

else might students be learning in the process? Skidmore (2006) suggests, “The prevalence of 

this kind of teacher-led recitation… encodes a ‘weakest link’ view of knowledge, reducing 

education to a gameshow in which the prize of successful display of the required answer is 

continued teacher approval; but it is a game which many students are bound to lose” (p. 513). 

As Mehan (1979) argues, “Competition is fostered and encouraged by this ‘invitation to bid’ 

turn-allocation procedure” (p. 291). By design, “students are in a position where they are 

forced to listen carefully in order to get turns at talk when possible, in competition with at 

least some of their classmates” (Sahlström, 2002, p. 48). We might want to be wary of the 

potential consequences of such competition, including some that are especially far-reaching.  

Edwin Mason warns, “We are directly teaching mistrust of humanity wherever we make the 

young compete for esteem” (as cited in Gergen, 2009, p. 255). 

Despite being critiqued in educational literature for over a century, the IRE script 

remains the most iconic form of interactive teaching in the classroom (Tharp & Gallimore, 

1991; Resnick et al., 2010; Wells & Arauz, 2006; Wolf & Alexander, 2008).  According to 

Wells (1993), an estimated 70% of discourse in secondary school classrooms is dominated by 
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this interactional pattern, a pattern so common that it remains the “unmarked pattern” or 

“default” mode of doing teaching (Cazden, 2001).  In their large-scale study of 8th and 9th 

grade classrooms, Nystrand et al. (1997) found that 85% of each class revolved around 

lecture, question-and-answer recitation, and seatwork.  Discussion was rare and almost 

nonexistent: on average, a mere 50 seconds per class for 8th grade, and less than 15 seconds 

for 9th grade.  (Results were even more bleak when comparing high-track versus low-track 

classes.) These trends have persisted in more recent studies: Hardman et al. (2003) found that 

children’s responses lasted an average of only five seconds, consisting of three words or less 

for 70% of the time (as cited in Lyle, 2008).  

Curiously, while the IRE sequence is associated with an epistemic position of 

teaching as transmission of knowledge, it is often implemented in an attempt to move away 

from lecture format. As Alexander (2005) argues, “in many American classrooms antipathy 

towards transmission teaching pushed interaction into an unfailingly questioning mode, 

whether or not it was appropriate” (p. 7). Many teachers assume IRE is a form of dialogic 

discussion because it is interactive. Epistemologically, IRE and lecture share more 

similarities than differences. Lemke (1990) characterized the IRE format as a “teacher lecture 

enacted in the form of teacher-student dialogue” (as cited in O’Connor & Michaels, 2007, p. 

280). It seems that an aversion to “telling” has led to a preponderance of questioning 

intended to lead students to “ventriloquate” (Bakhtin, 1981) the teacher’s telling, a skill that 

is necessary to be considered a legitimate contributor to the classroom discourse. 

The enactment of this exchange structure is consequential for learning – in ways that 

impact the individual and society. This structure positions the role of the student as one of 

“respondent,” versus competent conversant (Lyle, 2008) or “active epistemic agents, i.e., 

participants in the construction of their own knowledge” (Skidmore, 2008, p. 505). O’Connor 
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and Michaels (1996) argue that the IRE exchange structure creates a particular participant 

framework with cumulative effects for the students’ perception of their roles and 

responsibilities in the learning process. These effects are not just cumulative but also 

instrumental, as “Every such sequence is part of the student’s socialization through language, 

and carries with it ways of viewing and experiencing knowledge and oneself as a learner” 

(O’Connor & Michaels, 1996, p. 96). 

Drawing on Vygotsky to explain the ways that talk mediates thinking, Lefstein and 

Snell (2011) argue that “habitual interactional patterns... are internalized as habitual ways of 

thinking… the ways of talking into which we are socialized shape both the cognitive tools at 

our disposal and the habits of mind whereby we put those tools to use” (p. 2).  Given the 

predicament of the traditional mode of classroom interaction, this seems reason for concern. 

One consequential outcome of student participation in this habitual interactive pattern, 

coupled with the competitive bidding that it invokes, is that students learn: 1) learning is not 

a collaborative process, and 2) learning is about being seen to be “right” (Nuthall, 2007). We 

may be witnessing the deleterious long-term effects of such misguided thinking in the current 

social and political climate. 

Of course, in an effort to make the classroom more interactive, practices can swing to 

the opposite extreme.  Alexander (2005) identified a second common (and equally 

problematic) script that he labeled as “pseudo-enquiry,” described as “an endless sequence of 

ostensibly open questions which stem from a desire to avoid over didacticism, are unfocused 

and unchallenging, and are coupled with habitual and eventually phatic praise rather than 

meaningful feedback” (p. 3). While the questions were not the notorious known-information 

type, the interaction lacked substance and direction. 
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It is not that IRE does not have utility. Waring (2009) recognizes the opportunities 

available through the structure of the known-information-question sequence to “ensure the 

efficient undertaking of a preplanned, teacher-designed learning activity” (p. 815), but she 

argues that a departure from this sequence structure can afford opportunities of a different 

nature. She goes on to argue that “creating negotiation-rich opportunities is paramount… 

during teacher-whole class interactions” (p. 818).  Oyler (1996) describes alternative 

classroom configurations, where teachers share authority of both process and content: 

creating the space where students initiate questions that direct the course of discussion, and 

opportunities for students to demonstrate expertise and contribute to the shared production of 

knowledge.  

While the use of dialogic approaches to learning is not a new idea (one form can be 

traced back to as early as Socrates), interest has grown exponentially over the last two 

decades.  Cissna and Anderson (1998) note that of 117 major work on dialogue, 92 have been 

published between 1990 and 1998 (Stewart & Zediker, 2000). Various conceptualized 

approaches have adopted different labels, including “dialogic teaching” (Alexander, 2005), 

“dialogic instruction” (Nystrand et al., 1997), “dialogic inquiry” (Wells & Arauz, 2006), and 

“dialogic pedagogy” (Skidmore, 2000).  While not identical, these approaches share many 

similarities. Consistent across these approaches is an emphasis on substantive opportunities 

for engaged student talk around content and enhanced student learning.   

In Search of Dialogic Moments 

This study began as a search for dialogic moments in one kindergarten classroom. 

The classroom was vibrant and bustling with activity. Students generally seemed to enjoy 

being together. The teacher was upbeat and personable, and the students called her by first 

name. While each part of the day had varying rules and norms for talk and body 
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comportment, there was also a freedom of movement. Students generally seemed happy and 

involved in the daily activities. 

What was noticeably absent from the start was a preponderance of IRE exchanges. 

They existed – in fact, Calendar Time was strictly an IRE interaction event – but they were 

not ubiquitous. Other kinds of interactions were present in their place.  This felt like a 

promising site for my investigation into dialogic encounters. 

Two contexts initially seemed promising: Morning Meeting and Magic Circle. In both 

contexts, students were seated on the rug in a large circle, facing one another.  The teacher 

was not asking known-information questions in either context.   

Morning Meeting 

Morning Meeting was the first activity of the day, centered around the “the question 

of the day.” The question was posted outside the classroom, so students could respond on the 

whiteboard on their way in. The question was almost always authentic: only the student knew 

the answer. For the most part, the question was personal (“What’s your favorite ice cream?” 

“What’s your favorite thing to do on a hot day?”).  Most of the time there were four options 

to choose from, with one option being open-ended (e.g., vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, 

something else).  Sometimes the question itself was open-ended: “What was a highlight from 

your weekend?”   

Many of these questions themselves do not open up much possibility for interaction, 

much less potential for emergent dialogue.  Of course, that is not the intention behind 

Morning Meeting, and the participation structure expressly prohibits interaction between 

students.  Not that students do not make attempts at a more interactive space, but these 

attempts are typically quickly admonished with “It’s not your turn.”  And when students 



 

 15 

began attending to their neighbors instead of the speaker, they were frequently reminded to 

be quiet and “listen to your friend – it’s their turn to talk right now.”  

With opportunity to participate constrained to a single turn, students would often 

make deviant attempts to achieve second turns – some were more successful than others in 

their timing and outcomes. The most successful strategy for getting an extra turn seemed to 

be to call out the teacher’s name rather than waiting to be called on. However, this strategy 

only seemed to work for the first one to attempt it. Students attempting to mimic this strategy 

in their own attempt to get a second turn were most often denied.   

The one official opportunity for getting an extra turn to participate was at the very 

beginning of Morning Meeting, when one student would be called on to “tell the question” of 

the day, including the choices listed.  Students often displayed an eagerness to be chosen to 

“tell the question,” sometimes even raising their hands before the teacher had solicited 

bidding by asking her initiating question. Morning Meeting was not conducive to the 

emergence of dialogic moments. 

Magic Circle 
 

Magic Circle was a time when students share their appreciations and concerns. The 

idea was that, if the other person was present in the room, the student would direct their 

appreciations or concerns to that person (particularly their concerns). Appreciations were 

always said of the person not to the person (e.g., “I appreciate Bobby because he’s my 

friend” or “I appreciate that Chris and Jenny played with me at lunch”). When appreciations 

were from students in other classrooms (this was a whole-school event), they were often 

accompanied by hugs. This was one of the few times that the “no body contact” rule was not 

invoked. (It seemed telling that many of the teacher’s past students came each day to give her 

hugs.)  
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The expression of concerns was intended as a kind of “restorative justice”2 

interaction. It was intended as a way to model healthy confrontation and conflict resolution 

between students. Concerns were shared directly with the student being accused of some 

infraction, who was given the chance to respond, so both students could work things out 

between them. By that account, this seemed like a good place to look for emergent dialogue.  

It turned out not to be. Not only were the rules for participation constraining on interaction 

(e.g., only talk when you have the “talking stick”), but it became clear that this was not so 

much an interaction between students, as one that was mediated and moderated by teacher 

intervention.  

Students’ narrative accounts would take the form of co-narration, with the teacher 

interjecting questions to further elaborate the point of the telling – or alternatively, to recast 

the account as a “version of experience rather than as a fact” (Ochs, p. 80). Even when 

students were addressing each other in speech, student gaze was most often on the teacher, 

whether speaking or listening, as students monitored the teacher’s ongoing response to their 

co-telling. 

While dialogue requires more than a simple “back-and-forthness” (Cissna & 

Anderson, 1994), this interactive potential is a prerequisite constituent element of the 

process. Situations that do not allow any kind of back-and-forth interaction between students 

would therefore not only constrain, but prohibit altogether the potential emergence of 

dialogue. In this classroom, the opportunities for back-and-forthness between students were 

found to be minimal, particularly in the context of whole-class interaction.  

 
2 Restorative justice is a cooperative process that emphasizes repairing the harm of a 

perceived infraction, with the ultimate goal of reconciliation between the “victim” and 
“offender.”  
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This is not to say students did not participate; they did, but the interaction was 

predominantly between student and teacher, or a choral response to an IRE question. As in 

most classrooms, the unequal power relations were reflected in the participation structures. It 

should be noted, students also had ample time for casual back-and-forthness throughout the 

day. That said, in general the participation structures of the daily activities were not 

conducive to the emergence of dialogue.  

Detours & Special Occasions 

There were two places where the potential for emergent dialogue in whole-class 

interaction was nearly fulfilled:  detours and special occasions (defined below). These 

atypical occurrences did not have clearly defined structures for participation, enabling 

students to potentially enact new tacit rules of participation by exploiting the absence of 

explicit guidelines.  

Detours were most often teacher-initiated and could be seen as suitably embedded in 

the activity of “calendar time.”  What defined this interactional space as a detour was that it 

deviated from the regular scripted patterns of the activity called calendar time. It was 

bounded on either side by calendar time, and its ending was marked by a return to the 

calendar time script.  At least five detours were identified during calendar time, only one of 

which was initiated by a student’s question.  The duration of the two shortest detours were 

only 25 and 55 seconds.  The two longest detours were four minutes and five minutes in 

length.  (One additional student-initiated detour that was identified, “The Weather Box 

Detour,” takes place just prior to the commencement of calendar time, during transition into 

calendar time. This arguably may not count as a detour, because calendar time has not yet 

begun.)   
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 The category “special occasion” is simply an occasion or event that is atypical in this 

classroom based on my observations.  It is an added part of the agenda where students are 

engaged in a different sort of activity that diverges from the typical day’s events.  The two 

special occasions of note were: 1) watching a video together and 2) teacher reading a book to 

students.  Both of these were in the context of whole-class interaction.  Both activities were 

in preparation for an activity that students would engage in at one of the day’s learning 

centers.  The video was of an illustrator turning a letter of the alphabet into a picture. The 

book was entitled Love Your World and relates to ways people can contribute to the planet.  

In this latter occasion, however, it was not the reading of the book that took on special status, 

but the prelude to reading the book, which begins with the teacher’s question: “What does 

Earth Day mean to you?” 

 In both of these types of deviations from the regular agenda, students displayed 

heightened attention. This was visible in the stillness of their bodies, orientation of their gaze, 

and lack of side conversations. While back-and-forthness between students was still limited 

and mediated by the teacher as allocator of turn-taking, students managed to build on each 

other’s ideas and once a student even challenged another student’s claim – but their was no 

real uptake by the teacher and the interaction never “grew legs.” This could be attributed to at 

least two factors: the teacher’s preference for progressivity and her position as primary 

speaker.  

Despite the displayed eagerness of students who had more to say, the teacher worked 

to “move on” and return the official agenda. The teacher’s preference for progressivity was 

not just about getting back to calendar time: It was a recognition of the larger schedule of the 

day and the real time constraints this imposes. The teacher must not only work within the 

constraints imposed by the larger institutional system, but also simultaneously meet the 
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diverse needs of the individual children in her classroom. This is further complicated as a 

teacher of kindergartners, where learners arrive with varying levels of readiness. Attending to 

all these details was dependent on adherence to a fully packed schedule. 

As primary speaker, the teacher often practiced “revoicing” in her response to 

students. The term revoicing is often broadly used to refer to the act of the teacher repeating a 

student’s contribution, verbatim or rephrasing and elaborating on it.  For instance, in the 

context of the IRE sequence, a teacher will often echo a student’s response in conjunction 

with the evaluation move. This can be seen as a way to amplify the student’s voice, 

particularly in the context of whole-class discussion. It also functions as a way to keep 

everyone moving together through the interaction. In doing so, it also functions to reestablish 

the asymmetrical authority relations. 

To keep the activity moving while sustaining the attention of a room full of 

kindergartners is certainly not an easy task. Having assisted with leading a couple of the 

learning centers, I can attest that even sustaining the attention of a small group of children 

can be challenging. It is not my intention to denigrate the teacher or disregard the difficult 

challenges and constraints of teaching. Indeed, this teacher (as well as the others at this 

school) care deeply about the kids in their charge and the mission of their charter school. It 

should also be noted that teachers at charter schools often face the added responsibility of 

fundraising to fill the gap in state funding. 

Despite the lack of opportunities for emergent dialogue in the context of the whole-

class activities, students were quite creative at creating their own interactional opportunities. 

The “underlife” of this classroom (Gutierrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995), like all classrooms, 

was teeming with activity.  Students were continuously engaged in their own agendas, amidst 

performing their roles in the teacher’s formal agenda.  Students frequently formed small 
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interactional groups, even amidst the more formal learning events, such as calendar time.  In 

those times, their play and interactions were quiet in attempts to keep their deviant activity 

under the radar.  Still, they were frequently snagged and called back to the formal activity at 

hand. I was privy to hearing only fragments of these quieter interactions.  

 In the end, one of the few places where a genuine back-and-forthness between 

students was found to exist was in the context of learning centers – but specifically in the 

absence of an authority figure. Sometimes (not always), when the teacher walked away from 

the table, a student-generated genre of interaction emerged. While these instances were 

discovered in my search for dialogic moments, they were not quite dialogic. Yet there was 

something about the way students were attending to each other that captivated my analytic 

attention. I named this phenomenon commoning, described as “creating/opening a shared 

common space in which to inhabit together.” This dissertation revolves around the discovery 

of that phenomenon and the inquiry it has inspired. 

Organization of Dissertation 

This dissertation is not conventionally organized. I included a Prelude to help situate 

the evolving inquiry represented in the chapters that follow. In essence, this dissertation is a 

story of evolving questions that lead to unexpected discoveries. As such, it seems to demand 

a more narrative approach in the telling.  

  When first entering the kindergarten classroom, the initial questions guiding my 

inquiry were: 

1. What does a dialogic encounter among kindergartners look like? 

2. Where and under what conditions do dialogic encounters emerge? 

3. What are the barriers to the emergence of dialogic encounters? 
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Analysis of the data called forth new, intermediate questions. It was as if my data presented 

its own questions that called me to investigate more closely. For example, in a message to my 

team of undergraduate research associates, I wondered: 

• How are relations being constructed in and through those interactional 

moments?   

• How do different participation structures afford or constrain different 

opportunities for involvement?   

• How are students working to creatively construct new opportunities to 

participate, despite the constraints in the ways interaction is organized?   

In the early phase of discovering the phenomenon commoning, before it was yet named, new 

questions emerged to organize the ongoing search conducted in collaboration with my 

research team. For example, I wondered: 

• What made us notice this clip? What do we like about it? What is 

surprising? What drew us in? 

• Does this relate to other clips in some way?  How might we name or 

identify what’s happening here? 

• What are the conditions: situation (learning center, whole class, etc); what 

are students doing? 

• What is the involvement of authority? 

As I progressed, and a collection of commoning episodes was forming, more new questions 

emerged, such as… 

• What is unique about these episodes that is different than usual? 

• How are bodies arranged and configured? 
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• What are the patterns of involvement across episodes? 

• Are there elements that seem like they are underlying components of 

dialogic encounters (e.g, shared attention, clarifying questions)? 

At each new turn, new questions continued to emerge. The questions that shaped the 

later part of the ongoing inquiry are better explored in the context of the analysis that 

follows.  My emergent questions, analytical decisions, and turning points of the inquiry are 

all embedded in the chapters that follow. Similarly, while I include two “deep dives” into the 

literature (Chapters 2 and 5 – see below for more detail), ongoing references to the literature 

to warrant decisions and subsequent claims are also embedded in the chapters that follow. 

This approach best matches the evolving and unfolding nature of the inquiry.  

By the end of the inquiry, I discover that I’ve been exploring the answer to a question 

I had not explicitly articulated – at least not as an intention for the inquiry. To ask this 

question at the beginning would have seemed preposterous and ill-guided – and I certainly 

would not have known how to conceptualize how to go about investigating a question of 

such abstraction. Yet, it now seems the questions at the core of this inquiry revolve around 

what is meant by dialogic relations. Specifically, my data has compelled me to explore the 

phenomenology surrounding the interactional accomplishment of “being with.”  

In the chapters that follow, I attempt to guide the reader through the unfolding 

inquiry. In particular, the ordering of Chapters 4-8 reflects the ordering of the evolving 

inquiry. In each chapter, my questions and findings are in motion and build from the chapters 

preceding it. The questions asked in Chapter 6 could not have been asked yet when writing 

Chapter 4. The organization of the chapters is as follows: 

In Chapter 2, I review the literature on dialogue as both encounter and relation. I 

explore arguments for why dialogue matters, what it looks like, the criteria by which it can be 
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identified, the conditions that foster and sustain dialogue, outcomes of participation in 

dialogue, and the barriers that can prevent dialogue or lead to its breakdown. I also include a 

brief exploration of the literature specific to dialogue and young children. 

In Chapter 3, I share my methods of analysis and context of the investigation.  

In Chapter 4, I establish the phenomenon of commoning, described as an emergent 

student-generated genre of interaction, where participants “create/open a shared common 

space in which to inhabit together.” Drawing on four cases, I describe the constellation of 

defining features. I then narrow the lens to an in-depth analysis of two examples to better 

contextualize how these features function in the context of the unfolding interaction. 

Chapter 5 is an Interlude chapter. In a search for a theoretical lens to better 

understand what was happening between students in the commoning event, I return to the 

literature for a second “deep dive.” I begin by drawing on Interaction Ritual Theory (Collins, 

2004) as an explanatory framework. I then revise and expand on this theory by drawing on 

phenomenological and relational ontological perspectives. 

In Chapter 6, I return to one of the commoning episodes for a deeper analysis of the 

what’s happening between students. Drawing on concepts from the Interlude chapter, I 

develop a conceptual model and apply this to the analysis of short micromoments. This 

enables a richer analysis of the qualities of the encounter and the emergent relational 

achievements. 

In Chapter 7, I shift the focus to the one and only identified dialogic encounter. I 

begin with an in-depth description and analysis of the interaction. I first consider whether this 

“counts” as dialogue. I then compare and contrast the dialogic encounter with the commoning 

encounters.  
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Chapter 8 is the final discussion. I discuss the significance and implications of these 

findings, as well as the limitations of the study. I also further refine my conceptual model in 

an attempt to develop a vocabulary to describe the interlocking components of embodied 

mutual involvement in the achievement of “being with.”  

The dissertation closes with a Postlude. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review: Dialogue as Encounter and Relation 

Dialogue is notable for its absence in the classroom. Researchers and educators have 

engaged in a variety of investigations into dialogue and interventions using dialogue across a 

broad-range of disciplines, including English/literature, where it seems a natural fit 

(Alexander, 2005; Boyd & Markarian, 2011; Chinn, Anderson, & Waggoner, 2001; Lefstein 

& Snell, 2011; Nystrand et al., 1997; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1990; Reznitskaya et al., 2009; 

Wells & Arauz, 2006), science (Mercer, Dawes, & Staarman, 2009; Scott & Mortimer, 2005; 

Wells & Arauz, 2006), history (Wells & Arauz, 2006), mathematics (Knuth & Peressini, 

2001), philosophy (Lyle, 2008), the arts (Wells & Arauz, 2006), and within the domain of 

higher-education, engineering (Khisty, 2002) and organizational learning (Isaacs, 1993). 

Moreover, this list is not exhaustive. 

This review of the literature is grounded in the concept of dialogue as both encounter 

and relation. I explore arguments for why dialogue matters, what it looks like, how it is 

defined, the criteria by which it can be identified, the conditions that foster and sustain 

dialogue, outcomes of participation in dialogue, the interactional features and patterns that 

characterize the dialogic encounter, and the barriers that can prevent dialogue or lead to its 

breakdown. At the end, I briefly explore the literature specific to dialogue and young 

children. 

Dialogue as Relation (Buber, Burbules, Bohm, & Freire) 

In developing my understanding of dialogue, I am drawing predominantly on the 

theoretical works of David Bohm (a theoretical physicist), Martin Buber (a philosopher), and 

Nicholas Burbules (an educator and self-ascribed critical theorist).  Paulo Freire’s influence 

is also important: While explicitly cited less often, Burbules’ own work is strongly 
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influenced by Freire (among others). Freire was a Brazilian educator and advocate of critical 

pedagogy. 

For each of these authors, dialogue is core to the health and wellbeing of the 

individual and of the society, and these two dimensions are deeply interconnected. Dialogue 

is essential to the interpersonal nature of human existence as encounter (Buber, 1958). It is 

also not only essential to the fostering and sustaining of a democracy (Burbules, 1993; Shor 

& Freire, 1987), but to the basic functioning of a society, which to operate coherently, needs 

to be based on a culture of collectively shared meaning (Bohm, 1996). 

Bohm (1996) explicates a meaning for dialogue that is somewhat different from how 

it is typically used.  The word dialogue originates from the Greek word “dialogos,” in which 

logos means “the word” or “meaning of the word,” and dia means “through” (not “two” 

which is di).  So dialogue is a “stream of meaning flowing among and through us and 

between us… and this shared meaning is the ‘glue’ or ‘cement’ that holds people and 

societies together” (Bohm, 1996, p. 6).   

While our tendency is to think of dialogue in terms of a specific communicative form, 

Burbules (1993) argues that dialogue must be understood fundamentally as a social relation 

that engages its participants, a particular kind of “pedagogical communicative relation.” 

Criticizing the use of dialogue as a verb (e.g., “let’s dialogue”) because it distorts the true 

nature of dialogue, Burbules (1993) argues, “Dialogue is not something we do or use; it is a 

relation we enter into—we can be caught up in it and sometimes carried away by it… 

[dialogue as relation] emphasizes the aspects of dialogue that are beyond us, that we 

discover, that we are changed by” (p. xii)   

As Buber (1955) explains, “a dialogical relation will show itself also in genuine 

conversation, but it is not composed of this” (p. 97).  And as Tullio Maranhao (1990) argues, 
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“from an ethical point of view the heart of dialogue lies in the relation between Self and 

Other, not in particular manifestations” (as cited in Burbules, 1993, p. 41) 

Dialogue cannot be understood as a method or technique.  Interestingly, Shor and 

Freire’s article (1987) on the “dialogic method” of teaching is an enactment of dialogue as 

they together explore what dialogue means.  In contrast to their title, they agree that dialogue 

cannot be understood as a mere technique (i.e., method).  This claim is echoed by Burbules 

(1993), who argues that dialogue is an expression of praxis rather than techne. “Engaging in 

dialogue is something we need to learn to do, through practice, not by following any sort of 

recipe or algorithm” (Burbules, 1993, p. xi).  And as argued by Boyd and Markarian (2011), 

“Negotiating unfolding talk is an artful performance rather than a prescribed technique” (p. 

519).   

Describing the dialogic relation, Burbules (1993) proposes three interrelated 

components:  cognitive interest in the pursuit of knowledge, mutual understanding or 

agreement; affective qualities of concern and commitment that help foster and sustain the 

interaction; and the capacity of dialogue to involve and carry participants beyond what was 

originally intended.  On this last point, he explains, “It is the nature of the dialogical relation 

to be able to ‘carry away’ its participants, to ‘catch them up’ in an interaction that takes on a 

force and direction of its own, often leading beyond any intended goal to new and 

unexpected insights” (Burbules, 1993, p. 20).  

Some authors emphasize the attitudes and emotions of participants as central to 

understanding the concept of dialogue as relational. Johannesen (1971) argues, “Dialogue 

seems to represent more of a communication attitude, principle, or orientation than a specific 

method, technique or format. One may speak of a spirit of dialogue… [or] of a dialogical 

stance” (p. 374).  Describing the dialogic relation, Burbules (1993) echoes this position: 
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“What underlies and shapes the patterns of interaction in a dialogue are the attitudes, 

emotions, and expectations that participants have regarding each other and the value of 

dialogue itself… What sustains a dialogue over time is not only lively interchange about the 

topic at hand, but a certain commitment to one’s partner(s); a commitment that might not 

precede the dialogue, but arises only gradually in the spirit of the engagement” (Burbules, 

1993, p. 15, emphasis added). 

Dialogue is described as a bond, while at the same time, as a meeting or an encounter 

that engenders that bond.  Burbules (1993) explains the primary constitutive characteristic of 

dialogue: “This is the most characteristic thing about dialogue, the element that sustains it 

over time, and the chief quality that attracts us to it as an educational ideal: the bond that 

joins two (or more) persons in the cooperative pursuit of knowledge, agreement, or 

interpersonal understanding” (p. 19). Similary, Freire suggests, “Dialogue is a moment where 

humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it… Through dialogue, 

reflecting together on what we know and don’t know, we can then act critically to transform 

reality.” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 13, emphasis added). 

Bohm (1996) characterizes the bond that is established through the practice of 

dialogue as one of “impersonal fellowship” (p. 32), describing it as a connection that 

develops through the process of mutual participation. Bohm (1996) believed this sort of bond 

was missing in a society that glorifies the individual, leaving many to feel isolated.  He 

argues that this bond is a reason for dialogue, and it is this bond that enables participants to 

move through the inevitable frustrations that can lead a dialogue to breakdown.  This bond 

helps sustain the dialogue through difficulties. 

As Burbules (1993) explains, this perspective of dialogue involves a different way of 

conceiving of the relation between self and others: “Once constituted as a relation, the 
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dialogical encounter engages the participants in a process at once symbiotic and synergistic; 

beyond a particular point, no one may be consciously guiding or directing it, and the order 

and flow of the communicative exchange itself take over. The participants are caught up; 

they are absorbed” (p. 21). It is not that persons interacting have no autonomy in their words 

and actions, but they are “relational selves, not discrete individuals” (p. 21).  

Initially, exploring this idea of dialogue as relation, one seems to bump up against this 

distinction between the “dialogic relation” and the concrete event in time, sometimes referred 

to as the “dialogic encounter” or “dialogic event” (Burbules, 1993; Buber, 1995).  The 

dialogic encounter or event is delimited and bounded by time; the dialogic relation is 

boundless and not constricted to a particular space and time. While I find it useful to make 

this distinction for specific analytic purposes or to facilitate a more careful discussion, I also 

want to recognize that what the authors seem to intend is a dissolution of these categories.  In 

the end, they are two sides of the same whole, intertwined and inseparable.  The dialogic 

relation is essential to enabling and supporting the dialogic encounter; the dialogic encounter 

enhances the ongoing dialogic relation. The two are inseparable and interdependent. 

Key Distinction: Monologic vs. Dialogic  

Many authors anchor their distinction between monologic and dialogic in the work of 

literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin. This is certainly useful. For Bakhtin, dialogue is 

representative of an ontological position: He begins from a conception of “existence as 

dialogue” (Stewart & Zediker, 2000, p. 225). While Bahktin offers a descriptive account of 

the way things are, other theorists begin from such a descriptive element, but then expand to 

a more prescriptive stance, emphasizing “the need to make principled choices to help the 

special kind of contact called dialogue happen rather than just acknowledging the already-

given ‘dialogic’ nature of human reality” (Stewart & Zediker, 2000, p. 227).  The use of the 
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term prescriptive is not intended to suggest a specific method, recipe or technique, but rather 

a set of principles that might guide practices in ways that foster the emergence of dialogue as 

a “situated relational accomplishment” (Stewart & Zediker, 2000, p. 230). 

Buber (1958), too, distinguishes between monologic and dialogic in the context of the 

primary relationships: I-It and I-Thou.  For Buber (1958) the very essence of the I-Thou 

relationship is dialogue or encounter.  This is central to his formative claim: “all real living is 

meeting” (p. 11).  As Buber (1958) explains, “The primary word I-Thou establishes the world 

of relation” (p. 6); while the primary word I-It is the ‘word of separation’ that evokes a 

barrier between subject and object (p. 23). 

On the surface this appears to be a polarized dichotomy, a sort of dualistic view, with 

one way of relating to the world as far superior to the other.  However, Buber (1958) 

considers the two inextricably linked, where we are in a continuous state of flux, oscillating 

between both sides of the continuum.  “The It is the eternal chrysalis, the Thou the eternal 

butterfly—except that situations do not always follow one another in clear succession, but 

often there is a happening profoundly twofold, confusedly entangled” (p. 17-18).  And 

furthermore, “the particular Thou, after the relational event has run its course, is bound to 

become an It. The particular It, by entering the relational event, may become a Thou” (p. 33). 

Monologic discourse is largely associated with the transmission of static knowledge 

(Shor & Freire, 1987; Lyle, 2008), teacher control, and the achievement of the teacher’s goal 

(Lyle, 2008; Reznitskaya & Gregory, 2013). Freire associates monologic teaching with the 

“banking model,” where students are passive vessels in which the teacher neatly deposits 

stores of knowledge (Shor & Freire, 1987).  

A dialogic approach to teaching is distinguished by its orientation to the nature of 

knowledge and knowing. (Boyd & Markarian, 2011; Shor & Freire, 1987; Wells & Arauz, 
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2006). For Freire, “knowledge of the object to be known is not in the sole possession of the 

teacher, who gives knowledge to the students in a gracious gesture.” Instead, the object be 

known is placed between the subjects as they “meet around it and through it for mutual 

inquiry” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 14). Dialogic discourse fosters a “‘pedagogy of mutuality,’ 

which treats students not as empty vessels to be filled with received wisdom by the teacher, 

but as competent thinkers in their own right” (Skidmore, 2006, p. 508). As Lyle (2008) 

argues, “Monologic talk focuses power on the teacher; it stifles dialogue and interactions 

between pupils and their ideas. Dialogic talk creates a space for multiple voices and 

discourse that challenge the asymmetrical power relations constructed by monologic 

practices” (p. 225).  

Knuth and Peressini (2001) provide greater depth and clarity to this distinction. 

Drawing on Lotman (1988) and Wertsch (1991), they distinguish between the terms 

“univocal” and “dialogic,” as representative of the two distinct functions of discourse: to 

convey meaning and to generate meaning, respectively.  Univocal discourse is characterized 

by the listener receiving the “exact” message as intended by the speaker. Dialogic discourse 

also involves this conveying of an “exact” message, but is characterized by a give-and-take 

and the generation of meaning through which dialogue is used as what Lotman refers to as a 

“thinking device” (Knuth & Peressini, 2001, p. 321; see also Wells & Arauz, p. 385).  The 

authors illuminate this distinction by contrasting how the teacher perceives and responds to 

students’ approach to problem-solving in the context of two different hypothetical classroom 

interactions: one univocal, one dialogical.  In the univocal example, when the teacher 

perceives that the student’s method of problem-solving does not match what she expected 

(i.e., her prescribed approach), she makes no attempt to elicit or understand the student’s 

thinking, but redirects the student to her own method.  In this sense, the mismatch between 
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the teacher’s approach and the student’s approach is perceived as a defect in communication, 

and the teacher’s aim is to align student thinking with her own.  She is not interested in 

making sense of the student’s thinking that led to an alterative approach.  “Failure in this 

system comes when the student simply has not listened well enough” (Boyd & Markarian, 

2011, p. 521).  

In the contrasted dialogic example, the mismatch in the teacher’s expected approach 

and the student’s actual approach is not perceived as a defect, but as a “point of departure” 

where new meaning can be generated by the group. In this example, the utterance of both the 

teacher and fellow students function as thinking devices that move the dialogue forward. The 

teacher intentionally attempts to understand her students’ thinking. She is “open to her 

students’ ideas and is willing to pursue unexpected approaches to generate new mathematical 

understanding—the core of dialogic discourse” (Knuth and Peressini, 2001, p. 325, emphasis 

added). (Deborah Ball’s work—a brilliant example of the potential for dialogue in the 

context of the mathematics classroom—resonates with this article.) 

Knuth & Peressini (2001) suggest that all discourse is on a continuum, which can be 

more or less dialogic or univocal, and that both univocal and dialogic discourse can be 

appropriate dependent on the specific instructional goals, but dialogic discourse may be more 

important. While recognizing the barriers, they argue for the need to engage students in more 

dialogic discourse in the development of deeper mathematical understanding through the 

application of their own and each other’s statements as thinking devices. I find the distinction 

between conveying and generating meaning – and using others’ utterances as thinking 

devices – extremely useful. 

One part of the distinction is slightly problematic.  When univocal and dialogic are 

dichotomized as two polar realities, it is inferred that dialogue must be “multivocal” – and 
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this certainly is true – yet that alone is not enough to distinguish it.  There are certainly other 

types of “multivocal” discourse that would not be considered dialogic (e.g., Alexander’s 

[2005] pseudo-inquiry), or could result in forms of active participation that are not correlated 

with substantive engagement (Alexander, 2005; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1990; see also 

Emanuelsson & Sahlström, 2008). 

Stewart & Zediker (2000) suggest that in dialogue there is always an ethical tension 

between univocality and multivocality, which cannot be understood simply as two poles. 

Because they are in tension, each transforms the other. “Dialogue is obviously more than 

univocal, but it is also not simply multivocal, because it is multivocal-in-relation-to-

univocality… In tension with univocality, multivocal contributions acknowledge the 

interdependence of voices that are addressable to one another” (pp. 237-238).   

It is generally recognized that both monologic and dialogic interaction have 

educational value in classroom instruction (Knuth & Peressini, 2001; Scott, Mortimer, & 

Aguiar, 2006; Wells & Arauz, 2006).  There are times when instructional goals require 

conveying meaning rather than generating meaning. The problem arises when the vast 

majority of instruction remains predominantly monologic, which alone is not sufficient 

(O’Connor & Michaels, 2007; Wells & Arauz, 2006). 

Contrasting Dialogue with Other Speech Events 

Bohm (1996) contrasts dialogue with the word “discussion,” which means to “break 

things up,” explaining that discussion emphasizes analysis of many different points of view. 

He suggests that this “looks like a ping-pong game, where people are batting the ideas back 

and forth and the object of the game is to win or to get points for yourself” (p. 7). While 

useful to some situations, discussion of this nature does not create the space for participants 

to move much beyond the preexisting points of view brought to the table.  
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In contrast, Bohm (1996) conceives of dialogue as a game played with each other, 

versus against each other.  “The object of dialogue is not to analyze things, or to win an 

argument, or to exchange opinions. Rather, it is to suspend your opinions and to look at the 

opinions – to listen to everybody’s opinions, to suspend them, and to see what all that means. 

If we can see what all of our opinions mean, then we are sharing a common content, even if 

we don’t agree entirely” (p. 26). For Bohm (1996), opinions and assumptions interfere with 

dialogue because people become identified with are like “computer programs” that take over 

and “produce their own intentions” (p. 13). If we are busy defending our opinions, we inhibit 

the capacity to think generatively together.  

Alexander (2005) also draws a distinction between “discussion” and “dialogue.”  (He 

found both of these kinds of talk to be used less frequently in the classroom, and identified 

rote, recitation, and instruction/exposition as the most frequent forms of discourse.) 

Discussion is defined as “the exchange of ideas with a view of sharing information and 

solving problems”; whereas dialogue is defined as “achieving common understanding 

through structured, cumulative questioning and discussion which guide and prompt, reduce 

choices, minimize risk and error, and expedite the ‘handover’ of concepts and principles” 

(Alexander, 2005, p. 12).  So it seems Alexander (2005) is suggesting that discussion is 

based on sharing or exchanging information, while dialogue is based on creating something 

in common (i.e., understanding, meaning, solutions) – it is something created between 

participants versus something that is transmitted from one person to another. This distinction 

seems similar to Lotman’s claim that all discourse can be distinguished by one of two 

functions: to convey meaning (univocal) or to generate meaning (dialogic) (Knuth & 

Perssini, 2001; Wells & Arauz, 2006). As Bohm (1996) suggests this exchanging of 

information is not sufficient: “If, however, two people merely want to convey certain ideas or 
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points of view to each other, as if these were items of information, they they must inevitably 

fail to meet. For each will hear the other through the screen of his own thoughts, which he 

tends to maintain and defend, regardless of whether or not they are true or coherent” (Bohm, 

1996, p. 3, emphasis added). Dialogue seems then to be grounded in this sense of meeting, 

through which new meaning is generated, between and through the interactions of the 

participants as they are caught up and carried away by the encounter.  As Buber (1958) 

argues, “all real living is meeting” (p. 11). 

Bohm (1996) posits that much of what is “typically considered to be dialogue tends to 

focus on negotiation… Negotiation is trading off, adjusting to each other” (p. 18). While not 

the kind of close relationship embodied in dialogue, negotiation can be a preliminary stage, 

with potential to make the emergence of dialogue possible.  Negotiation is about finding our 

way forward together, but we must move beyond that initial stage.  Bohm (1996) describes 

“true dialogue” as happening when “each person is participating, is partaking in the whole 

meaning of the group and also taking part in it… Everything can move between us” (p. 27, 

emphasis added). 

What is made possible through this relational encounter is the co-creation of 

something new between participants.  As Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) explains “the 

objection that my interlocutor raises to what I say draws from me thoughts I had no idea I 

possessed, so that at the same time that I lend him thoughts, he reciprocates by making me 

think too” (as cited in Burbules, 1993, p. 20).  Through the interaction, new ideas are called 

forth as we clarify our own thinking in the process: “It is in the effort to formulate our ideas 

for others that we most effectively clarify them for ourselves” (Wells & Arauz, 2006, p. 415).  

This is similar to Bohm’s (1996) claim that it is in the presence of opposing assumptions that 

we uncover our own assumptions. It is through this reciprocal process of knowing the Other 
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to know Self, that something more can be created. Through this process, the interactions lead 

to more than the sum of the parts (e.g., perspectives, knowledge); the sum of knowledge 

created through dialogue, is “greater than that of any one individual in the class, including 

the teacher” (Lyle, 2008, p. 235). 

This idea of the nature of the space between persons – and what happens in this space 

– is striking in its reoccurrence.  Shotter (1998) makes this claim all the more vibrant and 

vital in its realization:  

Westerners have treated talk of such things as meaning, understanding, and thinking, 
etc. as raising problems about mental states assumed to exist inside people’s heads…  
Our ‘inner lives’ are not hidden ‘inside’ us, but are ‘displayed’ out ‘in’ the unfolding, 
living encounters spontaneously occurring between us and the others around us as we 
live out our lives. (p. 185, emphasis in original) 
 
Buber (1995) makes a distinction between “genuine dialogue” and “monologue 

disguised as dialogue.”  When participating in genuine dialogue, “each of the participants 

really has in mind the other or others in their present and particular being and turns to them 

with the intention of establishing a living mutual relation between himself and them” (p. 19).  

This idea of mutual relation is also core to Burbules’ (1993) conception: “There must be 

some level of reciprocity that binds the partners together in a mutual relation of concern and 

respect (a relation that is fully cognizant of their differences); and there must be a real chance 

for everyone concerned to participate in, contribute to, or withdraw from the discussion” (p. 

27). 

This kind of dialogue has become rare (Buber, 1955; Burbules, 1993; Bohm, 1996). 

Monologue disguised as dialogue is described by Buber (1955) as when “two or more men, 

meeting in space, speak each with himself in strangely tortuous and circuitous ways and yet 

imagine they have escaped the torment of being thrown back on their own resources” (p. 19). 
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Buber (1955) includes several subtypes of monologue disguised as dialogue, which he labels 

as the “faceless spectres of dialogue” (p. 20), two of which are debate and conversation.3  

Similar to Bohm’s (1996) distinction between dialogue and discussion, Buber (1955) 

describes the goal of debate as winning or being right: “thoughts are not expressed in the way 

in which they existed in the mind but in the speaking are so pointed that they may strike 

home in the sharpest way, and moreover without the men that are spoken to being regarded 

in any way present as persons” (p. 19).   

With conversation, Buber (1955) is specifically intending that which is characterized 

not by the need to communicate, learn, influence or make a connection with someone, but 

“solely by the desire to have one’s own self-reliance confirmed by making the impression 

that is made, or if it has become unsteady to have it strengthened” (p. 20). Burbules (1993) 

suggests that dialogue can be continuous with conversation, making it difficult to “demarcate 

some section of speech and say, ‘Here, now it has become (or ceased to be) dialogue.’” Still, 

he goes on to contrast the two through the words of Swearingen (1990): “The essence of 

‘conversation’ is informality and structurelessness, total openness; whereas dialogue is far 

from amiable rambling” (as cited in Burbules, 1993, p. 7).   

Alexander (2001) also argues that dialogue has more structure than conversation, and 

is further differentiated by the “purposeful use of questioning in the pursuit of enquiry” (as 

cited in Skidmore, 2006, p. 508). He makes a further distinction regarding the “chaining of 

sequences” that I find relevant and important (explored further below): While “conversation 

often consists of a sequence of unchained two-part exchanges… classroom dialogue 

explicitly seeks to make attention and engagement mandatory and to chain exchanges into a 

 
3 He also includes friendly chat and lovers’ talk: The friendly chat is characterized as an interaction in 

which “each regards himself as absolute and legitimate and the other as relativized and questionable.”  The 
lovers’ talk is characterized as one in which both partners are grounded individually in the enjoyment of “their 
own glorious soul and their precious experience” (Buber, 1955, p. 20). 
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meaningful sequence” (Alexander, 2005, p. 8).  This became the most significant 

demarcation in their international discourse data: “between those questions and responses 

that were chained into meaningful and cognitively demanding sequences, and those which 

were blocked” (p. 8).  As the author goes on to explain, most of the interactions recorded in 

their cross-cultural study of English primary classrooms were neither conversational nor 

dialogical. For example, the ubiquitous IRE/F sequence has a disjointed characteristic, 

sequences are most often not chained meaningfully, and the “initiating move of each 

exchange [is] rarely grounded in the response and feedback moves of the exchange which 

preceded it” (Alexander, 2005, p. 8).   

What Counts as Dialogue?  Guiding Principles and Criteria for Identification 

Part of the problem of distinguishing what counts as dialogue may stem from the fact 

that dialogue has many different meanings for different people (Johannesen, 1971) and has 

come to be defined in such general terms that it has become synonymous with almost all 

human interaction (Stewart & Zediker, 2000). Alexander (2004) cautions “that a powerful 

idea will be jargonized before it is even understood, let alone implemented, and that practice 

claiming to be ‘dialogic’ will be little more than re-branded chalk and talk or ill-focused 

discussion” (as cited in Lefstein & Snell, 2011, pp. 5-6). And O’Connor & Michaels (2007) 

explain that “as a field, we are still far from knowing how best to characterize the critical 

elements of Dialogic practices” (p. 285).  (The authors capitalize the D in Dialogic to 

distinguish between ideological stance with capital D, versus discourse structure with 

lowercase d. See section on Dialogic Stance below.)   

Bohm (1996) advises that while there are no “rules” for dialogue, there are certain 

principles or procedures that we will go along with because they are helpful (e.g., allowing 
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space for each person to talk).  Rather than mandated as a rule, the participants are learning 

to value and engage in the practices that will support the dialogic interaction. 

Three Rules (Burbules, 1993) 

Burbules (1993) identifies three “rules” that not only guide the conduct of dialogue, 

but are constitutive of dialogue, and together enable us to identify what activity “counts” as 

dialogue: the rule of participation, the rule of commitment, and the rule of reciprocity. 

Burbules (1993) defines rules (which he uses interchangeably with “standards” or 

“guidelines”) as the “constitutive principles that help define and govern an activity, without 

which it would not be that activity, but something else” (p. xiii). These rules may not be 

explicitly stated, but in general people implicitly agree to play by these rules in the interest of 

moving the “game” forward.  (He uses the metaphor of a game for the dialogic encounter.) 

The Rule of Participation. To be pedagogical, dialogue requires active participation. 

Engagement must be voluntary and open to involvement by all participants. In practice, this 

means that “any participant should be able to raise topics, pose questions, challenge other 

points of view, or engage in any of the other activities that define the dialogical interaction” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 80). The chief threat to the enactment of this rule is monologue, when a 

single authoritative view is presented that invites no challenges or participation in directing 

the course of the investigation. 

The Rule of Commitment. Given the communicative nature of dialogue, 

intersubjective understanding is aimed for even in the absence of agreement or consensus.  

This principle requires participants to be committed to an openness about their positions and 

their intentions. It requires a commitment to staying with the process even when views get 

divisive or contentious, and it requires commitment and a level of confidence in the 

communicative process itself that enables willing disclosure of underlying reasons, feelings, 
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assumptions, and motivations. In practice, this might mean that “students should be able to 

raise questions with a teacher who seems to be intolerant of students’ taking positions that 

disagree with him” (Burbules, 1993, p. 81). Chief threats to this principle include 

manipulation and disingenuousness in using the communicative engagement for undisclosed 

purposes, and an unwillingness to follow dialogue through to a meaningful conclusion (not 

necessarily consensus) when the outcome becomes uncertain. 

The Rule of Reciprocity.  Because dialogue is a relation, this principle requires a 

“spirit of mutual respect and concern” where roles of privilege and expertise are not taken for 

granted.  Any dynamic of the dialogic relation must be “reversible and reflexive… what we 

ask of others we must be prepared for them to ask of us; and what we expect of others we 

must expect of ourselves” (Burbules, 1993, p. 82).  This requires not only attention to the 

form and content of the discussion, but to the feelings and motivations of the participants.  In 

practice, “this does not deny all forms of authority, but embeds any such claims in a broader 

relation of reciprocal regard and a willingness to see authority called into question” (p. 82). 

These rules will often be unspoken or even ignored.  A need to invoke the rules often 

can signal problems in the dialogic relation.  While not intended as absolute mandates, 

Burbules (1993) suggests that in order to engage in the dialogue game, we must abide by 

some guidelines that are at least similar to these.   

Five Principles (Alexander, 2005) 

Alexander (2005) identifies five principles or criteria for distinguishing “dialogic 

teaching” from “transmission teaching” that share some similarities with Burbules’.  The first 

three principles are oriented around the ethos and conduct of the classroom: collective 

(teacher and students address learning tasks together), reciprocal (participants listen to each 

other as they share ideas and consider alternative perspectives), and supportive (students are 
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free to articulate ideas without the fear of “wrong” answers, and they help one another in 

their joint search for common understanding).  The last two principles are oriented around 

the content: cumulative (teachers and students build on one-another’s ideas, as they “chain 

them into coherent lines of thinking and inquiry” p. 14), and purposeful (teachers plan and 

guide classroom discourse toward specific educational goals).   

Alexander’s (2005) first three principles (collective, reciprocal, supportive) are 

aligned and overlap with Burbules’ (1993) three principles (participation, reciprocity, 

commitment).  While not identical, they share similarities and are complementary. What’s 

most notable are Alexander’s (2005) last two principles: cumulative and purposeful.  These 

add a substantive dimension oriented toward the content, which is essential in the context of 

classroom dialogue.  

That talk in the classroom should be purposefully directed toward educational goals 

seems obvious, but it is easy to imagine examples where this is not the case, such as “pseudo-

enquiry” (Alexander, 2005), where questions are open-ended but lack challenge and 

direction. The principle I find most intriguing and potent is the “cumulative” criteria, where 

teachers and children build on each other’s ideas and “chain them into coherent lines of 

inquiry” (p. 14).  Alexander (2005) found that this principle of dialogic teaching was the 

most difficult to achieve, yet perhaps the most important.   

These two principles taken together align closely with the concept of “Accountable 

Talk” (Michaels, O’Connor, & Resnick, 2008), which encompasses three broad dimensions: 

1) accountability to the learning community (“attends seriously to and builds on the ideas of 

others”) ( p. 286), accountability to standards of reasoning (“emphasizes logical connections 

and the drawing of reasonable conclusions”) (p. 287), and accountability to knowledge 

(“makes an effort to get their facts right and make explicit the evidence behind their claims or 
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explanations”) (p. 289).  While analytically separable, the authors emphasize that in practice 

these dimensions are “inextricably intertwined, interdependent, and must co-occur if 

discourse is to promote academic learning” (Michaels et al., 2008, p. 292).  Of course, 

accountability to the learning community is represented in the principle of reciprocity 

espoused by both Alexander (2005) and Burbules (1993).  

While not providing an explicit set of principles, Nystrand and colleagues (Nystrand 

et al., 1997; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1990) make similar claims regarding the need for 

reciprocity and high-level substantive engagement that is purposeful and cumulative. They 

suggest that “high-level” instructional discourse can be distinguished from “normal” 

classroom discourse (i.e., IRE) by the use of three discursive practices: authentic questions, 

engaging in uptake, and high-level evaluation.  These latter two seem to be mechanisms that 

support dialogue that meets this “cumulative” criteria.  Uptake involves building on student 

responses and incorporating them into subsequent questions. Both teachers and students can 

engage in this practice.  High-level evaluation involves ratifying the importance of a student 

contribution (e.g., “that’s an important insight, hold that thought”), and allowing the response 

to modify the direction of discourse. “Both uptake and high-level evaluation function to 

‘chain’ together teacher questions and students’ responses, and it is… this chaining that 

contributes to its coherence” (Nystrand & Gamoran, 1990, p. 13).  Students play an essential 

role that enables them to be substantively engaged when teachers take seriously what they 

have to contribute. This is the essence of high-level discourse, “when teachers and students 

interact with each other in mind, and where, as a result, the course of classroom talk depends 

on what both teacher and students bring to the instructional encounter” (Nystrand & 

Gamoran, 1990, p. 15).  These discursive practices of uptake and high-level evaluation also 

embody the principles of reciprocity and participation that Burbules (1993) espouses.  
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Emotional Factors in Sustaining the Dialogic Relation 

Most conceptions of dialogue attend to the cognitive involvement and outcomes of 

dialogue, while neglecting the emotional dimensions.  When conceiving dialogue as a 

relational encounter, it is impossible to isolate cognitive and affective factors as separate. 

(Burbules, 1993; Skidmore, 2006).  As Skidmore (2006) asserts, the two are inseparable: 

Evoking emotion is an inherent aspect of learning, because not only is “feeling incorporated 

within knowing” (p. 512), but “there is no cognition without affect” (p. 513). Similarly, 

Bohm (1996) argues that thoughts and feelings are not independent but, in reality, different 

interconnected aspects of one process. In the context of the dialogic relation, the “very 

dichotomy of cognitive and emotional interest begins to break down. Dialogue, viewed in 

this strong relational sense, rather than as a fixed pattern of speech acts, reveals a 

developmental, diachronic nature” (Burbules, 1993, p. 47). 

Because emotional processes are inevitable, Skidmore (2006) argues that what is 

essential is a concerted effort to stimulate a wider repertoire of emotional responses when 

guiding learning.  The interactional participation structures are key: “Over-reliance on recall 

and display questions in teaching furnishes a school uniform for the mind, confining 

students’ emotional involvement to an impoverished set of available affective positions, such 

as rivalry fostered by competing for the teacher’s attention, the disappointment (or relief) of 

being ignored, or the shame of being put in the spotlight and giving the wrong answer” 

(Skidmore, 2006, p. 512-513). 

Nystrand and Gamoran (1990) suggest that secondary school classrooms can be 

characterized with apathy and listlessness: “Life in schools is ‘emotionally flat’; neither 

students nor teachers get very excited about their work… By avoiding controversial topics, 

simplifying complex issues, and fragmenting tasks and information into small pieces that can 
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be easily managed, teachers maintain control over students but at the same time eliminate 

enthusiasm and excitement in their classrooms” (p. 3).  

This blurring of the cognitive and affective aspects of learning is evident in the 

findings of Wells and Arauz (2006) regarding the spontaneous nature of dialogue: “when 

stretches of dialogic interaction occurred, they tended to arise almost by chance, because the 

students felt strongly about the issue under immediate consideration, rather than because the 

topic itself was approached dialogically” (p. 402). Emotions guide our interests and flavor 

our learning in school. We don’t just learn math, we learn that math is fun or boring; I’m a 

“math person” or not.  Whether we acknowledge the role of emotion in the learning process, 

our experiences of learning are never neutral and devoid of emotion. 

Burbules (1993) identifies six emotional factors as crucial to developing and 

nurturing the bond that sustains a dialogic relation over time: concern, trust, respect, 

appreciation, affection, and hope. 

Concern. This is described as an intense involvement with the “other” as a person, 

often compared with Buber’s I-Thou connection.  To be this involved in every conversation 

would exhaust our best efforts.  “In dialogue, we endeavor to be fully with our partner and to 

engage him or her with us, because we recognize that something more is at stake than simple 

the topic at hand” (Burbules, 1993, p. 36).  One of the primary reasons this bond of concern 

is so important is that it helps dialogue proceed; it enables us to persist in the face of 

difficulties. 

For Buber (1958), to know the other as a person is to acknowledge and stand in 

relation with him/her as a whole being, versus objectifying the other by perceiving him/her as 

a “mere sum of qualities, strivings and inhibitions” (p. 132).  Buber (1958) makes a 

distinction between “person” and “individual”:  “Individuality makes its appearance by being 
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differentiated from other individualities. A person makes his appearance by entering into 

relation with other persons” (Buber, 1958, p. 62).  This is not to say that the person gives up 

the qualities of personhood that differentiate her/him from others, but this is not the lens of 

perception.  In contrast, individuality “revels in its special being or, rather, mostly in the 

fiction of its special being which it has made up for itself… It differentiates itself from the 

other, and seeks through experiencing and using to appropriate as much of it as it can” 

(Buber, 1958, p. 64).  

Trust. The dialogic relation is dependent on the development of trust, which is both 

constitutive of the relationship and established over time through the course of interacting.  

Effort needs to be made early on to create a space where participants feel safe to take risks.  

“The fundamental risk in dialogue, especially perhaps in educational contexts, is the risk of 

extending ourselves outward conversationally, endeavoring to express as well as we can a 

point of view, belief, feeling, or experience in the expectation that our partner will respond 

thoughtfully and sympathetically, but not knowing if they will” (Burbules, 1993, p. 38). 

Respect. This factor is emphasized as more important than “equality, or sameness, in 

maintaining an ‘egalitarian reciprocity’ among participants” (Burbules, 1993, p. 38). It 

involves the recognition that despite outward differences, we always have much to learn from 

and with others. Respect is involved in our willingness to stay open to alternative 

perspectives, suspending doubt, even when we disagree.  

Appeciation.  This is closely related to respect, and involves valuing the “unique 

qualities that others bring to a dialogical encounter and feeling an esteem for them” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 39).   

Affection. This is described as a “feeling with and for our partners” (p. 39); a feeling 

of connectedness and intimacy, a liking of one another.  This emotional bond can lead to 
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deeper listening and a willingness to suspend judgment (considered crucial by Bohm, 1996): 

a willingness to play what Peter Elbow refers to as the “believing game” (Burbules, 1993, p. 

40). Of the potentiality of this emotion in dialogue, Bohm (1996) suggests, “if we can really 

communicate, then we will have fellowship, participation, friendship, and love, growing and 

growing” (p. 47). Echoing this ideal of feeling with and for our partners, Buber (1955) offers 

a slightly different angle:  “Dialogic is not to be identified with love. But love without 

dialogic, without real outgoing to the other, reaching to the other, and companying with the 

other, the love remaining with itself—this is called Lucifer” (p. 21). 

Hope. Both an attitude and an emotion, hope is considered an essential component 

that helps us persist when dialogue gets difficult.  “Feeling hopefulness, we work toward 

possible outcomes of understanding, and persist even when the path become difficult or 

uncertain, without the promise of success” (Burbules, 1993, p. 40). 

Communicative Virtues: Dispositions and Practices to Sustain Dialogue 

Generally speaking, these virtues can be seen as dispositions and practices; they are 

both attitudinal and behavioral. They are considered conditional to the successful dialogic 

relation, and are enhanced through the process of the dialogic encounter: “Virtues are 

acquired in relations and improved by practice; we develop virtues through coming to value 

and aspire to them, not by being trained in certain habits… to develop the communicative 

virtues is to be drawn into certain kinds of communicative relations” (Burbules, 1993, p. 42). 

These virtues may include, but are not limited to, tolerance, patience, openness to 

give and receive criticism, a willingness to be “wrong,” a desire to express oneself in ways 

others will understand, exercising self-restraint to create space for others to speak, and “often 

neglected as a key element in dialogue—the willingness and ability to listen thoughtfully and 

attentively” (Burbules, 1993, p. 42). While these virtues are expressed through the actions of 



 

 47 

persons, they must be seen relationally as “social properties” (Burbules, 1993, p. 42).  These 

virtues shape capacities of expression, as well as the capacity to listen actively to the voices 

of others. 

One virtue, connected to openness and listening but not explicitly mentioned in this 

context, is the willingness to suspend judgment and examine our opinions and assumptions. 

Burbules (1993) suggests, “As a process, dialogue requires a willingness to re-examine our 

own presuppositions and to compare them with those of others; to become less dogmatic 

about the belief that the way the world appears to us is necessarily the way the world is” (p. 

42). This is exactly the nature of what Bohm (1996) is proposing. We have a tendency of 

identifying with our opinions so that we automatically react to defend them.  Bohm (1996) 

explains that this doesn’t make sense.  We inherit our opinions from the cultural influences 

we are immersed in.  Our sense of self becomes so entangled in our opinions, that we feel 

attacked when our opinions are challenged.  “It is as if you yourself are under attack when 

your opinion is challenged.  Opinions thus tend to be experienced as ‘truths,’ even though 

they may only be your own assumptions and your own background… [Dialogue] goes into 

the processes of thought behind the assumptions, not just the assumptions themselves” 

(Bohm, 1996, p. 9). The aim of dialogue then is “going into the whole thought process and 

changing the way the thought process occurs collectively” (p. 9). 

As Bohm (1996) further explains, intelligence requires not defending assumptions. 

“As long as we have this defensive attitude – blocking and holding assumptions, sticking to 

them and saying, ‘I’ve got to be right,” and that sort of thing – then intelligence is very 

limited, because intelligence requires that you don’t defend an assumption” (p. 34). 
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The Role of Active Listening 

One of the most obvious benefits of engaging in dialogue is the development of 

communicative competence.  We most often think of this in terms of articulating ideas, 

forgetting the ability to listen deeply is essential to meaningful communication. Bohm (1996) 

advises that one meaning of “‘to communicate’ is ‘to make something common’” (p. 2), such 

as when one person conveys information to another. In dialogue, one special kind of 

communication, “people are making something in common, i.e., creating something new 

together. But, of course, such communication can lead to the creation of something new only 

if people are able to freely listen to each other, without prejudice, and without trying to 

influence each other” (p. 2-3). 

Understood relationally, “listening is an important aspect of legitimate authority, not 

only as a way in which one stands to learn something new, but as a concrete relational 

activity that alters the status of one’s authority. Listening exhibits respect, interest, and 

concern for one partner. It is a specific way of enabling another’s voice to be heard” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 33). 

Boyd and Markarian (2011) argue that dialogic teaching is grounded in active 

listening by the teacher, and that this attentive listening is essential for the emergence of 

dialogue. They suggest that this is what make the dialogical stance so powerful: through 

listening to student voices, teachers gain insights and greater awareness into student 

knowledge and thinking.  It is only by listening closely for the communicative intent to 

student responses that teachers can anchor their subsequent questions and comments in 

student contributions.  In this sense, even when questions are structurally closed or “display” 

questions, they can function dialogically when these questions are contingent on student 

responses and push students to further elaborate and negotiate collectively.   
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Wells and Arauz (2006) argue that teachers must listen carefully to seize those 

moments when dialogue spontaneously arises unexpectedly from a student question, 

conjecture, or even from an error or misconception.  By encouraging students to express their 

alterative perspectives, support their arguments with evidence, and strive for understanding 

of others’ perspectives, teachers can capitalize on these moments to foster the emergence of 

dialogue. 

I believe this quality of active listening (by teacher and student) may be the most 

important feature, oft overshadowed by an emphasis on voice, or freedom of expression.  

Both, of course, are important.   

Types of Dialogue 

One would expect dialogue to look different in different contexts (e.g., small-group 

vs. whole-class) and across different disciplines or fields of inquiry, which answer to 

different pedagogical goals and purposes. In the context of literature, there may be no 

expectation for consensus as the outcome, whereas in mathematics or science, one might 

expect a convergence on an idea as the goal of the dialogue. As Wells and Arauz (2006) 

suggest, there are many “curricular contexts in which the absence of progress toward an 

agreed conclusion—or at least toward a set of acceptable alternative conclusions—would be 

seen by most educators as a serious limitation to dialogue” (p. 406). 

Burbules (1993) describes four types of dialogue, each with different characteristics, 

purposes and corresponding “moves” that constitute them.  The four types are dialogue as 

conversation, dialogue as inquiry, dialogue as debate, and dialogue as instruction.  Two 

dimensions underlie the creation of these categories:  divergent vs. convergent and inclusive 

vs. critical.  These are intended as prototypical categories and not necessarily discrete or 
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mutually exclusive.  A dialogic encounter could be more of a hybridization and move across 

these types as it progressed.   

Dialogue as Conversation (inclusive-divergent): Central to this kind of dialogue is 

pursuit of mutual understanding. It is marked by genuine interest and openness to others’ 

perspectives.  It is about the pursuit of meaning rather than “truth” as an objective reality. It 

is a dialogue across difference that creates (rather than finds) what Gadamer refers to as a 

“fusion of horizons” (as cited in Burbules, 1993, p. 113), forming the basis for intersubjective 

understanding.  “Partners in the dialogue proceed interactively, cooperatively, not toward a 

specific goal, but in a process of mutual engagement directed toward shared understanding” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 115). Questioning in this type of dialogue revolves around participants’ 

beliefs, values, and assumptions.  

This type is most akin to Bohm’s (1996) conception of dialogue as the search for 

shared meaning. He cautions, “You have to watch out for the notion of truth. Dialogue may 

not be concerned directly with truth – it may arrive at truth, but it is concerned with 

meaning.” (p. 37). However, he also suggests that if we can examine our assumptions, we 

may “move creatively in a different direction. We can just share the appreciation of the 

meanings; and out of this whole thing, truth emerges unannounced – not that we have chosen 

it” (p. 26). 

Dialogue as Inquiry (inclusive-convergent): The aim of this type of dialogue is to 

converge on common agreement. It is characterized by investigation of alternatives in the 

resolution of a question, problem or dispute.  It can be directed toward the co-construction of 

knowledge; finding workable, even novel solutions; achieving political consensus; 

coordinating activity in enacting a common course of action; adjudicating moral differences.  
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Questioning is directed toward uncovering reasons, evidence, and experiences underlying 

contributions.   

This type seems most closely aligned with Wells and Arauz’s (2006) concept of 

“dialogic inquiry.”  They recognized the need for the discourse to be appropriate to the 

curricular activity. Suspecting that teachers would be reluctant to engage in dialogue as an 

activity in itself, they were interested in discourse as a “mediational means to the 

achievement of the goals of other activities” (p. 387).  This led them to focus on inquiry into 

issues of significance.  However, it is important to note that Wells and Arauz (2006), too, 

emphasize the need to strive for intersubjectivity, as participants persist in the attempt to 

understand each other’s perspectives, recognizing that this is not always attainable:  “The 

value of adopting the dialogic function is that it is inclusive of alternative perspectives and 

the interanimation of voices and leads to a deeper understanding of the topic by all 

concerned, whether or not the result is consensus and perfect intersubjectivity” (Wells & 

Arauz, 2006, p. 386).  While initially implemented in science classrooms, dialogic inquiry 

was adapted across a broad range of subject matter, which makes it appear more of a 

blending of Burbules’ first two types. 

Dialogue as Debate (critical-divergent): The aim of this type of dialogue is not 

agreement, but the “generation of new information, better arguments, and a clearer general 

understanding of issues at stake” (Burbules, 1993, p. 119). Questioning is characterized as 

skeptical, probing, and challenging, specifically directed toward positions and arguments put 

forward by participants. Unlike the prototypical form of “debate,” the goal is not aggressive 

competition, manipulation, or the selective use of information with the aim of “winning.”  

This would disrupt the spirit of dialogue.  Instead, it is intended to be enacted in the spirit of 

cooperation and respect.  When enacted in this spirit, participants may benefit by being 
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challenged to articulate and defend their positions effectively, while contrasting and 

evaluating the merits of alternative positions.  It is easy to imagine counterproductive forms 

of this type of dialogue, which is also true for each type, but the spirit of aggressive 

competitiveness and exaggerated desire to “win” risks threatening the relational fabric 

underlying the spirit of dialogue.   

Dialogue as Instruction (critical-convergent):  The aim of this type of dialogue is to 

converge on a definitive conclusion.  In this “leading” form of dialogue, one participant 

(namely the teacher) has a predetermined conclusion in mind that she/he is guiding the 

student toward. While highly directive, it operates through the indirect processes of 

questioning and answering. This model of dialogue as instruction is embodied in two 

approaches: the “Socratic method,” involving questions that lead the participant through 

“logical steps in a complex argument,” as well as in “reciprocal teaching,” involving an 

interactive process of questioning, modeling, scaffolding and guiding students to apply new 

strategies. (Burbules, 1993, p. 124). There is an assumption of expertise embedded in this 

approach that could potentially become problematic to the spirit of dialogue.  While this 

approach could take on an antidialogical form, as an instructional strategy, there is some 

merit to finding a middle ground between “telling” on the one side, and unguided discovery 

on the other. As with any instructional approach, there is the potential for overuse or misuse, 

which could have unintended deleterious effects. 

As Burbules (1993) speculated might be true, I am wary and suspicious of the latter 

two types.  While I recognize the educational value and that both may be a more “dialogic” 

approach to instruction, both seem to operate on a somewhat slippery slope, and neither feels 

aligned fully with my own conception of “dialogue.”   
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Dialogue as debate, as Burbules (1993) mentions, risks communicating the message 

that the goal is to win, to gain points, to show-up your opponent.  This threatens to violate the 

fabric of the dialogic relation.  Disagreement is productive to dialogue and presents 

opportunities to examine alternative perspectives; if everyone agrees, there’s really nothing 

of substance to talk about. While intersubjectivity is continuously aimed for, “it is the 

differences between interactants’ perspectives on the topic, expressed in successive turns, 

that make a dialogue interesting and likely to continue” (Wells & Arauz, 2006, p. 384).  

Burbules (1993) suggests that a fundamental tension of the dialogical relation is a need for 

enough similarity to make communication possible, but enough difference to make it 

worthwhile. He argues that in education especially, it is essential to acknowledge 

“differences without seeking to submerge or override them, since without differences to play 

against, learning itself is impossible (p. 26). Parker (2010) argues that these differences that 

are inevitable in the context of schooling are what make this a prime site for engaging in 

democratic discussion. As Wells and Arauz (2006) suggest, “There is little to talk about if 

there is already agreement about all aspects of the topic. It is not surprising, therefore, that 

dialogue most frequently arises out of a difference of opinion or intention” (p. 399).  So 

while difference is an essential and advantageous element, how this difference is treated will 

have consequences for the dialogic relation and encounter.   

Dialogue as instruction is also concerning, particularly in the context of whole-class 

interaction.  (On the level of one-on-one or even small group, the goals of scaffolding seem 

more realistically attainable.)  This seems, by design, that it could all too easily slip into the 

IRE question-answer structure, which is antithetical to the ideals of dialogue.  IRE is 

explicitly and implicitly designed to test student knowledge; when a student’s response is 

judged as inadequate, teachers often proceed to probe, cue, and simplify the question in ways 
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that lead the student to the “right” answer.  It is unequivocally univocal and monological.  

Again, there are pedagogical goals and purposes for which this approach is completely 

appropriate and well-designed, the problem becomes when interaction becomes limited to 

this as the predominant mode of classroom interaction.  As Burbules (1993) cautions, “there 

is something paternalistic and potentially manipulative in asking questions solely in order to 

lead a partner down a path whose course and destination one has in mind but does not 

disclose” (p. 89). 

While I appreciate these last two types as perhaps more “dialogical” approaches to 

teaching/instruction, my conceptions of what dialogue is and looks likes gravitate toward the 

first two types: dialogue as conversation (which revolves around developing intersubjective 

understanding and shared meaning) and dialogue as inquiry (which revolves around 

investigating and evaluating alternatives in the resolution of an answer, problem, or dispute).  

These two together seem inextricably linked. It is hard to imagine a dialogue that did not 

include some element of intersubjective understanding (embodied in the first type).  And in 

the context of classroom dialogue, it is hard to imagine many dialogic events that would not 

have at the center some sort of object of inquiry (embodied in the second).  For instance, in 

Wells and Arauz’s (2006) conception of “dialogic inquiry,” which on the surface seems more 

aligned with the second type, both intersubjectivity and reciprocity are highlighted as 

essential to the interaction (not that they are perfectly achieved). 

These latter two types feel like danger zones: places we would want to exercise 

caution. It is not that we should avoid these places, as they could potentially provide good 

entry points. But we would want to be cautious of linger for too long in places that risk 

stifling dialogue as it fades into something else.  The real danger is when the process itself 

feels irrelevant and not worth the effort. That is the danger of slippery slopes and the 



 

 55 

messages that might arrive unannounced when intended and enacted practices conflict and 

run amok.  

General Characteristics of Dialogic Interaction 

One key characteristic often found across various approaches to dialogic teaching is 

power relations that are more flexible, with teachers and students sharing responsibility for 

form and content of talk. The repertoire of potential student moves is expanded as they 

generate questions, share in turn allocation, initiate new topics, and evaluate one another’s 

answers – roles conventionally reserved for the teacher (Burbules, 1993; Reznitskaya & 

Gregory, 2013). Turn-taking is managed through shared routines rather than bidding 

(Alexander, 2005; Skidmore, 2006). While not dismissing the authority of the teacher as a 

more knowledgeable other, the relations are more egalitarian, with students being treated as 

sources of knowledge production. (Burbules, 1993; Nystrand, 1997; Shor & Freire, 1987). 

Student contributions are longer and more elaborated (Alexander, 2005; Nystrand & 

Gamoran, 1990) use reasoning and evidence (Reznitskaya & Gregory, 2013), and students 

comment directly to each other without the mediation of the teacher (Alexander, 2005; 

Nystrand et al., Wells & Arauz, 2006).   

Teacher questions and student contributions are responsive and cumulative: They 

involve “uptake” and are anchored in previous contributions, creating “chained and 

coherently meaningful sequences” (Alexander, 2005; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1990) as 

teachers and students build on each other’s utterances as thinking devices versus merely an 

exchange of information (Knuth & Peressini, 2001; Wells & Arauz, 2006).  Rather than 

evaluate, teachers ask for clarification and alternative perspectives (Wells & Arauz, 2006).  

Dialogic inquiry is inherently metacognitive, requiring engagement in the products and the 
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processes of interaction (Alexander, 2005; Bohm, 1996; Burbules, 1993; Reznitskaya & 

Gregory, 2013). 

Why Classroom Dialogue Matters 

Affordances for Society 

Society’s advancements in terms of navigating complex and emerging problems are 

dependent on the development of dialogic relations (Bohm, 1993). Dialogue is essential to 

problem-solving, the design process (Khisty, 2002), creativity, and innovation (Isaacs, 1993; 

Sawyer, 2006). Democracy is dependent on active participation in dialogue across difference 

(Buber, 1955; Burbules, 1993; Parker, 2010). Bridges (1988) argues that in addition to 

learning traditional subject matter, classrooms should be organized so that students also learn 

the “moral culture of group discussion,” which he identifies as a virtue that is not only 

educative, but is essential for the “survival and vitality of a democratic society” (as cited in 

Burbules, 1993, p. 9).  If we follow Johannesen’s (1971) account of Buber’s thinking, the 

stakes may be even higher. Johannesen (1971) writes, “For Buber, the increasing difficulty of 

achieving genuine dialogue between men of divergent natures and beliefs represents the 

central problem for the fate of mankind; the future of man, he feels, depends on a rebirth of 

dialogue” (p. 375).  

Burbules (1993) argues that “educational institutions, seriously flawed as they are, 

still constitute one potential starting point for fostering and reinvigorating that dialogue” (p. 

18).  Parker (2010) makes a similar argument in the context of democractic discussion. 

Burbules (1993) goes on to position this endeavor as an essential dilemma worthy of our 

attention and efforts and fundamental to the flourishing of individuals and society:  “Our 

fundamental educational problem today is not one of turning schools into better engines of 

increased economic productivity and growth, or of finding more and more directive ways to 
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inculcate students with a body of ‘basic facts’ that we presume they need to know. It is in 

finding ways to involve schools in creating and maintaining conditions in which inclusive, 

democratic, and open-ended dialogue can thrive. Such an endeavor is basic to our individual 

flourishing and to fostering the social-political development of equality and freedom” (p. 

151).  

Affordances for the Individual  

View of Knowledge Creation as Dynamic not Static. Dialogue shifts our basic 

understanding of the nature of knowledge and our role in its production: “It is important, we 

believe, that students should have the opportunity to come to understand, through their own 

participation, that all knowledge of any scope is created through dialogue between alternative 

points of view, supported by argument from evidence, and subject to revision in the light of 

further evidence” (Wells & Arauz, 2006, p. 417). 

For these authors, it is not a question of whether dialogue has a place in the 

curriculum, but how to make this possible and ensure that it’s “progressive.” The authors 

draw on Bereiter (1944) for the term, described as the ideal that “participants are willing to 

revise their own opinions as they open-mindedly consider the proposals and arguments of 

others and that, over successive contributions, the common understanding thus jointly created 

is superior to that with which the participants started” (Wells & Arauz, 2006, p. 416). 

Academic Benefits. There are many educative benefits to engaging in a dialogic 

encounter. Students learn not only about the subject matter, but also how to articulate and 

express their ideas clearly, modify their position, negotiate meaning, listen deeply. An 

obvious outcome would be improved oracy skills, which Skidmore (2006) argues should be 

an important goal in education in its own right. 
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While many of these qualities cannot be measured quantitatively, research has linked 

dialogic engagement with various different learning outcomes that are either measurable (at 

least to some degree) or observable.  Most notably, dialogic approaches are correlated with 

higher levels of written achievement (Nystrand et al., 1997); reasoning, building and 

evaluating arguments with warranted evidence (O’Connor & Michaels, 2007; Reznitskaya et 

al., 2009); improved critical thinking skills (Alexander, 2005; Boyd & Markarian, 2011; 

Nystrand et al., 1997); and engagement by students that is substantive rather than procedural 

(Alexander, 2005; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1990).  Not only is dialogue correlated with a 

general rise in achievement, but it may also have potential for narrowing the gap between 

high and low levels of achievement (Skidmore, 2006).   

Teacher Understanding. Elaborated student talk gives the teacher a window into 

student knowledge and values, an insight that the teacher can build meaningfully upon when 

bridging to conceptual knowledge embodied in the school curriculum. This not only “gives 

teachers more access to the thinking, knowledge, and reasoning capabilities of their diverse 

students” (O’Connor, et al., 2007, p. 287), but in addition, “it affords the teacher more 

opportunities to negotiate as a more informed ‘knowledgeable other’” (Boyd & Mararian, 

2011, p. 516).   

Barriers to Dialogue: Conditions that Contribute to Dialogic Breakdown 

Bohm (1996) reminds us that it would be counterproductive to worry too much about 

whether or not we are indeed engaging in dialogue, as that is one of the blocks that can 

impede its emergence. Burbules (1993) reminds us the dialogic relation is neither static nor 

bounded by a single event: “The nature of any dialogical relation over time is that is is fluid: 

Roles shift back and forth; patterns of interaction change; various reversals might take place” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 33) 
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That said, the conditions that could potentially hinder or inhibit dialogue can be 

arranged along a micro-macro spectrum. The micro conditions are specific to the local 

context and so somewhat influenced by the intentions and actions of participants. The macro 

conditions involve the cultural and institutional forces and constraints that are beyond the 

influence of individual actors, yet still there can be flexibility in how these cultural and 

institutional structures are navigated within the context of the locally situated interaction.  I 

start with the micro-level blocks and barriers that could lead to dialogic breakdown, and 

move outward toward the macro-level barriers. 

Actions or active choices.  Violations of the three rules (participation, commitment, 

reciprocity) can impede or discourage dialogue. This might include talking at or over others, 

embarrassing others, failing to engage seriously in the process or abandoning it too soon, 

unwillingness to act in ways expected of others, or failing to “honor the intention within 

dialogue of allowing underlying commitments, motives, or assumptions to be raised for 

scrutiny” (Burbules, 1993, p. 146). Mistakes naturally occur, but when these rules are 

consistently violated it becomes a threat to the fabric of the dialogic relation, producing a 

“dialogue breakdown” (p. 147).  For example, “Dialogue without challenges or 

disagreements is impoverished, but challenges or disagreements without an underlying 

relation of personal commitment will break down the communicative process very quickly” 

(Burbules, 1993, p. 46) 

The breakdown of dialogue can also result from the failure of participants to exercise 

the “communicative virtues” (e.g., patience, tolerance of other views, active listening, taking 

time to explain oneself). Wells and Arauz (2006) argue that reciprocity is essential in striving 

for intersubjectivity.  Failure to achieve some level of intersubjectivity creates 

misunderstandings, which if not resolved, will likely lead to a breakdown in dialogue. 
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Bohm (1996) advises the “roles people adopt” can interfere with the dialogue process: 

some may act more dominant and assertive, while others may hold back out of fear. These 

roles are based on opinions and assumptions that have been built up from past experiences 

and inhibit participation.  

In dialogue, the choice to be silent must always be an option (Burbules, 1993; Shor & 

Freire, 1987). Shor argues that to pressure people to speak when they have nothing to 

contribute “creates a false democracy, a fake moment of discussion… [making] dialogue into 

a dogma, a technique instead of into a genuine open exchange” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 16). 

As Burbules (1993) explains, “The dialogical relation, then, has in itself a strongly 

pedagogical element, in which participants seek to teach and learn from one another; and the 

voluntary aspect of this participation is crucial, since a reluctant partner in dialogue is not 

likely to gain, or contribute, anything at all” (p. 27).  Forced participation is not conducive to 

the dialogic encounter, nor the relation underlying it. 

At the same time, participation is essential: “a dialogic class needs a critical mass of 

participants to push the process forward and to carry along those students who will not speak 

but who will listen” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 17).  And Freire cautions that we should be 

concerned by the consistent choice to exercise silence, since this is not natural: “Student 

silence is created by the arts of domination. Students are not silent by nature. They have a 

great deal to say, but not in the script of the traditional classroom” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 

30). Dewey (1907) similarly argues that there is a fundamental difference between “having 

something to say, and having to say something” (p. 67).  

Bohm (1996) suggests that a further difficulty experienced by participants is the 

impulse or pressure to “get in quickly.” Even those who are not active talkers feel that 

pressure. “Therefore, there is no time for people to absorb what has been said, or to ponder it. 
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People feel under pressure to get in, and people feel left out. The whole communication 

breaks down for this very elementary reason” (Bohm, 1996, p. 30). Of course, in the context 

of a moving conversation, there isn’t time to ponder.  It’s about finding a balance between 

jumping in too fast or holding back too much.  A sweet spot. 

Attitudes of Participants.  How participants regard one another, and how they regard 

the subject matter under exploration, can influence the process. It is essential that participants 

are invested in the process; that they take seriously their own contributions, the contributions 

of others, and the object which is the focus of investigation. 

Social relationships are fluid and always in play (teacher-student, student-student, 

teacher-parent) and can at times work against aims of collective sense-making and 

negotiation of meaning. Michaels et al. (2008) found that often “peers do not respect each 

other’s points of view, but rather ignore them or even expend energy defeating them, not for 

any intrinsic lack of merit, but solely because of their sources” (p. 294). The authors found 

these issues to be a pervasive, and as such, “one of the biggest obstacles to using these forms 

of discourse as the medium of teaching and learning” (p. 294). 

Change Is Hard… and Slow.  As Alexander (2005) cautions, “pedagogical change in 

the realm of interaction is extremely slow, and… basic interactive habits are highly resilient” 

(p. 10).  

Several interventional studies have investigated the possibilities of assisting teachers 

in transitioning their classroom interaction to be more dialogic (Alexander, 2005; Nystrand, 

1997; Wells & Arauz, 2006).  In the context of two large-scale intervention studies 

(Alexander, 2005; Wells & Arauz, 2006), the researchers expressed dismay at the 

imperviousness of the IRE/F exchange structure in the classroom. (Alexander, 2005, reports 

2-3 years into his project; Wells & Arauz, 2006, reports on their collaborative project 
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spanning nearly a decade.) Significant changes were noted in both studies, with teachers 

moving toward a more dialogic approach, but the IRE recitation script remained the default 

mode.  “It takes little for ‘test’ questions to reassert their historic dominance, for children’s 

contributions to regress to the monosyllabic or dutiful, and for feedback to become once 

again phatic and uninformative” (Alexander, 2005). Wells and Arauz (2006), however, argue 

that their findings illustrate that “even when the prevailing discourse structure has the form of 

triadic dialogue, classrooms can indeed be places in which knowledge is dialogically co-

constructed” (p. 380).  

Teacher misperceptions of what constitutes dialogue can create barriers to its 

emergence. Even when teachers think they are enacting dialogic discussion, the ubiquitous 

pattern of IRE remains entrenched (Nystrand et al., 1997; Wells & Arauz, 2006).  Nystrand 

et al. (1997) found that while many teachers spoke positively about the value of “discussion,” 

they found little evidence of “in-depth exchanges of ideas in the absence of teacher 

evaluation” (p. 49).  Most often what teachers actually enacted was a version of the recitation 

script, which one teacher described as “question-and-answer discussion.” For other teachers, 

their conception of discussion was more akin to debate, emphasizing a more argumentative 

stance, which would likely favor the most competitive and articulate students. 

Change is difficult and the routines and practices of school are long-entrenched habits 

for both teachers and students.  Christoph and Nystrand (2001) argue for the element of risk 

in the face of uncertainty: “To transform monologic classroom discourse into a more dialogic 

pattern of interaction, the teacher must take the risks inherent in doing something or allowing 

something” (p. 277). There is a reason that IRE is the default mode: We find comfort with 

the familiar. Change requires a willingness to experience and move through the discomfort. 
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Students, too, need to become familiar with a new discourse format, and they must be 

willing to inhabit new epistemic roles and responsibilities.  Students must be willing to take 

risks in making a contribution, without the fear of evaluation by the teacher or their peers. 

Students must also feel compelled to participate because the topic is cognitively interesting 

or affectively appealing. In helping students develop new kinds of discourse norms and 

practices, “it is important to note that in order for the students to begin using these forms of 

talk, there have to be interesting and complex ideas to talk and argue about” (Michaels et al., 

2008, p. 287). 

Diversity.  While this is an advantage as in creating opportunities for dialogue across 

difference, it can also inhibit dialogue, particularly if difference is viewed as inadequacies or 

on hierarchical terms. 

Institutional structures and practices. According to Burbules (1993), “if we were 

designing institutions from scratch with a primary goal of guaranteeing that there would be 

few incentives to pursue dialogue and even fewer opportunities to do so, we could not do 

much better than the typical public school” (p. 162). Institutional and cultural barriers include 

district policies, state-mandated curriculum expectations, high-stakes testing, and measures 

of accountability that often have significant consequences for teachers, students, and schools. 

These conditions lend themselves to a preference for progression and a need to “cover” the 

materials, which can inhibit the emergence of dialogue or shut it down when it does 

spontaneously emerge.   

On a physical level, the design and arrangement of the social space can influence or 

inhibit the potential for dialogic interaction. “If as a teacher you arrange desks in a horseshoe 

or square so that each child can see and interact with all the others as well as with yourself, 

and you sit with the children rather than stand apart from them, you provoke a very different 
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kind of talk, and a different relationship, to that signaled by having separate desks in rows 

facing the front, when children can establish eye-contact with the teacher but not each other, 

and the teacher stands while the children sit” (Alexander, 2005, p. 6).  

Issues of Inequity. Not all schools are created equal. Opportunities for students to 

participate in dialogue are not equally distributed (Burbules, 1993; Shor & Freire, 1987). 

“The right to have a small discussion begins as a class privilege” (Shor & Freire, 1987).  

Discussion was found more likely to occur in higher-tracked classes; whereas in lower-

tracked classes the emphasis was on covering the basics because it was assumed that the 

students were less capable of engaging meaningfully in discussion. In effect, the gap in 

achievement is further expanded in the process (Nystrand et al., 1997). Smaller private 

schools with smaller class sizes and closer relations will naturally create some basic 

conditions that make dialogue more likely to occur.  The Harkness model of discussion, 

which originates out of Phillips Exeter Academy (an elite boarding school), is a brilliant 

example of a culture of dialogue (Smith & Foley, 2009). 

Given the opportunities that are afforded to participants through engaging in dialogue, 

this inequity feels profoundly unjust with significant consequences.  All students need 

opportunities to participate meaningfully with others in the generation of meaning, 

knowledge, and understanding.  Buber (1955) argues, “The life of dialogue is no privilege of 

intellectual activity like dialectic… There are no gifted or ungifted here, only those who give 

themselves and those who withhold themselves” (p. 35). 

Summary of Dialogue as Encounter and Relation 

To requote Tullio Maranhao (1990), “the heart of dialogue lies in the relation between 

Self and Other.” Such an interesting paradox this presents: Dialogue is at once both this 

special relation, yet simultaneously, it is the event, that moment of encounter, it is the 
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movement of “turning toward” the Other (Buber, 1955) – it is the meeting that constitutes 

real living (to rephrase Buber, 1955, 1958). The relation is boundless and not confined to 

time and space; the event is defined by its moment-to-moment interactions amidst its 

contextual elements, all of which are situated and bounded in time and space.  The two are 

bidirectional: the relation shapes the encounter in time; the encounter shapes the relation over 

time. 

In essence, the two are one and the same.  Dialogue embodies a way of being together 

involving how and by what terms Self encounters the Other. This way of being both shapes 

and is shaped by the encounter, and the encounter is a manifestation of this way of being 

together, but only a glimpse, as the relation continues to evolve with each encounter.  The 

encounter is fleeting; the relation enduring, though fluid and ever-changing.   

Dialogue is constituted by this “bond” that joins persons together in the “cooperative 

pursuit of knowledge, agreement, or interpersonal understanding” (Burbules, 1993, p. 19). 

This cognitive element is a critical feature of dialogue. It is not idle chatter nor simply the 

exchange of information: There is a substance and purposefulness to the talk. Participants do 

not simply find something in common (knowledge, agreement, understanding), but rather 

through the interaction, they together generate or create something new in common. 

Something more is made possible between and through the interaction of participants, more 

than any one individual could have contributed in isolation. 

The principles of dialogue can be seen as both guides to foster and sustain dialogue, 

and even more, as constitutive criteria that enable us to identify an interaction as dialogue 

and not something else.  Participants must be actively engaged and participating, or as Bohm 

(1996) suggests “partaking” in the interaction. This must be voluntary, not forced, open to 

all, and silence must always be an option (though we might be wary of silence if exercised 
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excessively). Participation is not necessarily measured by how much or how often one 

speaks: active listening is essential, as is knowing when to make space for others to speak.  

Commitment to openness, disclosure, and the process are essential to navigating the moments 

of uncertainly or divisiveness that are sure to arise.  

The dialogic relation is the bond that makes the encounter possible, but the fabric of 

this relation is fragile and easily threatened. While cognitive interest is key to this bond, 

fostering and sustaining the dialogic relation is dependent on emotional factors, such as 

concern, trust, respect, appreciation, affection, and hope. It also relies on the development of 

dispositions and practices embodied in the communicative virtues of patience, tolerance, 

openness to multiple perspective, and particularly, active listening (among others).  Listening 

closely with openness – a turning toward the Other – is what makes the cumulative nature 

possible: sequences are meaningfully “chained” together in ways that make the interaction 

coherent. This requires both a willingness to take risks and a willingness to suspend 

judgment as participants strive for intersubjective understanding. It involves “letting the other 

happen to me, while holding my ground” (Buber, 1955; Skidmore, 2006). 

While considering the types and dimensions of dialogue is useful conceptually, 

consideration of the features and patterns of interaction is essential analytically. On a 

structural level, different patterns of interaction afford qualitatively different opportunities 

for participation (O’Connor & Michaels, 2007) and substantive engagement (Nystrand & 

Gamoran, 1990). Critical to this analysis is the recognition that form does not equal function.  

The function of an utterance must be considered in the context of the sequence, as well as the 

broader socio-historical patterns of interaction in the classroom.  

That said, certain features and patterns are found to be conducive to the emergence 

and sustenance of dialogue in the classroom. The teacher’s use of questions and follow-up 
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moves are often pivotal.  Questions that are open, negotiatory, and authentic enable multiple 

voices and are more likely to enable extended and elaborated student responses. However, if 

the questions are to benefit academic achievement, they must be substantively related to 

content, not just student experiences (though depending on the context, this may very well 

have relevance in some discussions). 

Another critical element in teacher questioning is grounded in a kind of 

responsiveness or contingency, often referred to as “uptake,” where teachers’ subsequent 

questions are anchored in student responses.  Grounded in the principle of reciprocity and 

accountability to the community, the message this conveys to students is one where their 

ideas are taken seriously, and their contributions impact the direction of discourse.   

The way in which the teacher responds to a student’s contributions is also found to be 

pivotal.  Rather than evaluating the “rightness” of the response and moving onto the next 

question, the teacher can engage in alternative ways of responding that invite greater student 

participation. These alternatives include:  a null evaluation (i.e., the absence of evaluation), 

the presence of high-level evaluation, revoicing and/or elaborating on the student’s response, 

and requesting the student to clarify, elaborate, or justify their thinking.  When students talk 

more, this not only affords students different opportunities for participation and knowledge 

construction, it affords teachers windows into student thinking.  

Given the magnitude of the implications for dialogic interaction, particularly in light 

of research findings that illuminate its virtual absence and the many hindrances to fostering 

its emergence and sustenance, it seems only fitting that this exposition ends with a persuasive  
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plea: the call to action that I myself feel compelled to respond to. This seems best shared 

through the voices that now inform and haunt my thoughts… 

Dialogue is good for kids…“for the development of thinking skills, in particular the 

abilities to form, express, and exchange ideas in speech and writing, the critical form of 

assisting learners is through dialogue, through the questioning and sharing of ideas and 

knowledge that happen in conversation” (Tharp & Gallimore, 1989, p. 23). 

Dialogue is missing in schools… dialogic interaction is “singularly lacking in schools. 

Not only do children almost cease to ask real questions at school, but also teachers rarely ask 

them to express and explain their beliefs and opinions – at least with respect to the official 

curriculum” (Wells & Arauz, 2006, p. 387) 

Finding a way forward will be challenging… “teaching good knowledge using 

discursive methods is perhaps pedagogy’s greatest challenge” (Michaels et al., 2008, p. 291)   

A movement is growing… “there is a growing band of people for whom the notion of 

‘dialogue’ crystallizes what the evidence on learning shows is most urgently needed, and 

what the evidence on teaching shows is most palpably absent. In other words, a movement is 

gathering momentum” (Alexander, 2005, p. 10).  

Dialogue is always only a potential; while potent, it can never be assumed. For me, 

dialogue is best encapsulated as those moments when participants are generating meaning 

together, using each other’s utterances as thinking devices (Knuth & Persinni, 2001).  It is in 

these moments that “thinking enters the room” (Hobson & Morrison-Saunders, 2013) and the 

result of the encounter is more than any one participant could have contributed alone 

(including the teacher).   

These moments emerge spontaneously and unannounced. Even their emergence does 

not guarantee the moment will be sustained.  These moments are often temporary and 
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fleeting, particularly if the teacher is insistent on directing the course on a certain path that 

doesn’t have time and space for detours. In such cases, teachers will be reluctant to relinquish 

control of topic and turn-taking mechanisms.  Yet, these are the moments we yearn for as 

teachers and as learners – those moments when we are “caught up” and “carried away” 

(Burbules, 1993).  

As Burbules (1993) reminds us, “Dialogue is not something we do or use; it is a 

relation we enter into—we can be caught up in it and sometimes carried away by it… 

[dialogue as relation] emphasizes the aspects of dialogue that are beyond us, that we 

discover, that we are changed by” (p. xii). We must be vigilant in noticing the emergence of 

this potential and work to sustain the development of dialogic relations when these potent 

moments arrive. 

Connecting to the Present Study 

In an experimental study in a Quebec kindergarten classroom, Daniel and Desol 

(2006) examined children’s capacity to engage in dialogue in the context of a Philosophy for 

Children (P4C) approach. They analyzed the teacher’s interventions in terms of the kinds of 

questions asked of students, and they analyzed exchanges between students in terms of five 

types: anecdotal, monological, non-critical dialogical, semi-critical dialogical, and critical 

dialogical.  In a timespan of only a few months, they found that with close guidance from the 

teacher, students progressed significantly in their level of participation (quantity of utterances 

and interventions) and the quality of their exchanges (moving from anecdotal and monologic 

to non-critical and semi-critical dialogical types).  

In her study of kindergarten learning environments in Norway, Gjems (2012) argues 

for “everyday conversations” as a potent site for student language learning and active 

participation in co-constructing knowledge and meaning.  The teachers cooperating in her 
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study discovered their own preponderance of closed-questions and made efforts to modify 

their practices. While they did succeed at asking students more open-ended questions, 

teachers had a tendency to interact with one student at a time, and did not encourage students 

to interact with and build on each other’s contributions. Consequently, the students directed 

their responses to the teacher, ignoring other students’ utterances versus collaborating 

together around a shared subject.   

What these studies (and many others) have in common is the highlighted role of the 

teacher and the assumption that children must be taught to engage with each other, including 

especially in dialogue.  This assumes children do not have a natural capacity for this kind of 

involvement together.  It is also assumed that young children are not capable of organizing 

and controlling interaction among themselves, particularly in the context of institutional 

learning goals. As Phillips (1983) laments, “In the first six grades, children are rarely 

provided with the opportunity to practice regulating interaction among themselves, let alone 

given practice in how to learn from one another in such a framework” (as cited in Steinberg, 

1985, p. 162).   

Steinberg (1985) challenges this assumption. In her study of turn-taking behavior in a 

kindergarten classroom, she found striking differences between turn-taking behavior in the 

presence and absence of the teacher. When the teacher was present, she dominated control of 

turn-taking, encouraging students to compete for turns. In the absence of the teacher, 

students’ turn-taking behavior was more cooperative, with students demonstrating skill in 

coordinating turn-taking and interaction among themselves. 

When looking closely at the interactions of kindergartners, it is essential to not regard 

young children as inferior to adults.  Our expectations for adult interaction may not be 

suitable to what we would expect among kindergarten kids.   For instance, “are the students 
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synthesizing the ideas presented?” may likely not be an appropriate question to be asking of 

these students. What does synthesis look like when you are 5-6? It is most likely not overtly 

verbal. Even among adults, the synthesis of our ideas is not likely to take overt form in the 

immediate interaction.  It’s more likely to appear to us as a realization over time, upon 

reflection, and even over reoccurring experiences.  Perhaps the idea that we should hear a 

vocalized synthesis of ideas is grounded in our ideals of adult interactions?  Can synthesis of 

ideas be less vocalized - so less visible?  Is it even a requirement for "dialogue"? 

We should not assume that because children have less linguistic competence (i.e., 

they are less able to speak with precision of language) that they are less competent at 

“meeting” – at coalescing together in a time and space meaningfully… One might even 

wonder, if given the opportunity – the openings in time and space – what kinds of meaning 

might they generate together? 

In this study, I identify and explore the features and properties of emergent dialogic 

relations that the kindergarten students collectively generated with no support from an adult 

or authority figure.  While I wholeheartedly agree that we should create opportunities for 

students to practice interacting dialogically, I want to illuminate the interactional 

accomplishments of young people in opening a shared, collective space together, outside of 

the teacher’s plans and directions. As represented in this current study, many of the most 

interesting peer-to-peer interactions occur in the absence of adult mediation… when the 

teacher’s away. 
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Chapter III 

Methods of Analysis 

This study is grounded in a natural history approach (McDermott & Raley, 2011) to 

the study of human activity and experience. This approach to analysis “examines organisms 

and environments interwoven in real time in situations consequential to their participants and 

beyond… the ways people create environments for each other, [where] situation is conceived 

as neither a variable, nor an environment, but as a playground for adaptation, rearrangement, 

and ingenuity” (McDermott & Raley, 2011, p. 373). This approach involves a slow, detailed, 

careful analysis of the ways people construct and organize their social worlds. This study, as 

in other studies using a natural history approach, relies on video recordings of interaction. 

The processes of analysis are not linear, but rather highly iterative, recursive, and social 

(Derry et al., 2010).  

Study Context 

Participants 

Participants for this study were 20 students enrolled in a kindergarten class along with 

their teacher and teacher aide.  The class was composed of 12 girls and 13 boys.  Of these, 

consent to video two girls was explicitly declined, and permission forms for three children 

(two girls and 1 boy) were never received. Student participants then consisted of 8 girls and 

12 boys. This classroom is in a K-8 public charter school, located along the central coast of 

California. The school was selected based on their progressive approach to education, above-

average scores on standardized testing, and agreement to participate in this study. During the 

course of this study, both children and adults overwhelmingly spoke English.  

As shown in Figure 3.1, according to data online, among the school’s current 

population of 433 students, the demographics for the school as a whole were: 57% white, 
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31% Hispanic, 8% Multiracial, 2% Asian, 1% Black, 1% Fillipino, and less than 1% Native 

American. In addition, 3% of students are learning English as a second language, and 32% of 

students come from families designated as low-income. By gender, 43% of students are 

female, and 57% are male.  

 
Figure 3.1 
 
Ethnic Background of School Student Population  
 

 
 

 

Information about race and ethnicity was not explicitly collected for the individual class 

featured in this study.  By observation, it appeared that students were predominantly white, 

but appeared to include 3 Black or multiracial students (2 females and 1 male), 2 Asian or 

multiracial students (1 female; 1 male), and 1-2 Hispanic or multiracial students (both male). 

I did not seek to confirm these informal ethnic group attributions.   
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Classroom Contexts 

The commitment to a natural history approach requires the researcher to account for 

context on multiple levels.  On a static level, context is reported in terms of descriptions of 

school and classroom, basic demographics of participants, the official “occasion” students 

are involved in (e.g., Morning Meeting), and the activities students are engaged in.  Much of 

my analysis, however, hinges on the enacted context – the ways “contexts are constituted by 

what people are doing and where and when they are doing it” (Erickson & Schultz, 1981, p. 

148).  In this sense, context lives (and can be found) in the immediate interactional 

environment.  It is fluid and in flux; it is something participants themselves are always 

making sense of as the interaction unfolds, moment by moment. Examining context at this 

level requires a multimodal approach to analysis. As participants must attend to the verbal 

and nonverbal features of interaction in making sense of what’s happening in any given 

moment, so too should the analyst.  As Erickson (2011) argues, “the ‘multimodality’ nature 

of meaning making in interaction has gone unrecognized and consequently under theorized in 

much of the video research done in classrooms” (p. 184). My decision to account for this 

level of context is grounded in the maxim “people are environments for each other” 

(McDermott, 1977). 

Similar to Bremme and Erickson (1977), I am interested in how participants are 

collaboratively determining the social situation from moment to moment, interpreting the 

social meaning of behaviors, and producing appropriate behaviors for the given situation. By 

attending to the myriad nonverbal features in concert with the verbal features of interaction, 

Bremme and Erickson’s analysis of seemingly random constellations of behaviors enabled 

them to identify patterns that constitute three distinct contexts during First Circle: teacher’s 
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time, students’ time, and transitions. Each of these contexts is governed by different tacit 

rules for appropriate behavior. 

To better comprehend the flows and patterns of daily activity, I mapped out the 

morning events preceding lunchtime across all days from which I collected video recordings 

(not including field trips).  These events (which I also refer to as “times” or “occasions”) 

include morning meeting, calendar time, dance time, description of centers, and learning 

centers. (See Table 3.1.)   

Table 3.1 
 
Schedule of Morning Activities 
 

Events/”Times” 
 

Activity Time spent 

Morning Meeting Question of the Day 
Move Clips for Lunch 
Pick Leader of Day 
 

11-14 minutes 

Calendar Time Day of the week 
Day of the month 
Pattern finding 
Day of the school year 

5-7 minutes 

Dance Time Dancing and/or Singing 6-17 minutes 
Description of Centers Teacher describes Learning 

Centers 
7-12 minutes 

Learning Centers (1) Varied 20 minutes 
Learning Center (2) Varied 20 minutes 
Snack / Play time NOT RECORDED 20 minutes 
Magic Circle Appreciations/Concerns 15-20 minutes  
Learning Center (3) Varied 20 minutes 
Learning Center (4) Varied 20 minutes 
Lunch time NOT RECORDED  

 

Each morning followed a fairly stable schedule, organized into segments, although 

there was considerable variability in the time allotted for dancing. This table does not reflect 

that variability. For instance, in between each of these segments were transition times. There 

were also a few “special occasions” that don’t fit neatly into this organization: a special 
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visitor, reading a book together, watching a video together (the latter two were in preparation 

for activities in learning centers, so they could potentially be included as part of “description 

of centers”).   

Data Collection 
 
Classroom Observation 
 

I began field research on this project on February 21, 2017.  The first day of video 

collection began on April 10, and extended through the next to last day of school, June 13. 

(The last day of school, June 14, took place in a community park location.) 

Field visits were conducted 1-2 days per week, and most often encompassed all 

morning activities. I departed at lunchtime.  Video was collected for a total of 16 days (4 

days in April, 8 days in May, 4 days in June) – two of these days were field trips outside of 

the classroom (science museum and zoo).  Approximately 50 hours of video were collected 

during this time. An inventory of the videos collected can be found in Table A.1 located in 

Appendix A. The inventory documents date, clip numbers, sequence of events on video clips, 

and the activity focused on the Learning Centers that were recorded that day. 

Throughout my time in the classroom, I acted as a participant observer (Spradley, 

1980). I frequently interacted with the students, and they all knew me by name. At the 

teacher’s request, I occasionally led a learning center. I also served as a chaperone for three 

field trips. Other times, my participation was more passive, enabling opportunities to take 

field notes. Field notes included an overview of the activities of the day, key events or 

moments of interest, and questions and inferences that helped inform and focus future 

observations.  
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Positioning the Camera 

The camera used for recording was a Sony HD Handycam HDR-CX330 9.2 

megapixels. It was set up on a tripod, which was adjusted to different heights depending on 

the activity being recorded (i.e., when students were sitting or playing on the rug it was set 

lower than when they were working at tables).  The choice of where to situate the camera 

was based on several factors: the activity, parental permission for students to be 

videorecorded, the need to be close enough to capture sound clearly yet out of the way of 

moving bodies, and initially, trial and error.   (The exceptions to placing the camera on a 

tripod were when students were engaged in activities outside the classroom walls, such as a 

play center on the playground, the release of butterflies, and field trips to a zoo and a science 

museum.) 

For the whole-class interactions (morning meeting, calendar time, dance time, magic 

circle, etc), the camera was positioned to side of the activity, between 2:00-3:00 if the teacher 

is at 12:00. This was intended to maximize the number of students in the frame while still 

capturing the teacher.  My aim was to capture as much of the verbal and nonverbal features 

of the ongoing interactions.  This worked better at times, such as calendar time, when 

students were all facing forward toward the teacher.  (Ideally, a camera facing toward the 

students and a second camera facing toward the teacher, while adding complexity to setup 

and analysis, would better capture the richness of the interactions.)  When students were 

sitting in a large circle, no matter where the camera was positioned, it was inevitable that 

some students’ backs would be to the camera.  While this sometimes presented limitations to 

what can be seen, this was surprisingly inconsistent: The kids were in motion so that the way 

they were originally oriented changed. 
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For learning centers, there was the choice to be made each day: Where do I focus the 

camera today? Which activity would prove most fruitful for capturing student interactions?  

Where might dialogue potentially be emergent?  Of course, this choice was not completely 

wide open given other determining factors. Some of the learning centers would be led by 

parents assisting in the classroom. I did not have permission to record specific parents and 

did not request it, as I did not want to interfere with their regular contributions of helping in 

the classroom.  While I had permission to record the teacher aide, I did not typically position 

the camera at her learning center (although while positioning at the teacher’s center, the 

aide’s center was sometimes recorded in tandem).  A few times, the teacher requested I lead a 

center.  At these times, the camera came with me to record those students that were in the 

center with me. (This included a math center, an outdoor play center, and an ipad center, 

directly – others, such as hanging out at an indoor play center were indirect.)  Thus, the 

learning centers most commonly recorded were with the teacher for writing, or when students 

were working/playing independently.  What became evident and relevant was that the teacher 

regularly walked away from her learning center for brief amounts of time, leaving the 

students alone. These are the moments that often proved most interesting.  This discovery 

guided later decisions to continue focusing on this learning center in particular. The second 

type of center that became of primary interest over time was when students were engaged in 

free-draw activities with no adult present. 

I intentionally positioned the camera in ways that enabled me to capture the 

multimodal nature of interaction, including gaze, gesture, facial expression, and postural 

configurations.  Because participants attend to these nonverbal forms of communication in 

making meaning from the ongoing talk-in-interaction, it is essential for the analyst to have 

access to these “contextualization cues” (Gumperz, 1976). 
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When positioning the camera for any given learning center, it was inevitable that not 

all students would be captured in the frame.  Wherever the camera was placed, at least one 

student’s face would not be visible.  A solution could have been to place the camera directly 

behind the teacher, but again, the teacher’s nonverbal elements of interaction were relevant to 

me, specifically because they are relevant to the interactions with students. Positioning the 

camera to capture both teacher and student behaviors was intended to capture and 

“emphasize reciprocal relations between the teacher and the students” (Erickson, 2006, p. 

178). Considering the interactional relevance of the teacher’s nonverbal behavior, 

particularly gaze orientation, on student behaviors, not recording the teacher would have 

limited my access to some of the contextual cues students may be attending to.   

Phases of Data Analysis 

Discovery-Based Exploratory Phase 

My early phase of analysis was discovery-oriented, guided by a just a few broad 

research questions regarding dialogue and authority. For instance: What are the conditions in 

which dialogue is emergent? Where does it live? How is authority enacted in this classroom?   

My procedures for discovering and analyzing data were informed by Erickson’s 

(2006) guidelines for a Type I, inductive approach to video analysis. This approach is a 

combination of procedures derived from context analysis, ethnographic/sociolinguistic 

discourse analysis, and conversation analysis. Episode boundaries were decided by shifts in 

contexts that participants oriented to. This was made visible through changes in “sustained 

postural and interpersonal distance configurations, and of major topics and/or 

speaking/listening activities” (Erickson, 2006, p. 184).  

For each day of recording, I mapped out the entire morning sessions leading up to 

learning center (see Table 3.2 for a sample). This was done to aid in navigating the vast 
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collection of video. Details such as transitions and detours were included. (Note: Interactions 

of significant length that diverged from the regular activity were labeled as detours.) 

Table 3.2 

Sample Mapping of Morning Activities, May 8 
 

Timestamp Activity Notes/Comments 
00 End of morning meeting Question: highlight of weekend? 
1:30 Move clips  
2:50 Pick leader  
3:30 Transition time  
4:58 Ryden playing w/ weather box 

stuff 
 

5:23 Max’s question-weather box Explanation ends 6:20, move to crew talk 
6:40 Calendar time begins  
10:30 Slight detour: Ceylon’s bday 

tomorrow 
Happens right after Barron’s challenge (that’s 
not a pattern) and Brooklyn’s overlapped 
explanation of why it is a pattern 

10:55 Return to calendar time  
13:13 Calendar time ends Transition to dance time 
15:09 Dance time starts  
19:44 Dance time ends Transition to description of centers time 
20:28 Scolding for dancing behavior  
21:32 Description of centers starts  
28:12 End description, waiting to 

transition to learning centers 
Teacher attending to instructions for a couple 
individual students 

29:09 Transition to learning centers  
 

While I viewed the majority of videos within a day of recording them, I took notes 

initially only on some of the episodes each day, but I returned again and again, and continued 

to fill out my content log (Goldman & McDermott, 2007) of episodes throughout early stages 

of analysis.  (See Table 3.3 for example with sampling across time.) This beginning 

organization of video records into sources of data (Erickson, 2006) included identifying clip 

details (date, clip #, timestamp), episode name, brief summary of interaction, often including 

abbreviated transcripts and glossing of talk, and event “time” (e.g. calendar time, morning 

meeting, magic circle, learning centers, dance time, description of centers, transition time).  
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Episodes were typically named by a quote from within the episode (e.g., “I want to tell the 

question”) or my summary gloss of the episode (e.g., “telling on Damian”).  An additional 

column was added to include “category and comments” – where loose coding and 

observations were considered.   

Table 3.3 

Example from Content Log, Sample Excerpts Across Time 
 

Date, Clip, 
Timestamp 

Episode 
Name 

Description Event “Time” Category/ 
comments 

4/10/17 
Clip 1 
00:00 

Early bidding 
– foretelling 
the question 

Students are gathering for 
moving into position for 
calendar time. T: “Friends if 
you’re ready, your body looks 
like Dina and Max and 
Brooklyn and Harper. Devon 
has her hand already raised. 
Devon begins pointing to her 
own raised hand.  

Calendar time Getting a turn –  
early bidding 

4/10/17 
Clip 1 
1:41 

Correcting 
teacher 

Brixton: you just pointed at 
Tuesday 
T: “well, I didn’t do a thumbs 
up because we had a lot of 
Tuesday friends too, but it is 
Monday” 

Calendar time Authority of 
right answer – 
teacher’s 
pointing not 
aligned  

5/12/17 
Clip 1 
19:49 

“where’s my 
phone?” 
 

Teacher looks for phone (to 
see day’s schedule). Students 
imitate looking for phone. “I 
want my phone right now” 
mocking teacher.  Damian 
gets up and finds her phone. 

Explaining 
Schedule of Day, 
different than 
usual – still in 
somewhat 
transition time 
 
“time out”? 

chaos breaks 
out 

6/9/17 
Clip 12 
30:00 

“They’re 
pretty much 
homeless 
people” 
 
Barron’s 
drawing of 
homeless 
people 

Barron, Max, Harper, Ceylon, 
Devon are at drawing table.  
Barron is describing to Max 
his rather macabre drawing.  
“They just walk around, 
hiding in the dumps, finding 
gross food and eating it 
because they’re crazy people.  
They’re pretty much 
homeless people, that’s what 
they’re pretty much they are” 

Learning Centers 
– Free Draw (free 
choice) 
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Techniques for viewing the video that were employed by myself (and later, my 

research team) included: watching the video at slower and faster speeds, watching the video 

while muting the sound, or listening only to the audio (Derry et al., 1982; Erickson, 2006). At 

moments of particular interest, we moved backwards and forwards through clips frame by 

frame, looking for the “relationships of mutual influence between speaking and listening” 

(Erickson, 2006, p. 184). 

Working in collaboration with a team of undergraduate Research Assistants (RAs), 

our early coding included notes such as “playing with authority,” “challenging authority,” 

“knowledge claims,” “getting a turn,” as well as more detailed inferences and questions this 

was evoking.  The purpose of this early coding was to identify patterns and themes across 

times –  a process for identifying ways that certain clips might “hang together.” This included 

examples of the “same kinds of X” (Spradley, 1979), i.e., representative of a collection, or 

the ways clips might be related in terms of content, including semantic threads of meaning-

making co-constructed over time.  For example, the rule of what counts when “changing your 

mind” was an interactional achievement over time: students collectively determined that 

what matters is when that change takes place (before or after the “right answer” is revealed). 

In other words, changing your mind after the right answer has been revealed is cheating. 

Preparing Research Assistants to Engage in Video Analysis 

In preparation for engaging in video analysis, all new RAs watched portions from the 

website resource “Learning to Look and Listen: Building capacity for video based social and 

educational research” https://www.learninghowtolookandlisten.com/.  This collection was 

brought together as the result of a conference supported by the Spencer Foundation, and 

hosted by Fred Erickson. See Figure 3.2 for an image some of the scholar participants (image 
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copied from homepage of website). The collection contains videos of participants conducting 

video analysis, both individually and collectively.  

Figure 3.2 
 
Learning to Look and Listen: Scholars Participating in Video Analysis 
 
 

 
 

This source is particularly relevant to my own research on two levels: First, the 

participants represented are each recognized scholars engaged in close video analysis, yet 

each take very different approaches to their analysis – which results in noticing different 

phenomena as well as variation in interpretation. Second, the focus of analysis across a large 

part of the collection is a 2-minute video of classroom interaction in a K-1 classroom. 

There are three distinct sections to the collection of videos: individual viewing 

sessions, a group viewing session, and individual presentations. In the individual viewing 

sessions (approximately 30 minutes each), conference participants conducted video analysis 

of the same 2-minute clip, while “thinking out loud” for the benefit of the audience. In the 
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group viewing session (approximately 1.5 hours), moderated by Fred Erickson, participants 

come together to compares their analyses.  In the presentations section, each scholar 

demonstrates how they use video-based analysis in their own research.  

RAs were instructed to watch portions of the group viewing session, and then choose 

2-3 individual viewing sessions. Watching examples across multiple scholars enabled us to 

notice differences in the angles of noticing – and the group session provided a lens to see 

how participants worked through these similarities and differences of what they noticed. RAs 

were also encouraged to watch 1-2 of the individual presentations – where scholars explained 

the particulars of their ways of looking and listening closely and what that enables them to 

see. (For both the individual sessions and individual presentations, I highly recommended 

that they include Jason Duque’s sessions.) 

In this vein, I also shared the article that Duque references in his presentation: 

“Looking Closely: Toward a Natural History of Human Ingenuity” (McDermott & Raley, 

2011).  In addition, I shared several other articles, including Mehan’s (1980) “The Competent 

Student,” Bremme and Erickson’s (1977) “Relationships Among Verbal and Nonverbal 

Classroom Behaviors,” and Gutierrez, Rymes and Larson’s (1995) “Script, Counterscript, 

and the Underlife in the Classroom.” 

Narrowing the Lens: Dialogic Encounters 

As my research progressed, I narrowed my analytic gaze back toward my interest in 

dialogic encounters. As we searched for dialogic encounters, RAs logged their activities into 

a more expanded version of the Inventory of Clips, noting the portion of video viewed and 

brief notes of findings (or lack thereof). (See Table 3.5 for example excerpts taken from log.) 

This divide and conquer approached enabled a more exhaustive search – while we flagged 

those episodes we should return to for analysis. 
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Table 3.4 

Excerpt from Expanded Inventory of Clips: Logging of Activity by Research Assistants 
 

Date/Clip Description Name: 
portion 
viewed 

Notes/Findings/Clips Identified  
(timestamp & short name) 

April 28 Learning Centers:  
Parent Appreciation 
Books (1 & 2) 
STEM Play   

  

Clip 1 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Special Visitor: Lego 
Car 
Song/Dance Time 
Description of 
Centers 
Learning Center 1 
Learning Center 2 

 
(15:00) Special Visitor/Lego Car, Jeffrey wants 
the class to see the ‘secret’ parts of the car 
(competition)  

Clip 1 Learning Center 1: 
Parent Appreciation 
Books 

Neela: 
50:30-
1:08:21 

Parent appreciation book center 
 
Nothing dialogic here, teacher is at the table for 
most of the time 

Clip 2 Learning Center 2: 
Parent Appreciation 
Books 

Callie: Alll Nothing dialogic, mostly cleaning up the centers 

Clip 3 Circling up for lunch Callie: All 0:25- Brian calls Beatrice Mrs. Princess 
No dialogue/potential in this clip 

Clip 4 Magic Circle 
Learning Center 3: 
Parent Appreciation 
Books & STEM play 

Neela: 
Learning 
Center 3 
(24:00-
45:33) 

(30:15) Middle Board discussion/establishment 
of rule  
(32:40-37:03) Chase and Brady fight over the 
board  

Clip 5, 6, 
7 

Learning Center 4: 
STEM play 

  

Clip 8  Circling up for lunch Philippe: 
0:00-2:56 

For the entire clip, two girls were sitting on the 
carpet having an engaging dialogue. However, i 
was not able to hear the discussion because the 
classroom was noise. 

Clip 9 Circling up for lunch 
Talk about 
upcoming trip to 
zoo 

Philippe: 
0:00-10:02 

I found no significant dialogue. The teacher was 
mostly giving instructions for the field trip. At 
Minute 9:30, couple student’s briefly attempt to 
find the color green on their outfits. 
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As my team identified clips where dialogue felt like it might be potentially emergent, 

we kept discounting episodes because they were not fully dialogic (at least in terms that we 

define from an adult perspective). But I began to wonder: What really counts as dialogic 

among children?  Is that even the right terminology in which to be framing their encounters? 

Still, there was something that held many of these clips together. While not clearly 

dialogic, there was something happening here that was clearly differentiated from other 

moments during the day that did not attract our collective attention.  There were also clear 

delineations between these moments and what came before and what followed these 

moments. 

Episodes selected for further analysis are thus bounded by transitions in 

postural/distance/mutual gaze patterns, where the sustained attention of participants in the 

episode contrasts starkly with what came before and what follows after the episode.  This, 

too, was a recursive process. To understand interactions in a particular episode sometimes 

required a widening of our lens to examine more closely what came before and what 

followed, not just in the immediate scene, but across time.  A close analysis of one episode 

would sometimes highlight a connection (semantic, linguistic, etc.) to other episodes, which 

sent us backwards and forwards through the video records.  

Another table was created to track the clips identified for further analysis. (See Table 

3.6.) For each clip identified, we recorded the date, clip number, time stamp, and the event 

time in which it occurs (e.g., Morning Meeting, Learning Center). We also then named each 

episode, identified the participants involved, and what actions were being taken by RAs. In 

the last column, we identified emergent themes and/or noticings. This last part of the list was 

continuously revised over time as a result of our collective analysis during our weekly 

meetings. 
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Table 3.5 

Sample List of Clips Analyzing with Notes on Emergent Themes & Noticings 
 

Date, 
Clip, 
Time 
stamp 

Name Event Time Participant 
Names 

RA Actions Notes/Emerging 
Themes/Noticings 

May 5, 
Clip 2 
2:00 

Dia de los 
Muertos 

Writing 
Center – 
Clapping 
Syllabes – 
teacher 
present 

Ava Mariah 
Robin 
Teacher 

Philippe 
Chloe 
 
(Chloe 
transcribing) 

• Death = joyful, not scary 
• “Book of Life” – La 

Muerta 
• Connection to “Circle of 

Life”? 
• Death = not the end 

(movie) 
• Exploring new concept 
• Challenge to authority 

(Mariah “no”) 
• Shared attention 

(including Robin who is 
tracking with his eyes) 

• Does this connect to the 
later interaction about 
what’s real? 

• Not much space to 
negotiate ideas – 
particularly in presence 
of authority 

May 5, 
Clip 2 
6:00-
8:00 

Lil-li – 
Clapping 
Syllables 

Writing 
center – 
clapping 
syllables  (Ava 
& Robin 
Parent 
Appreciation 
Book) - NO 
authority 

Robin 
Ravenn 
Gavin 
Ava 
Mariah  

Emma 
transcribing 

• Shared attention 
• Clarifying question 
• Signaling 

interest/listening?  
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Date, 
Clip, 
Time 
stamp 

Name Event Time Participant 
Names 

RA Actions Notes/Emerging 
Themes/Noticings 

May 5, 
Clip 2 
11:08 

Princesses 
Aren’t 
Real 

Writing 
center – 
clapping 
syllables  (Ava 
& Robin 
Parent 
Appreciation 
Book) - NO 
authority 

Robin 
Ravenn 
Ava 

Philippe 
 
(K 
transcribing) 

• Disagreement (are 
princesses real) 

• Negotiating meaning  
• Princesses/mermaids 
• Listening to mom 
• Challenge to authority 

(Ravenn’s mom) 
• Justifying position (to not 

listen to mom) 
• Shared attention 
• Ravenn pursues 

dialogue? Attempting to 
get in her disclaimer 

• Body positioning 
• Ravenn’s elevating body 

to be heard 
• Robin’s divided 

involvement – attending 
to Ava’s authority claim 

• Objectifying Ravenn w/ 
pointing “she/her” 

• Ravenn’s gesture about 
her imaginary 
world/friends? (Side by 
side space)  

 
 
Transcription Phases 
 

As also reflected in Table 3.6 above, episodes that were selected for further analysis 

were then transcribed. Transcriptions went through multiple revisions. Early transcriptions 

were an attempt to get a fuller account of the interaction. These transcripts were reviewed by 

multiple RAs on the team.   

Throughout these recursive passes through the video, I (and my RAs) would initially 

attend to verbal and nonverbal features separately, focusing on one participant at a time 

(Erickson, 2006). In early transcripts, much of the nonverbal activity was recorded in a 

separate column in conjunction with the utterances of speech. 
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In developing more advanced transcripts, I attended more and more carefully to verbal and 

embodied features of interaction, such as intonation, pauses, laughs, utterances such as “um,” 

as well as gaze, gesture, facial expression, posture, bodily configurations. McDermott and 

Raley (2011) warn that such a detailed level of transcription should take an hour of work for 

each second of recorded interaction.  As the transcriptions progressed, I attempted to map the 

verbal and embodied behaviors in concert, marking the inception, completion, and duration 

of these behaviors (McDermott & Raley, 2011).  Hence, revisions to transcripts was a slow, 

iterative process, while also recognizing that transcriptions are never complete (Derry et al., 

2010). In that vein, I have continued to revise the transcripts throughout my extended 

analyses – continuing to find details I missed throughout the process of writing my findings 

(which demanded even further analysis).   

Notations used in the more advanced transcripts are adopted from Jeffersonian 

Transcription Notation (Jefferson, 1984).  See Appendix B for explanation of symbols used 

in transcripts. 

Weekly Research Team Notes 

I met weekly with my team of Research Associates over the span of 1.5 years. Each 

week, various members of the team would highlight particular clips for us to attend to 

together. Following each meeting, I would write up notes from our meeting to distribute to 

the group. These notes functioned as a place to report on details of the meeting – and also a 

place to then reflect, make connections, identify patterns, and formulate my evolving ideas 

and questions. This proved formative in my later analysis. 

Reporting Meeting Details and Making Connections 

In the following excerpts from Meeting Notes (see Figure 3.3.) I report on what 

transpired in the meeting in terms of the video clips we analyzed as a group. In that context, I 
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draw connections to other episodes and reflect on new questions. It should also be noted, that 

within in the context of our joint analysis, RAs made interesting connections across episodes 

and our developing ideas. (Meeting Notes were typically 2-4 pages each week; these excerpts 

are intentionally brief.)  

Figure 3.3 

Excerpts from Meeting Notes Across Time 
 
 

Excerpt from Meeting Notes 2/23/18  
Jessica identified an interesting clip “Jack Sparrow” (June 5, Clip 15, 44:00).  There is a sort of 
shared experience or shared liking that feels affiliative, and unlike many other clips where 
students are focused more independently, students in this clip are attending to each other.  
There is a “shared attention” – this of course would be a core element of a dialogic 
encounter.  This is an interesting clip to go back and examine to see what makes it not 
dialogic, despite this element of “shared – and coordinated – attention.”  
 
 
 
Excerpt from Meeting Notes 3/19/18 
Emma is looking closely at the “Lil-li” clip on May 5, Clip 5, 6:00-8:00.  While not emergent 
dialogue, there is a “shared attention” – and maybe something more? – happening here.  As 
she looks closer, she’s observing many “tying” mechanisms, but also that despite Robin’s 
dramatic attempts at “getting in,” Ravenn’s attempts at getting in work at crowding out 
Robin’s  attempts (not necessarily consciously or intentionally). Looking more closely is 
making the patterns of interaction more visible in interesting ways.  We still need to name 
what’s happening here. 

 
Ubaldo identified a clip (June 5, Clip 15) that while not dialogic has some interesting 
components. Students are engaged in shared attention. But what is really interesting is they 
are essentially “playing school” – they are enacting the “authority structures” that for them 
represent how school works. Interestingly, all students ask the pseudo-teacher (Ari) to tell 
them what the marker smells like – the teacher is the “knower” from whom they can obtain 
that knowledge… This feels really interesting to me in retrospect – it makes visible the ways 
kids are making sense of authority=knowing in the space of schooling. This seems very 
relevant and worth digging into further. 

 
 

In the first excerpt, from February 23, Jessica has brought a clip to the team’s 

attention that was later renamed “Knowing Jack Sparrow.” This was one of the clips to later 

become part of the commoning collection of episodes. I’ve underlined portions of this excerpt 
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to highlight aspects that drew our collective attention, despite not feeling truly dialogic. This 

theme of “shared attention” continued characterize the interactions that were selected for 

further analysis, as reflected in the second excerpt from a month later, March 19.   

In the second excerpt, from March 19, Emma has brought a clip to our collective 

attention that was later renamed “Knowing a Lily.” This clip also is included in the collection 

of commoning episodes – and the analysis of this clip will later become central to the 

findings. At this point, as noted in the excerpt, we had not yet named what was happening in 

these episodes – but recognized the need to do so.  

As also noted, Ubaldo has brought forward a fascinating clip on “playing school.” 

Like the commoning clips, there is a “shared attention” noted, but the interaction takes a 

different form, more of an enactment of authority structures. This episode did not make it to 

the commoning collection. 

Organizing for Forward Activity: Next Steps and Emergent Themes 

As we progressed in our work as a team, the RAs would volunteer each week to take 

notes and write them up for the group. The RA would first send their notes to me, and I 

would add some additional details, and then send to the group. Accompanying the meeting 

notes, these weekly communications with the team included next steps that each RA had 

agreed to. (See Figure 3.4 of sample of next steps.) 
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Figure 3.4 

Sample Next Steps (Excerpt from 3/19/18) 
 
    Next Steps: 
 

• K to create document to post on google docs – to identify what clips (or portions thereof) 
have been investigated, so we can determine what’s left to look at. 

• Emma will continue to dive into and transcribe/analyze May 5 clip, both episode she has 
been exploring, but also Corbin/Ceylon interaction “are princesses real?”  Emma is also 
curious about other interactions w/ Corbin so will seek these out.  (If others notice any 
interactions of interest re: Corbin, please alert Emma.) 

• Callie will dive into Gender Clips – as well as investigating events earlier in the day to see if 
there are any thread of meaning that evoked these separate yet connected episodes. 

• Jessica will dive into the “what’s fair/rules for seating” conversation.  She will also continue 
to explore Learning Centers. 

• Ubaldo will dive into earlier clips (and possibly this most recent clip too?) and is interested in 
continuing to explore Learning Centers. 

 
 

As illustrated, these next steps could include specific clips of focus and actions to be 

taken (e.g., Emma will transcribe a clip on May 5; or Kimberly will create google doc for 

logging exploration of clips).  Or they might include more general intended actions (e.g., 

Callie will investigate clips preceding an interaction about gender for threads of meaning; or 

Ubaldo will continue to explore Learning Centers looking for dialogic encounters).  

These Team Communications also included my summative commentary on 

developing themes and ideas emerging from our meetings. Figure 3.5 represents a snapshot 

of emergent themes. 
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Figure 3.5 

Snapshot of Emerging Themes – Excerpt from Communications to Team  (4/24/18) 
 
 

• Presence/Absence of Authority - the relation to how this constrains/affords potential for 
dialogic encounters. 

o Who gets to be the knower when an authority figure is present? 
o How are dialogic inquiries supported or shut down? 

• Exploring new concepts as a place that feels potent for dialogue 
• Recurring theme: What's real? 

o Princesses 
o The furthest reaches of the Universe 

§ Biggest thing/planet 
§ biggest number 

• Disagreement as place for negotiation of ideas - a potent place for emergent dialogue 
• Togethering vs. Othering - an essential element of dialogue 
• Drawing as a recurring situational factor where dialogue feels potentially emergent 

o Does this creative activity enable a kind of "distribution of attention" (where one 
can draw and fully listen, the two activities are not conflicting) - which is very 
different than "divided attention" (checking facebook during lecture and assuming 
you are still tuned in "enough" to digest all that's being said)? 

o How does this contrast with activities that feel less conducive to the potential for 
emergent dialogue?  How would we name these other kinds of activites?  (i.e. "fill-
in-the-blank" response questions?) 

 
 

I’ve underlined a few portions of this snaphshot, from April 24, to highlight how 

these emergent themes both reflected ongoing analysis but also informed our analytic 

decision in the search for dialogic encounters. For instance, it became evident across many 

episodes that the presence of authority constrained potential for dialogic encounters to 

emerge. This led us to search for moments when an authority figure was not present.  

This part of the team communications, reflecting on and writing up our emergent 

themes, provided an opportunity to continuously synthesize the cumulative findings from our 

observations and analysis.   
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Advanced Coding Phase   

Eventually, having searched the vast majority of the video records, my Research 

Team reached a point of saturation. This became a turning point, where we shifted our focus 

to the collection of episodes that represented the phenomena we had identified as 

commoning.  

As we progressed, our later categories and codes emerged from looking closely at the 

data, in a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  We began grouping codes 

into larger conceptual categories.  For instance, codes such as “putting a stake in the ground” 

and “justifying a claim” were grouped under the category of “processes of disagreeing” 

which evolved to “processes of differing.”  In contrast, the term commoning emerged in our 

search for what distinguished the episodes we had identified where dialogue felt potentially 

emergent. Commoning referred to those times when interactionists seemed to open/create a 

common, shared “space to inhabit together.”  This seemed to be a predialogic stage that 

could take different forms.  Identifying the forms this could take led to the development of 

codes such as “opening a shared space (postural configuration)” and “negotiating meaning.”  

These processes of differing and commoning seem to work together in many episodes that 

were identified for further analysis.  

After four rounds of revisions to the coding schemes, we began applying these codes 

to the turn-by-turn interactions of each transcribed episode.  (See Table 3.6 for an example.) 

The transcript was used only as a base to record the codes; the coding of each episode 

occurred while simultaneously viewing the video. Each individual transcript was coded 

individually by at least 3-4 researchers. We then compared our results in a search for 

interrater reliability and discussed codes where disagreement was found.   
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Table 3.6 

Sample Coding of Interactional Moves via Transcripts 
 

 
Speaker 

 
Talk 

 
Commoning 

 
Differing 

Ija (To Corbin) I got the biggest chair 
 

stake in ground 
Corbin You got the biggest Chair?  

No THAT’S the biggest chair (points to teacher’s 
chair) 

 
??clarifying Q 
challenging claim 

Ija No this is… this is the (inaudible) size 
 

holding ground 
justifying? 

Corbin No! 
 

holding ground 
Damian No that ones not the biggest chair (pointing at 

Ija’s chair w/ pencil) 

 
challenging claim 

Brennan That one! (pointing to teacher’s chair w/ pencil) aligning 
 

Damian No, that one too… (turns around) and the big 
bouncy ball…  

Modifying claim-
expanding 
Negotiating meaning 
shared attention  

 

stake in ground 

?? yeah, the big bouncy ball  aligning 
 

Corbin The big bouncy ball is the biggest chair Aligning 
being silly together 

 

Damian And the one (inaudible; points up) is bigger than 
that (points back to teacher’s chair) 

Negotiating 
Expanding claim 

 

Corbin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all! aligning  
Upgrading/Echoing 

 

Brennan I think space is!... space… space (barely audible) Being Silly 
Redirecting flow 
bridging context 

stake in ground 

Ija No the sky is huger 
 

challenging claim 
stake in ground 

Brennan Space! being silly holding ground 
Corbin Space is huger! Upgrading/animating? 

 

Brennan Yeah! aligning 
sharing credit 

 

Corbin How about Jupiter? redirecting flow 
 

Ija Ohhh that one’s really big (huge expression on 
face, seems excited) 

aligning  
bridging context 
shared attention 

 

Sorraya That’s the biggest planet knowledge claim 
 

Brennan No (shakes head) the biggest planet is space being silly holding ground 
Damien The biggest planet is Jupiter 

 
challenging claim 

 
 

This analytical process led to a further refining of the codes as we discovered and 

identified what students were up to in and through the interactions identified for analysis. 

Along the way, a third category of processes emerged: “Bridging” or “Meeting in the Middle 
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Ground.” This category of codes, however, was only found present in one episode: the one 

and only one found to be dialogic. Table 3.7 represents the final coding scheme. 

Table 3.7 

Final Coding Scheme: Processes of Commoning, Differing, Bridging Ground 
	

 
Processes of Commoning 

 
Processes of Differing  

 
Processes of Bridging  

Aligning/Confirming 
Echoing-aligning: 

revoicing/repetition of 
another’s words (social 
cohesion) - way of aligning 

Echoing-broadcasting/upgrading: 
revoicing/repetition of own or 
others’ for all to hear (social 
cohesion) 

Initiating/Inviting interaction: 
opening up interaction 

Accepting invitation 
Sharing discovery/surprise: way 

of aligning 
Demonstrating shared attention-

mutual focus 
Leaning in (embodied) 
Asking clarifying questions 
Animating/Performing: 

exaggerated gesturing or 
intonation performance  

Jumping in/on board: joining the 
group interaction 

Sustaining interaction: keeping 
interaction going/ continuing 
flow; sometimes 
(re)broadcasting -- keeping 
thread going and avoiding 
parallel talk 

Supporting another’s claim - 
sometimes w/ evidence 

Putting stake in ground (taking 
position/stance)  

Holding ground (reiterating 
claim/position) 

Making knowledge claim (can be 
neutral/commoning) 

Justifying a claim/position 
Defending a 

claim/position/stance 
Challenging 

claim/position/stance 
Asking disputing question -- 

Poking hole in argument: way 
of challenging 

Challenging/Reinforcing norms 
 
Authority Claim (teacher) 
Aligning w/ T-authority (against 

student) 
Seeking support of authority 

(teacher) 
 

Reframing context/recognizing 
trouble source  

Bridging context: making 
connection / tying ideas 
together 

Negotiating meaning 
Building on others utterances as 

“thinking devices” 
Movement/Change: shift in 

stance/position 
Modifying claim: 

expanding/broadening or 
narrowing 

Clarifying position 
 

 

These codes were never intended as ends in themselves, but rather as a means of 

analyzing what’s happening among and between participants. I do not report on the 

individual application of codes.  However, these codes, along with observations recorded in 
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weekly team notes, enabled me to identify patterns across episodes. This became the jumping 

off point for identifying the core features of the phenomena I’d identified. 

Beyond the Coding Phase 

As I continued to analyze the clips identified as commoning, I searched for patterns of 

similarity that were core. This required a return to transcription and a return to viewing the 

selected episodes, often frame by frame. Focusing on the four cases that felt most similar, I 

identified the core features of the phenomena. Then focusing on two of these as examples, I 

identified the ways these features functioned at critical junctures in the unfolding 

interactional context.  

At this point, in the search to better understand what was happening between 

students, I returned to the literature. While I was continuously tacking back and forth 

between the literature and analysis, there were a few “deep dives” down the literature “rabbit 

hole” that shifted my lens of perception. And again, I would return to the data for further 

analysis.  

Analysis of each of the episodes proceeded in a way that continued to be iterative and 

recursive. Each new discovery or insight informed and shaped subsequent analytical 

decisions. The most effective way to describe the methods of analysis is inside the context of 

individual episodes. Hence, additional descriptions of ongoing analytic decisions and turning 

points, including ongoing references to the literature to warrant decisions and subsequent 

claims, are embedded in the chapters that follow. 
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Chapter IV 

 
Commoning: An Emergent, Student-Generated Genre 

 
My research began in a search for dialogic encounters. Distinguishing dialogue from 

other speech events, Cissna and Anderson (1994) argue, “Dialogue implies more than a 

simple back- and-forthness of messages in interaction; it points to a particular process and 

quality of communication in which the participants ‘meet’ which allows for changing and 

being changed” (p. 10). Thus, while not sufficient, “back-and-forthness” between students is 

an essential element and precondition to dialogue. An early finding was that the participation 

structures of the daily classroom activities were not conducive to the emergence of dialogue: 

opportunities for back-and-forthness between students were largely absent. This was true 

even in the smaller group setting of learning centers. Any back-and-forthness between 

students that did emerge was limited and mediated by the teacher and/or constrained by 

participation structures.   

In this context, it may not be surprising that some of the most interesting peer-to-peer 

interactions occurred in the absence of an adult authority figure: either at a learning center 

with no designated adult (e.g. free-draw center), or when the teacher left the table during an 

ongoing learning center.  This frequently occurred at the teacher’s writing center.  After 

orienting students to their tasks, which most often included eliciting a phrase from the 

student that the teacher would then write down for the student to copy onto their paper and 

illustrate with a drawing, the teacher would often leave the table for a brief period before 

returning.  

When left to their own devices, students were quite competent at organizing and 

cooperatively navigating interaction among peers. In some of these moments, they were 
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“caught and carried away” (Burbules, 1993) together in the flow of interaction. These are the 

moments I became interested in exploring more closely. 

I identified a recurrent pattern of interaction that sometimes occurred during learning 

centers in the absence of an authority figure. I have named this emergent, student-generated 

genre “commoning” (Ingold, 2018)1 to describe the way students collectively open/create a 

common, shared space to inhabit together.  

This chapter is divided into two main sections, followed by a summary and discussion 

section.  

The first section is entitled Defining Features of Commoning. In this section, I draw 

on four separate cases of commoning to provide illustrative examples of five defining 

features. These cases occur across four different days and involve four different groups of 

 
1 While I have adapted my use of the term “commoning” from Ingold (2018) and I do 
resonate with his usage, I am using the term differently. In developing his argument against 
transmission as an educative mode, Ingold draws on Dewey’s use of the word 
communication to describe more than just the exchange of information, suggesting that 
Dewey is interested in “how people with different experiences can reach an accord – a degree 
of like-mindedness that allows them to carry on their lives together” (Ingold, 2018, p. 4). 
Noting Dewey’s recognition of an affinity between the words “communication,” 
“community” and “common,” Ingold concludes that we can turn “common” into a verb: “to 
communicate” would be “to common.” In the context of educative goals, Ingold (2018) 
describes commoning then as an achievement between persons, where instead of transmitting 
intact packets of information between heads, “I have to make an imaginative effort to cast my 
experience in ways that can join with yours, so that we can – in a sense – travel the same 
paths, and in so doing, make meaning together” (p. 4). 
     Ingold is also not the inventor of the term. The term is most often associated with “the 
commons” (popularized by Garrett Hardin’s 1968 essay “Tragedy of the Commons”). The 
specific term “commoning” has more recently been popularized by historian Peter Linebaugh 
(2008) in his book The Magna Carta Manifesto. Linebaugh chose to use the verb as a way to 
illustrate that the commons are a social activity, not just an idea or material resource. Little 
did I know, there has been a recent resurgence of interest in the commons as a social 
movement, where the term commoning has been adopted to mean “activating the power of 
social cooperation to get things done-- and bring us together” (Ristau, 2011, “On the 
commons”) https://www.onthecommons.org/work/what-commoning-anyway 
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students (although some students are involved in more than one case). The five features 

examined are:  

1) Echoing of utterances  

2) Mutual perceivings/joint gaze  

3) Circling up and turning toward  

4) Back-and-forthness  

5) Animated performances of discovery 

In the second section, entitled Understanding the Emergence & Evolution of 

Commoning, I narrow the lens to two episodes examined in depth: The Biggest Planet is 

Space and Knowing a Lily. I provide a descriptive narrative and analysis of the emergence 

and evolution of each of these commoning events to better contextualize and understand how 

these features function in real time. These episodes are quite different, yet share the same 

features and organizing structure.  

While the analysis of the two episodes takes up the bulk of this section, I first begin 

by mapping out and explaining the organizing structure that will guide the analyses. The 

delineation of sections within each episode is guided by the identification of three critical 

junctures in the interaction: invitation to engage, catalyzing moment, and recharging 

moments. While these components are present in both analyses, there is some variation in the 

episodes that is reflected in the organizing structure for each. 

I conclude this chapter with a summary and discussion of the findings. 

Defining Features of Commoning 
 

In this section, I draw on four cases to provide examples of the defining features of 

commoning. All four cases occurred during Learning Centers. Each day, students rotated 
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around to four different Learning Centers. Students were assigned to a new group each day, 

and the entire group moved together through the four centers. Each group stayed at its 

designated center for approximated 20-25 minutes. Writing center was supervised by the 

teacher. Math center was supervised by the teacher’s aide. Art center, supervised by a parent 

volunteer, had a specific task to complete. The activity for the fourth center varied, ranging 

from STEM play, to outdoor playground, to Ipads to free play, to free draw.  With the 

exception of outdoor playground, which was always supervised by a parent volunteer, many 

times the fourth center was not supervised.   

Table 4.1 maps the sequential order of the four cases of commoning over time. The 

commoning events are circled in red. Other included episode names are referenced in other 

chapters: one describing qualitatively different kinds sociospatial bodily formations students 

enacted, either in the presence of authority constraints or of their own accord. The other 

chapter involves a dialogic encounter. All but one of these episodes occurred at the writing 

center, when the teacher had stepped away from the table. The one exception, Jaxson Lives 

on a Tall, Tall Hill, occurred at a free-draw center with no adult immediately present.  
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Table 4.1 
 
Sequential Timing of Commoning Cases, by Date and Timing of Day 
 

 
 

The columns (Learning Center 1-4) represent the time of day: Learning Center 1 is 

the first one of the day; Learning Center 2 is the second; etc. Episodes within the same box 

occurred at the same Learning Center, with the same group of students. For instance, the 

episodes Giraffes Don’t Eat Thorns and Giraffes Don’t Wear Hats both occur at the same 

table group during the first learning center of the day on May 8. But the episode Biggest 

Planet Is Space, also on May 8, occurs later in the day during the third learning center of the 

day, with an entirely different group of students. (There is also one exception to this: On June 

9, I moved the camera from the free-draw table to the writing center mid-day. I captured one 

group of students twice, at two different learning centers: Students at Learning Center 1 and 

Learning Center 4 are the same group.)  
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Drawing from excerpts taken from these four cases, I will provide examples that 

illustrate five defining features of commoning: 

1. Echoing of Utterances: Auditory resonances 

2. Mutual Perceivings: Joint gaze and coordinated activity 

3. Circling Up and Turning Toward: Reorienting bodies to open, shared space 

4. Back-and-Forthness: Patterns of widely distributed turn-taking 

5. Animated Performances of Discovery: Intermittent embodied high affect 

Feature 1. Echoing of Utterances: Auditory Resonances 
 

Echoing of utterances is strictly an auditory feature. It is not a label that represents 

something the students are doing, but rather, it references the sound of the talk: The talk 

sounds “echoey.” It is also not a claim about how the talk is functioning. So for instance, 

some of that echoing effect is accurately labeled as repair in terms of how the talk is 

functioning. I make this distinction in my more contextualized analysis about the varied 

functions of this feature. As an auditory feature, this category is intentionally widely 

inclusive.  

Echoing of utterances took several different forms, often serving a group cohesion 

function (Fisher, 2009). Sometimes a student would echo the utterances of self; sometimes of 

others. Sometimes utterances were echoed directly without changing them. Other times, the 

utterances echoed were changed slightly: truncated, expanded on, or reframed as a question.  

Echoing of Own Utterances  
 
Most often when students echoed their own utterances, it was an attempt at “repair” 

(Schegloff, Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977).  For instance, in this excerpt (Figure 4.1), Robin has 
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not yet gained recipiency for his announcement (“I’m five and a half” turn 44), so echoes 

these same words again in turns 47 and 49, slightly expanding the last iteration.  

Figure 4.1 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “I’m five and a half” 
 

41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 
42  Ava You’re fi::ve? 
43  Gavin Next [Tuesday you’re going to be six?  
44  Robin      [I’m five and a half- I’m- 
45  Ravenn No, on Tue:sday I’m going to be six. 
46  Ava .hhh On Tuesday, I’m getting my testing for a blue belt.  

[I’m in karate.] 
47  Robin [I’m five and] a [half! (  )  
48  Ravenn         (        [(recreation [your first Tuesday)] 
49  Robin                               [I’m five and a half].  

[I’m almost six. 

 
In this next excerpt (Figure 4.2), Ravenn also echoes her own words, but she has 

already gained recipiency. There is no need for repair. Here the echoing is more for emphasis 

as she appends with additional information (“just like you”) that further personalizes her 

announcement. (Because this is marked with the latching symbol “=”, this should really be 

viewed as one turn for Ravenn versus two. This is a limitation of the transcript and a decision 

I made analytically versus one that reflects the participants’ experience of their turns at talk.) 

Figure 4.2 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “I’m going to be six” 
 

39  Ravenn  I’m almost going to be six=  
40  Robin [my dog- 
41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 

 
Echoing of Others’ Utterances  
 

More interesting, of course, is echoing of others’ utterances. This was often found as 

a mechanism for joining into the interaction, which required jumping into the ongoing flow.   
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Sometimes this echoing could be as simple as tying to the the previous utterance 

using only one word, such as in the following excerpt (Figure 4.3). Each contributor to the 

co-constructed response begins his utterances with “yeah.”  

Figure 4.3 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “Yeah!” 
 
12 Jaxson =we also saw AJ when we were um, you know do do do do do do do do do 

                                    ((Gestures walking with 
fingers)) 

13 Mariah Walking on the stage? 
14 Jaxson Walking to school 
15 Mariah Really? 
16 Jaxson  Yeah     
17 Mariah You walk- do you walk to school? 
18 Ethan Yeah, I saw him and I was like “Jaxson!” and he was 

like-              
19 Isaiah Yeah, because Jaxson lives on a tall, tall hill 
20 Jaxson  Yeah! Which is so near to our school! 
21 Isaiah  Yeah, it’s up on a big hill. 
22 Jaxson Guys (1.0) [The scho::ol [is on the same hill] 

 

By itself, this is unremarkable. But it becomes more relevant when viewed in 

combination with the other echoing in these utterances. This echoing appears more as a blend 

of thematic phrasing:  

• on a tall, tall hill (turn 19) 

• on a big hill (turn 21) 

• on the same hill as the school (turn 22). 

In the next excerpt (Figure 4.4), Zoe joins in by echoing Dante’s expression of “love” 

for Jack Sparrow.  She echoes his entire statement directly, adding only one word: “too.” She 

joins in while simultaneously signaling an alignment with Dante’s evaluation of Jack 

Sparrow. 
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Figure 4.4 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “I love Jack Sparrow!” 
 

14  Dante  I love Jack Sparrow 

15  Lucas (yesterday?) 

16  Zoe  I love Jack Sparrow [too!  

 
And in this next excerpt (Figure 4.5), when Lucas and Zoe overlap, the echoing effect 

of “yeah” is coincidental. Both Lucas and Zoe are aligning with Dante’s evaluation that Jack 

Sparrow is funny, and Zoe more fully expands her alignment by echoing “he’s funny.” This 

time she not only aligns with Dante, but further expands on his utterance by upgrading the 

evaluation to “really funny.” 

Figure 4.5 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “He’s really funny!” 
 

18  Dante  Jack Sparrow is a pirate, he’s funny.   
19  Lucas Ye[ah 
20  Zoe    [Yeah he’s really [funny!  

 

In this next excerpt (Figure 4.6), Robin echoes Ravenn’s last few words, not to share 

the same sentiment, but to share an associated piece of information. He is not commenting on 

Ravenn’s dog name, but instead attempting to join in to the flow by sharing his own dog’s 

name. 

Figure 4.6 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “My dog’s name” 
 

27  Ravenn If your little sister’s names Lily,  
that’s just like my dog’s name! 

28  Robin My- my- my- [my dog’s name is-]  

 
And expanding our view to the turns that precede and turns that follow the previous 

excerpt, the words “my dog’s name” were uttered five times in total: twice before the excerpt 

above, and once after. Ravenn utters “my dog’s name” four of those five times. There is both 
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echoing of self and of others. (Only her first echoing of self, line 15, functions as repair for 

lack of recipiency.) (See Figure 4.7) 

Figure 4.7 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Expanded Version of “My dog’s name”  
 

13  Ravenn                                   [Coooool!]  
Just like my dog’s name! 

14  Robin Really? 
15  Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too. 
16  Gavin Oh my- What the heck?! 

17  Ravenn [Yea:h!] 
18  Ava [Your] friend’s name is Lily 
19  Gavin What the-! 
20  Ava hehe 
21  Mariah My- wait, is it my mother’s (  ) 
22  Robin  Your cousin’s named Lily 
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky  
24  Ava Woop, [woop 
25  Robin       [ahht 
26  Mariah       [Now, now, now 
27  Ravenn If your little sister’s names Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name! 
28  Robin My- my- my- [my dog’s name is-]  
29  Ravenn             [That’s my dog’s name] 

 
Echoing Reframed as a Question 
 

On the surface, asking a question that repeats what our conversational partner has just 

uttered seems redundant and odd. One explanation might be that the question is uttered as a 

request for clarification. This could be to confirm that one has heard correctly, or to clarify a 

particular detail of the utterance.  

For instance, in this excerpt (Figure 4.8), Ravenn has just shared that she is going to 

be six on Tuesday (turn 41). Gavin reframes this statement into a question to clarify which 

Tuesday: Looking towards the calendar, he inquires if she is referring to “next” Tuesday 

(turn 43). Ravenn responds with “no, on Tuesday I’m going to be six” (turn 45), echoing her 

prior utterance. While she doesn’t explicitly state it, she is differentiating between “this 

Tuesday” and “next Tuesday” – her birthday is four days away. 
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Figure 4.8 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “Next Tuesday you’re going to be six?” 
 

41 Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 
42 Ava You’re fi::ve? 
43 Gavin Next [Tuesday you’re going to be six?  
44 Robin      [I’m five and a half- I’m- 
45 Ravenn No, on Tue:sday I’m going to be six. 

 
In the following excerpt (Figure 4.9), seeking clarification does not provide an 

adequate explanation for what’s happening. The interlocutors are adjacent to one another: 

hearing is not a problem. They also do not seem to accentuate any specific detail in a request 

for clarity, such as Gavin did in the above extract. Rather than seeking clarification, the 

echoing functions as a confirmation of recipiency and invitation to continue. 

Figure 4.9 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “It has two syllables too?” 
 

3 Gavin  Lil- Did you know my sister’s has- has uh (.) two syllables too? 
4 Mariah It has two syllables too? 

 
This next excerpt (Figure 4.10) is strikingly similar. Isaiah has made a claim: He has 

the biggest chair. Robin echoes Isaiah, reframing the utterance into a question. But here, he 

immediately follows this question with a counterclaim, that again echoes Isaiah’s initial 

utterance.  

Figure 4.10 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “You got the biggest chair?” 
 

1 Isaiah  I got the biggest chair 
2 Robin You got the biggest chair?  

No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s chair))  
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Feature 2. Mutual Perceivings: Joint Gaze and Coordinated Activity 
 

Mutual perceivings represents the ways that participants’ shared patterns of joint gaze 

enabled the monitoring of perception and coordination of activity. This was a captivating 

feature of the commoning episodes that drew me in. This feature co-occurred with moments 

of leaning in and turning toward that accentuated the interaction. Students were attending 

closely to one another. It is difficult to show sustained gaze over time so I’ve used three 

different examples that demonstrate the ways gaze worked in conjunction with coordinated 

activities: attending to shifting speakers, attending to gesture, attending to co-constructing a 

response. 

Attending to Speakers with Joint Gaze  
 

This episode was sparked by a shared liking of Jack Sparrow (for the uninitiated, this 

is the name of the main character in Pirates of the Caribbean movie). Ava has just shared that 

she saw Jack Sparrow at the pirate party. Lucas challenges her claim, arguing that “there is 

no Jack Sparrow at the pirate party.” 

In Figure 4.11, Ava is leaning in to respond to Lucas’s challenge, explaining that it 

was a man dressed up as Jack Sparrow (turn 28). Except for one student, all eyes are on Ava. 

After Ava’s explanation, there was a mostly inaudible exchange between Dante and Lucas, 

although a cackling laugh can be heard from Dante, and Lucas can be seen strumming his 

fingers on the table.  

As Zoe jumps in to corroborate Ava’s story, saying “Yeah, I saw Jack Sparrow too on 

Friday” (turn 31), Ava and Dante shift their gaze toward Zoe. 
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Figure 4.11 

Attending to Speakers with Gaze 
 

 
All eyes on Ava: defending a claim (turn 28). 
 
 
 

23  Ava I saw him at the pirate party. 

24  Dante The new [ones- 

25  Lucas         [N:o. There is no Jack Sparrow at the pirate party.  

26  Dante Wha::t?!? 

27  Lucas Jack [Sparrow’s- 

28  Ava      [He was dre- he was this man dressed up. 

29  Dante (        ) 

30  Ava Ye[ah 

31  Zoe   [Yeah I saw Jack Sparrow too on Friday 

 
 
 
 

 
Gaze shifts to Zoe: Corroborating Ava’s story (turn 31). 
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Gaze and Gesture 
 

In this excerpt, there is a dispute on the table: which chair is biggest? Robin has 

nominated the teacher’s chair as biggest (turn 2). Brady has attempted to complete Dante’s 

turn (turn 5) by also arguing for the teacher’s chair (turn 6). In this image, Dante is 

nominating a new candidate: the big bouncy ball (turn 7). To do so, he torques his body 

toward the back of the room, pointing with his outstretched hand to the big bouncy ball. As 

shown in Figure 4.12, four of the students follow his gesture with their gaze. 

Figure 4.12 
 
Following Gesture with Gaze 
 

 
 
 

1     Isaiah  I got the biggest chair 
2     Robin You got the biggest chair?  

No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s 
chair)) 

3     Isaiah No this is… this is the (      ) size 
4     Robin No! 
5     Dante No that one’s not the biggest chair ((pointing at 

Isaiah’s chair w/ pencil)) 
6     Brady That one! ((pointing to teacher’s chair w/ 

pencil)) 
7     Dante No, that one too… ((torques body toward back of 

room)) and the big bouncy ball… ((pointing)) 
8     ?? yeah, the big bouncy ball 
9     Robin The big bouncy ball is the biggest chair 
10     Dante And the one (      ) ((points up)) is bigger than 

that ((points back to teacher’s chair)) 
11     Robin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all!  
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Throughout this small excerpt, students are pointing as part of their communication. 

Pointing is used at least six times by three different students: Robin (turn 2), Brady (turn 6) 

Dante (turns 5, 7, and twice in turn 10). Pointing is relevant as a resource in communication 

only if others are attending with gaze.  

Gaze and Co-Construction of a Response 
 

In this next excerpt (Figure 4.13), students engage in joint gaze orientation while co-

constructing a response. When Mariah asks Jaxson if he walks to school (turn 17), Ethan, 

Isaiah, and Jaxson co-construct the response that yes, he walks to school (turn 18) because he 

lives on a tall hill (turns 19, 21), which is not only near to the school (turn 20) but his house 

and school are on the same hill (turn 22).  

Jaxson is following up on Isaiah’s comment, contributing that his house is “so near to 

our school” (turn 20). Jaxson and Isaiah share mutual gaze orientation, as Chase and Mariah 

direct their gaze toward Jaxson. Both Isaiah and Mariah hold their mouths slightly ajar. 

While Ethan’s gaze is directed down toward his artwork, he is an active participant in the 

unfolding encounter – in fact, he was the initiator earlier in the sequence, with a comment 

directed to Jaxson from across the length of the table. He also initiated the co-construction of 

the response. When Mariah asks Jaxson if he walks to school, Ethan is the first to jump in 

and respond affirmatively on Jaxson’s behalf (turn 18).  

 
  



   

 113 

Figure 4.13 
 
Gaze and Co-Constructing a Response 
 

 
“Yeah! Which is so near to our school!” (turn 20). 
 
 
12 Jaxson =we also saw AJ when we were um, you know do do do do do do do do do 

                                    ((Gestures walking with 
fingers)) 

13 Mariah Walking on the stage? 
14 Jaxson Walking to school 
15 Mariah Really? 
16 Jaxson  Yeah     
17 Mariah You walk- do you walk to school? 
18 Ethan Yeah, I saw him and I was like “Jaxson!” and he was 

like-              
19 Isaiah Yeah, because Jaxson lives on a tall, tall hill 
20 Jaxson  Yeah! Which is so near to our school! 
21 Isaiah  Yeah, it’s up on a big hill. 
22 Jaxson Guys (1.0) [The scho::ol [is on the same hill] 

 
The combination of joint gaze and co-construction of a shared response visibly and 

audibly support the claim that students are attending closely to one another and the unfolding 

interaction. 

Feature 3: Circling Up and Turning Toward: Reorienting Bodies to Open Shared Space 
 

The phenomenon of circling up and turning toward is best described by reference to 

regular behavior at the writing center table. The shape of this table might be called kidney-

shaped, but is more horse-shoe shaped on the outer edge.  There is an inner circle carved out, 

creating an empty space for the teacher to fill.  This positioning puts the teacher at the center 
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-- yet students directly across from her are further away because that's the widest part of the 

half ellipse. The teacher’s body is situated between students, physically obstructing 

interaction between students on her left and right sides. (See Figure 4.14.)  

Figure 4.14 
 
Shape of Table at Writing Center 
 
 

               
 
 

The chairs that the children sit on are either stools or “bouncy balls” (exercise balls 

with a small base that stabilizes it – so kids can bounce without rolling off the ball).  The 

teacher’s chair is a large, high-backed office chair with padded seat and arm rests, and 

wheels so she can easily pivot from student to student. While sitting in this configuration, the 

teacher is both at the center of the interactional space and elevated above the students in the 

“biggest chair.” 

When the teacher was absent from her designated place and a commoning event 

emerged, the shape of the table seemed more round. This perception was shaped by students’ 

bodily orientations which shifted into a more equidistant circular formation. This “circling up 

and turning toward” reconfiguration of bodies was a visibly identifying feature of these 

commoning episodes. 
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This spatial reorientation of bodies opens up a shared inner space between 

participants. Kendon (1976) refers to this socio-spatial formation as an “F-formation” (short 

for “Facing Formation”).  This naturally occurring formation “arises whenever two or more 

people sustain a spatial and orientational relationship in which the space between them is one 

to which they have equal, direct, and exclusive access" (Kendon, 1990, p. 203). Depending 

on the number of participants and environmental contexts, this spatial arrangement can take a 

variety of forms. (See Figure 4.15.) For three or more persons, it most often takes a circular 

form (d). 

Figure 4.15 
 
F-formations. Credit for image: Cristani, et al. (2011) 
 
 

 
 

As shown in Figure 4.15, for two-person F-formations, the most frequent 

arrangements are vis-à-vis (a), L-shape (b), or side-by-side (c). An F-formation of three or 

more people, most frequently takes a circular form (d). The shared inner space that is opened 

up and actively sustained cooperatively by participants is called the “o-space.” Participants 

look inwards toward this space that is kept empty (with the exception of an object of mutual 

focus – or dogs and small children).  The “p-space” is the thin strip around the o-space in 
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which the participants’ bodies are arranged. The “r-space” is the immediate area around the 

perimeter of the interactional space. 

This socio-spatial reorientation creates what Goffman (1963) refers to as “an eye-to-

eye ecological huddle [that] tends to be carefully maintained, maximizing the opportunity for 

participants to monitor one another’s mutual perceivings” (p. 95, as cited in Ciolek & 

Kendon, 1980, p. 241).  

By way of comparison, Figures 4.16 and 4.17 compare the spatial arrangements of 

same table group moments apart: the first with teacher present (Figure 4.16), and the second 

during a commoning event when the teacher has stepped away and the students have 

repositioned themselves into an F-formation (Figure 4.17). 

Figure 4.16 
 
Spatial Arrangement of Bodies with Teacher Present 
 

      
 
 

When the teacher is present (see Figure 4.16), her placement at the table puts her at 

the center of attention. She is essentially in the “O-space”: the protected inner space between 

interlocutors that is left empty.  Her body physically obstructs the potential for an F-

formation to arise. It is impossible for the students to talk to each other above or around her. 

In this case, when students interact with each other, it takes the form of dyads or triads based 
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on proximity to others. And even in this semi-elipse (vs. semi-circle) formation, students are 

positioned less toward each other than toward the teacher.  This is not how people "meet" 

together. 

In the absence of the teacher (see Figure 4.17)), a shared inner space between students 

has emerged, opening up the possibility for communication across the table. Students can 

now engage in an “eye-to-eye ecological huddle” (Goffman, 1963). Students have shifted 

their bodies to form more equidistant space between them. This is accentuated by one 

student’s leaning into the teacher’s chair, so that she’s now filling in the gap in the circle 

formation.  

Figure 4.17 
 
Spatial Arrangement of Bodies with Teacher Absent (During Commoning Event) 
 

    
 

While F-formations are common events arising among interactional participants, this 

spatial reorientation by students is significant in the kind of social/psychological space it 

makes available. 2 According to Ciolek and Kendon (1980), “an F-formation provides an 

excellent means for establishing interactional and therefore also social and psychological 

 
2 Interestingly, statistics and graphing computer modeling programs have been developed to 
identify groups of interacting people by detecting f-formations.  This technology is being 
applied in fields such as video surveillance, social robotics, and automated photography. 
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‘withness’” (p. 244). This “withness” is made possible through the physical rearrangement of 

bodies, and is interactionally achieved through students’ embodied mutual involvement as 

students inhabit the space together.  

Feature 4. Back-and-Forthness: Patterns of Widely Distributed Turn-Taking 
 

While back-and-forthness is a necessary prerequisite to a dialogic encounter, it is not 

sufficient. This same principle holds true for the events identified as commoning. This back-

and-forthness is a pattern constructed across turns, so not visible in the turn-by-turn 

representation and harder to capture on paper.  

Inspired by a practice that teachers sometimes use when employing the Harkness 

method3, I mapped out the utterances from two commoning episodes: The Biggest Planet Is 

Space and Knowing a Lily (see Figure 4.18). The duration of each episode is relatively short: 

1.5 minutes and 2 minutes, respectively. These diagrams represent the distribution of turn-

taking among participants during each episode as a whole.   

  

 
3 The Harkness Method was established at Phillips Exeter Academy in 1930, funded by a gift 
from Edward Harkness, who wanted to make learning more democratic. Moving away from 
lectures, this method is designed in a seminar format, with students seated around an oval 
table. The aim is to shift ownership of learning to the students. Teachers facilitate the student 
discussion, but consider the best classes to be the ones where teacher input is minimal. It is a 
collaborative approach to problem solving and learning, implemented across all Exeter’s 
courses and curriculum. From the Exeter website: “At Exeter, Harkness is not a pedagogy. 
It’s a way of life. It begins in the classroom and extends beyond it, to field, stage and 
common room. It’s about collaboration and respect, where every voice carries equal weight, 
even when you don’t agree.” The diagram mapping is frequently used as a tool by the teacher 
to later, often with students, reflect on participation and interactions. Many other boarding 
schools, and more recently some charter schools, have adopted this model – including in 
some middle schools as well. 
  



   

 119 

Figure 4.18 
 
Diagrams Mapping Distribution of Turn-Taking During Two Commoning Events 
 

               
Map for The Biggest Planet is Space Map for Knowing a Lily 
 

To map the interaction, I drew lines to represent the sequence of turns: who talked 

next, not necessarily who is speaking to whom. This does not adequately reflect overlap of 

speech, which complicated the process. (Overlap, most often interpreted as “interrupting,” is 

frowned on in the Harkness method, but that is a different kind of interaction.) In addition, 

this only reflects orally spoken aspects of the interaction. For instance, as reflected in Figure 

4.18, Ethan does not verbally participate, but what is not shown is that he does follow the 

interaction with his gaze and smile on occasion. He is a silent participant versus passive 

bystander, which is not captured in this representation of the interaction.  

While these diagrams reveal nothing in terms of the quality of interaction, they do 

suggest a high level of participation between and among students. There is definitely “back-

and-forthness” here. What is particularly remarkable is the wide distribution of turn-taking.  

Feature 5. Animated Performances of Discovery: Intermittent Embodied High Affect 
 

Students in general could be animated in their gestures, voices, and facial 

expressions. Every commoning event had at least one animated performance of discovery. 

This was a particularly enchanting feature that gave an emotional charge to the interaction. 

Robin Isaiah

Chase

Ma
riah

Etha
n

Dante

Brady
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“How About Jupiter?”  
 

In this excerpt (Figure 4.19) from The Biggest Planet Is Space, Robin (on the left) has 

just turned toward Isaiah (on the right) and proposed “How about Jupiter?” (turn 17). Isaiah 

responds with excitement visible in his facial expression: His eyebrows are raised, his eyes 

opened wide, and his mouth is opened in an exaggerated O-formation. This expression 

slightly precedes, but then coincides with his utterance of “Ohhh” in the beginning of “Ohhh, 

that one’s really big” (turn 18). At least three of the other students at the table are following 

this interaction with their gaze and immediately jump in to further qualify Jupiter as the 

biggest planet. 

Figure 4.19 
 
“Ohhh, that one’s really big!” (turn 18) 
 

 
 
 
17     Robin  How about Jupiter? 
18     Isaiah Ohhh that one’s really big  
19     Mariah That’s the biggest planet 
20     Brady No ((shakes head)) the biggest planet is space 

((quietly)) 
21     Dante The biggest planet is Jupiter 
22     Brady Do you know [what 
23     Robin             [Hey! (2.5) Hey!(1.0) 
24     Brady  Do you know what the [biggest planet-] 
25     Robin                       [Ju:pi:ter::] is the 

biggest, biggest,(.) biggest planet in space 
((holding arms open)) 
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“You Were There?” 
 

 In this excerpt (Figure 4.20) taken from “Knowing Jack Sparrow,” Ava has claimed 

to have seen Jack Sparrow at a pirate party (turn 23). After Lucas challenges her claim (turn 

25), and Ava explains he was a man in a costume (28), Zoe has jumped into corroborate 

Ava’s story by claiming that she also saw Jack Sparrow (turn 31). With surprise in her voice, 

Ava asks “You were there?!” (turn 32). This image of Ava’s animated performance of 

surprise or discovery does not coincide with the initial surprise in her voice. Instead, her 

facial expression of surprise follows Zoe’s confirmation of “Yeah” (turn 33). 

Figure 4.20 

“You were there?” (turn 32) 
 

 
 
 

23  Ava I saw him at the pirate party. 
24  Dante The new [ones- 
25  Lucas         [N:o. There is no Jack Sparrow at the pirate party.  
26  Dante Wha::t?!? 
27  Lucas Jack [Sparrow’s- 
28  Ava      [He was dre- he was this man dressed up. 
29  Dante (        ) 
30  Ava Ye[ah 
31  Zoe   [Yeah I saw Jack Sparrow too on Friday 
32  Ava You were there?!  
33  Zoe Yeah ((X)) 
34  Ava I saw your dad there. 
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Turning 6 
 

A third example of an animated performance of discovery occurs in the “turning 6” 

portion of the Knowing a Lily episode. It is the end of the school year, and most of the 

students are already six. Ravenn expresses excitement about joining the 6-club. 

What is particularly interesting is the timing of Ravenn’s embodied response of 

discovery and delight. Gavin shares that his dog is the same age as him: six (turn 35). He 

holds up six fingers as he shares this information. (See Figure 4.21.) Ravenn smiles 

excitedly, and pushes her body upward before responding “Wow! I’m almost going to be six- 

on Tuesday I’m going to be six just like you!” (turns 38-41). Initiating this embodied activity 

prior to her speech serves as a preannouncement that she has exciting news to share. Her 

facial expression of delight and upward propulsion begins directly following Gavin’s turn, 

preceding her exclamation of “Wow!” by 4 seconds. In response to Ravenn’s animated 

performance, Ava shifts her gaze from Gavin to Ravenn.  
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Figure 4.21 
 
Turning 6 
 

   
Displaying six-years-old 
     
 
32  Ravenn                                  [Guess how] 

old my dog is! 
33  Gavin How? 
34  Ravenn She’s ZERO. 
35  Gavin My dog is actually about my age,  

SIX years old. 
36  Robin My- my- [my dog is (..)  ]te:n years [old. 
37  Gavin         [And she’s awesome] 
38  Ravenn                                      [Wow!= 
39  Ravenn  =I’m almost going to be six=  
40  Robin [my dog- 
41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like 

you. 

 
 

 
Preannouncing excitement  
 
  

1

2

Gavin holds up six 
fingers as he shares his 
dog is “my age, six 
years old.”  Ava, Robin, 
and Ravenn orient their 
gaze toward Gavin. 

Ravenn displays excited 
facial expression as she 
begins pushing her body 
upward immediatedly 
following Gavin’s turn. 
She maintains this 
expression for four 
second prior to beginning 
her turn with “Wow!”  She 
shares mutual gaze with 
Gavin, as Ava shifts her 
gaze to Ravenn. 
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In this section, I’ve provided examples of what each of the five features of 

commoning look like. One of these features in isolation is not enough to equate to 

commoning. It is the constellation of co-occurring features that together lend the feel of 

students being caught up and carried away. Within the context of an unfolding encounter, 

these co-occurring features can be seen to function in interesting ways.  

Critical Junctures in the Emergence & Unfolding of Commoning  
 

Descriptive Narrative & Analysis of Two Examples 
 

In this section, I analyze how a commoning event emerges and unfolds in real time. 

To do this, I use two distinctly different episodes: The Biggest Planet Is Space and Knowing 

a Lily.  While sharing many features that qualify both as commoning events, they offer very 

different lenses.  

Organizing Structure 
 

The organization of the analysis for each episode is not identical, but the core of the 

analysis follows the same organizing structure. In each commoning event, there were three 

critical junctures: 

1) Invitation to Engage: This is defined as the moment when the interaction is 

initiated. In these two episodes, that initial point of interaction is marked with an 

invitation to engage in the interaction. 

2) Catalyzing Moment: The catalyzing moment is the moment when students first 

enter into an embodied mutual involvement together. It is marked by the initiation 

of joint gaze orientation and bodily arrangements shifting into an F-formation. (In 

all but one identified case of commoning, the source of the catalyzing moment 
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was a disagreement involving a claim and counter claim. In the one exception, the 

source of the catalyzing moment was an animated performance of discovery.)  

3) Recharging Across Transitions: At the end of a sequence, there is a space of 

transition across topic change, where the interaction can be sustained or can 

dissipate. When animated performances of discovery were found in this space, 

they functioned by not only sustaining the interaction, but recharging – 

revitalizing – the participants’ mutual involvement in the interaction. This was 

much like the initial catalyzing moment, but building further momentum by 

spring-boarding off that earlier moment. 

The structure of the analysis is organized around these critical junctures. Because the 

episodes are so different, the focus of analysis for each has variations to accommodate these 

differences.  

The table below maps out the five features of commoning in relation to these three 

junctures. The “X” marks the onset of each of these features. The shading represents the 

continuation of the feature beyond the onset. Darker shading represents greater intensity of 

the feature. This is intended as a general representation; there is variation across episodes.  A 

separate table for each of the two episodes I analyze in greater detail is included below. 

Table 4.2 
 
Mapping Emergence and Evolution of Features of Commoning Across Junctures of Episode 
 
 Invitation Catalyzing  Recharging 
Echoing Utterances X   
Joint Gaze  X   
Circling Up   X  
Back and Forthness  X   
Animating Discovery  X  X  
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Echoing of utterances. This is the first feature to appear. In the two episodes that will 

be analyzed, the invitation sequence is achieved through echoing reframed as a question. 

Echoing of utterances continues throughout the episode, intensifying after the catalyzing 

moment.  

Joint gaze. The catalyzing moment is marked by the initiation of joint gaze among 

participants. Joint gaze and coordinated activity continue through the episode. Again, there is 

shared gaze among the interlocutors during the initiating sequence, but others at the table are 

not yet involved. Both joint gaze and back-and-forthness may start to waver slightly just 

prior to the recharging moment.  

Circling up. Moving into an F-formation, is the last to be achieved, but the movement 

toward this formation is initiated just after the catalyzing moment and achieved slightly after 

joint gaze is achieved. The lines before the “X” indicates a movement toward this 

achievement. 

Back-and-forthness. There is an element of back-and-forthness that has already been 

initiated via the invitation sequence, but this often starts more dyadic. The widely distributed 

turn-taking that I’ve identified as back-and-forthness is initiated with the catalyzing moment. 

This continues throughout the episode, but can sometimes begin to diminish a bit just prior to 

the recharging moment.  

Animated performances of discovery. These moments of embodied high affect 

punctuate the encounter. Of shorter duration, but sometimes extending beyond one or two 

turns, these can be the source of the catalyzing moment and are consistently the source of the 

recharging moment. Disagreement is the other identified source of the catalyzing moment.  
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The features of commoning serve different functions within the context of these 

critical junctures and the unfolding interaction. The purpose of providing these fuller 

examples is to better illuminate how the pieces fit together and unfold in real time. 

These two episodes occur just a few days apart – one on a Friday and the other on the 

following Monday. I’ll begin with the last one first. 

Table 4.3 
 
Sequential Location of Two Focus Episodes 
 

 
 
Example 1: The Biggest Planet Is Space  
 
(Monday, May 8, 4:15-5:45, 1.5 min) 
 

The learning centers on this particular day were a little different than usual. This was 

to be the big project of the year. After selecting their first and second choice of activities, 

groups of students had been formed based on the activity they would engage in. The choices 

were: create a pamphlet to display at the zoo, design school flag, design bumper stickers, 

create school song. (While I initially assumed this would be group work, all work was 

performed individually, and then the teacher assembled a final product.) 

This group of students has been designated as the “flag crew,” drawing pictures of 

giraffes (the school mascot) for the design of a new school flag. There are six boys (Robin, 

Dante, Isaiah, Brady, Chase, Ethan) and one girl (Mariah). (See Figure 4.22.) Ethan is silent 
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throughout but follows with gaze. Chase speaks only one word. This is the largest crew, so 

the table was short one chair. Just before this excerpt begins, the teacher had directed Isaiah 

to go get another chair, uttering “that big one over there.” Several of the chairs at the table 

are “bouncy balls” (balance ball with a base so that it doesn’t roll); others are plastic stools 

that rock and pivot. The chair that Isaiah returns with is an adult-sized, plastic chair with four 

metal legs. 

Figure 4.22 
 
Participants in Biggest Planet Is Space Episode 
 

 
 

The episode opens with Isaiah announcing to Robin that his chair is the biggest, to 

which Robin objects, arguing that the teacher’s chair is biggest. While not completely 

audible, Isaiah seems to attempt to modify his claim to make it true, to which Robin still 

objects. Dante and Brady then join in the debate. Both align with Robin, pointing to the 

teacher’s chair and Dante also adds a new candidate for biggest: the “big bouncy ball.” After 

another student agrees, Robin announces: “the big bouncy ball is the biggest chair.” Dante 

Brady
Mariah

Robin

Chase

Dante

Ethan

Isaiah
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further clarifies that it is bigger than Isaiah’s chair. Robin aligns, announcing, “yeah that’s 

the biggest chair of all!”   

Now that they’ve established which chair is biggest, they move on to celestial objects. 

After determining that space is “huger” than the sky, Robin proposes “How about Jupiter?”  

Isaiah exclaims excitedly, “Ohhh, that one’s really big!” Mariah shares her knowledge that 

Jupiter is the biggest planet. While Brady disagrees “No, the biggest planet is space,” he says 

it quietly and his contribution is not taken up by others. Dante echoes this conclusion more 

formally “The biggest planet is Jupiter.” And then Robin further expands on this conclusion 

by announcing, “Hey! Jupiter is the biggest, biggest, biggest planet in space” as he animates 

his announcement by holding his arms wide open. Brady again offers his counter claim that 

the biggest planet is space. This time his claim is heard and responded to with playful 

objections by Chase, who looks up from his work smiling, and by Robin who argues the 

obvious: “that’s not a planet.” The episode ends as the teacher returns and reprimands Robin. 

Throughout this episode, students are bouncing on their chairs as they attend closely 

to each other. While the interaction seems to contain much disagreement, the participants are 

visually engaging together with glee. It is playful (particularly with Brady’s contributions), 

yet there is a sort of rigor in this collective and collaborative determination of what counts as 

biggest. 

Yet, the act of disagreeing is undeniably a big component of this episode. While 

disagreement was frequently the source of a catalyzing moment in other cases of commoning, 

in this episode, it is woven throughout. In addition to mapping out the features and junctures 

of the episode, I’ve indicated how this maps out across topical shifts in the interaction, 

including corresponding turn numbers (see Table 4.4).  
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Table 4.4 
 
Mapping Onset of Defining Features Across Critical Junctures: The Biggest Planet Is Space 
 

  
Invitation 

 
Catalyzing  

 
Recharging 

Echoing of Utterances X   
Joint Gaze  X   
Circling Up   X  
Back and Forthness  X   
Animated Discovery    X  

 
Topical Shifts 
Topic Names 
Turn Numbers 

 
-------------------------à 
Biggest Chair 
1-11 

 
-----à 
Space 
12-16 

 
---------------------------------------à 
Biggest Planet 
17-30 

 
In the first topical segment (Biggest Chair), what starts as a disagreement over which 

chair is biggest culminates in a collective conclusion resolving the dispute. In the third 

topical segment (Biggest Planet), there is no real disagreement (with the exception of Brady’s 

playful attempts), but it again culminates in a collective conclusion. In both instances, there 

is a co-construction across turns of interaction between students. The second topical segment 

(Space) is of the shortest duration. It functions as a bridge: an expansion of segment one and 

fodder for segment three.  

Invitation to Engage: Inviting Disagreement  
 

The sequence opens with a claim, a challenge to that claim framed as a question, and 

a counterclaim – with much echoing.  (See Figure 4.23.) 

Figure 4.23 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Opening of Sequence 
 

1     Isaiah  I got the biggest chair 
2     Robin You got the biggest chair?  

No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s chair)) 

 
Isaiah has initiated the interaction with a claim that his chair is the biggest (and thus 

bigger than Robin’s or the other students’ chairs) (turn 1). This could be heard as a sort of 
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boasting, perhaps: “my chair is bigger so better than yours.” But the reality is that most of the 

other students in the group are seated on various “alternative seating,” including “bouncy 

balls” (stability balls w/ a base to prevent rolling) and stools that rock. 

It is unlikely that Robin’s question is intended as repair that might be indicative of not 

hearing clearly: Robin is seated right next to Isaiah. Robin’s response functions in a couple 

ways. Robin’s echoing question invites and offers further interaction. However, Robin does 

not stop there. Robin’s question does not function as a question. His question is said with a 

tone of disbelief and accompanied by a facial expression that seems to accept this challenge 

to a dispute. (See Figure 4.24.)  

Figure 4.24 
 
Challenging a Claim: “You got the biggest chair?” 
 

 
 

Robin does not wait for a confirmation from Isaiah, but instead immediately follows 

his question with a challenge to the validity of Isaiah’s claim. Here Robin’s question could 

perhaps have served to “buy” him more time to formulate his counter claim. In this example, 

the catalyzing moment follows quickly after the initiating sequence between Isaiah and 

Robin. 
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Catalyzing Moment: Pursuing Disagreement and Resolving a Dispute  
 

The initiating disagreement itself is the source of interest for the catalyzing moment 

of this commoning event.  

After Isaiah’s initiating claim and Robin’s counter claim, Isaiah continues to hold his 

ground, arguing again for a modified version of his initial claim to have the biggest chair 

(turn 3). It is at this point, as Robin again emphatically utters “no” (turn 4) that joint gaze 

orientation is achieved across participants around the table. This is the third utterance of “no” 

in three turns of talk. It could be that Isaiah’s initial claim was intended to instigate the 

disagreement. Regardless, there was a dispute on the table – a conflict to be resolved. This is 

source of the catalyzing moment. 

Figure 4.25 

Transcript Excerpt: Achievement of Joint Gaze Orientation 
 
1     Isaiah(To 

Robin)  
I got the biggest chair  

2     Robin You got the biggest chair?  
No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s 
chair)) 

 

3     Isaiah No this is… this is the (      ) size  
4     Robin No!  

5     Dante No that one’s not the biggest chair ((pointing at 
Isaiah’s chair w/ pencil)) 

  Joint gaze orientation 

6     Brady That one! ((pointing to teacher’s chair w/ 
pencil)) 

 

7     Dante No, that one too… ((torques body toward back of 
room)) and the big bouncy ball…  

 

8     ?? yeah, the big bouncy ball  
9     Robin The big bouncy ball is the biggest chair  
10     Dante And the one (      ) ((points up)) is bigger than 

that ((points back to teacher’s chair)) 
 

11     Robin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all!   

 

As Robin disputes Isaiah’s claim for the second time (turn 4), he leans in over his 

stool toward Isaiah’s chair (see Figure 4.26). Mariah and Brady have shifted their gaze to the 
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interaction. As Dante and then Brady join into the dispute, it becomes visible that joint gaze 

has been mobilized.  

Figure 4.26 
 
Mobilizing Joint Gaze 
 
 

   
Leaning in to dispute. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1     Isaiah(To 
Robin)  

I got the biggest chair 

2     Robin You got the biggest chair?  
No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s chair)) 

3     Isaiah No this is… this is the (      ) size 
4     Robin No! 
5     Dante No that one’s not the biggest chair ((pointing at 

Isaiah’s chair w/ pencil)) 
6     Brady That one! ((pointing to teacher’s chair w/ pencil)) 

 
 
 

   
Dante joins in.            Brady joins in. 
 
  

1

2 3

Robin leans in over his stool with gaze 
and body oriented toward Isaiah’s chair 
as he utters no. Mariah and Brady shift 
their gaze to interaction. 
 
 
 
As Dante joins in the dispute, he points 
toward Isaiah’s chair. Mariah, Brady, 
Robin and Isaiah shift gaze to his 
pointing. 
 
 
Brady joins in pointing to teacher’s chair 
as biggest. Gaze remains on Dante. 
Robin reorients body toward group.  

3 
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In coordination with the achievement of joint gaze orientation, Robin begins 

reorienting his body away from his vis-à-vis formation with Isaiah and toward the center of 

the shared space (see progression of movement in images in Figure 4.26 above). He 

completes this repositioning by turn 6, now kneeling with both knees on his stool.  This has 

the effect of shifting the shape of the table to a circle as students move into a multi-party F-

formation. He further pivots his body toward center and remains in this position throughout 

this segment of the episode. 

Throughout this segment, students utilize joint gaze as a resource as they point to 

direct the attention of others to various candidates for the biggest chair (turns 2, 5, 6, 7, 10). 

When Dante torques his body to direct his gaze to a chair in the room behind him (turn 7), 

the others follow his gesture with their gaze. (See Figure 4.27.) 
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Figure 4.27 
 
Following Pointing Gesture with Gaze 
 

 
“…and the big bouncy ball” 
 
1     Isaiah(To 

Robin)  
I got the biggest chair 

2     Robin You got the biggest chair?  
No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s chair)) 

3     Isaiah No this is… this is the (      ) size 
4     Robin No! 
5     Dante No that one’s not the biggest chair ((pointing at 

Isaiah’s chair w/ pencil)) 
6     Brady That one! ((pointing to teacher’s chair w/ pencil)) 
7     Dante No, that one too… ((torques body toward back of room)) 

and the big bouncy ball… ((gestures with hand)) 
8     ?? yeah, the big bouncy ball 
9     Robin The big bouncy ball is the biggest chair 
10     Dante And the one (      ) ((points up)) is bigger than that 

((points back to Isaiah’s chair)) 
Ooolllll ((chin jutted out toward Isaiah)) 

11     Robin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all!  

 
Pointing is used in conjunction with speech to signify the meaning of otherwise vague 

referential terms. Utterances such as “that one” (turn 6) or “that” (turn 10) have no meaning 

without an indexical marker. This can of course be accomplished in turns of speech without 

pointing, when “that” or “that one” is used to refer to something just said. So for instance, 

when Dante begins his utterance with “No that one too” (turn 7), he does not point to the 

teacher’s chair. His meaning of “that one too” does not need clarification, because Brady has 

just pointed at the teacher’s chair when uttering “that one” (turn 6). He does, however, torque 

his body and point when nominating “the big bouncy ball” as a new candidate for biggest 

Brady, Robin, and 
Isaiah follow 
Dante’s hand 
gesture with their 
gaze as Dante 
points to “the big 
bouncy ball” in the 
back of the room. 
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chair. Despite being the most accentuated pointing gesture, with the torquing of his body, this 

is the one time in this excerpt that pointing is not required to clarify: Dante is explicitly 

naming what he is pointing to.  

To follow the meaning in this interaction – what counts as “that” –  joint gaze 

orientation is required. Students must attend to not just the words, but the accompanying 

gestures.  

Dante’s turn is especially interesting in its construction: He uses a “no…yes…and” 

construction, with “no” indicating disagreement, but then continues with “that one too” so 

agreeing, but also adding another candidate for biggest: the big bouncy ball chair (turn 7). In 

his preceding turn, Dante had just joined the debate, but was interrupted by Brady midway. 

He had begun his position by arguing that Isaiah’s chair is not the biggest (turn 5). As he is 

about to continue by indicating which chair is bigger, Brady jumps in, arguing the teacher’s 

chair is bigger (turn 6). 

Figure 4.28 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “The big bouncy ball is the biggest chair” 
 

5     Dante No that one’s not the biggest chair ((pointing at Isaiah’s chair 
w/ pencil)) 

6     Brady That one! ((pointing to teacher’s chair w/ pencil)) 
7     Dante No, that one too… ((torques body toward back of room)) and the 

big bouncy ball…  
8     ?? yeah, the big bouncy ball 
9     Robin The big bouncy ball is the biggest chair 
10     Dante And the one (      ) ((points up)) is bigger than that ((points 

back to Isaiah’s chair)) 
Ooolllll ((chin jutted out toward Isaiah)) 

11     Robin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all! 
 

 
Brady could be aligning with Robin, or he may have anticipated that he was aligning 

with Dante and so jumping in to complete Dante’s utterance. This could explain Dante’s 

slight reversal and incorporation of the teacher’s chair too – along with his new nomination. 
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Dante both aligns now with Brady (who has prematurely aligned with his expectation of 

Dante’s response), and then proceeds to also disagree.  

There is one additional gesture of pointing, but not with the hand or finger. In turn 10, 

after finalizing that the big bouncy ball is bigger than Isaiah’s chair, Dante ends his turn by 

saying “Ooooollll” with his chin jutted out toward Isaiah. It’s said in the tone of “gotcha 

there –  you’re defeated” which lends even more to the feeling of disagreement.  

Despite what sounds like much disagreement, students co-construct a conclusion: the 

teacher’s chair is bigger than Isaiah’s, but the big bouncy ball is bigger than the teacher’s 

chair and Isaiah’s chair.  (See Figure 4.29.) 

Figure 4.29 
 
Diagram of Student Co-Construction of Conclusion (Biggest Chair) 

 
Robin has put forward the first argument: that the teacher’s chair is bigger (turn 2), 

and Brady has aligned with that stance (turn 6). Dante allows that the teacher’s chair is 

bigger than Isaiah’s – but also the big bouncy ball is bigger too (turn 7). And as Dante makes 

clear, this makes the big bouncy ball bigger than Isaiah’s chair (turn 10). Robin broadcasts 

the collective conclusion twice, first indicating the big bouncy chair is the biggest chair (turn 

9), but then further elaborating by broadcasting that it’s the biggest chair “of all” (turn 11).  

•Isaiah’s claim:
•Biggest chair

Isaiah’s
chair

•Robin: bigger 
than I’s (2)

•Brady: bigger 
than I’s (6)

•Dante: Yes, 
and... (7)

Teacher’s 
chair

•Dante: bigger 
than T’s & I’s
(7, 10)

•Robin: biggest
of all (9, 11)

Big Bouncy 
Ball
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Robin’s broadcasting of a collective conclusion suggests that he claims participatory 

ownership in its co-construction. He doesn’t announce the winner of this dispute, but rather 

broadcasts the formalized conclusion of what they’ve collaboratively worked out. 

Space: Keeping the Sequence Open 
 

Now that they’ve established which chair is biggest, the interaction is potentially at a 

lull. One sequence has closed and they’ve moved into a space of transition to the next topic.   

Students turn to celestial objects somewhat incidentally. This is initiated when Brady 

attempts to disrupt the agreement on the biggest chair by suggesting “I think space is [the 

biggest chair]” (turn 12). (See transcript excerpt in Figure 4.30.) While he does not utter “the 

biggest chair,” it is implied based on the preceding chain of utterances that this is what he 

alludes to.  This is obviously not a serious claim. Brady is smiling in a way that makes visible 

that this is play disagreement, perhaps part of the game in this instance? It does function to 

keep the interaction in motion after reaching the prior conclusion. His contribution is not 

initially taken up as a disagreement, but leads to a brief exchange that establishes space as 

“huger” than the sky (turns 13-16). 

Figure 4.30 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “Space is huger” 
 

11     Robin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all! 
12     Brady I think space is!... space… space 
13     Isaiah No the sky is huger 
14     Brady Space! 
15     Robin Space is huger! 
16     Brady Yeah! 

 
Brady’s playful disagreement occurs in a topical transition space. This space of 

transition between sequences was found to be important: it’s the space where the interaction 

can be sustained or dissipate. A conclusion to the debate has been reached and the sequence 

is closing. While not fully recharging the interaction, Brady’s contribution does sustain the 
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interaction briefly before the next segment begins. This brief sequence about space is already 

closing and the transition space remains open.  

Recharging Through Transition: Animated Performance of Discovery  
 

The first section revolved around the opening dispute between Isaiah and Robin. This 

next segment does not open with a dispute, but rather a sort of shared construction of an 

animated performance of discovery.  

Robin has proposed a new category of what’s biggest: “How about Jupiter?” (turn 

17). He has reoriented his body toward Isaiah as he uttered his proposal. His posture and gaze 

select Isaiah as recipient. And Isaiah immediately responds with excitement visible in his 

words and facial expression: His eyebrows are raised, his eyes opened wide, and his mouth 

wide open in an o-formation. (See Figure 4.31.) This expression slightly precedes, but then 

coincides with his audible in-breath and utterance of “Ohhh” (turn 18). Isaiah holds this 

facial expression for a significant duration (1.5 seconds), before completing his utterance 

with “that one’s really big!” (turn 18).   

Figure 4.31 
 
Recharging: Animated Performance of Discovery 
 

 

17     Robin  How about Jupiter? 
18     Isaiah .hhh Ohhh:: that one’s really big  

In coordination with a 
loud in-breath and 
utterance of “Ohhh,” 
Isaiah’s eyes are 
open wide, his 
eyebrows raised, and 
his mouth is open 
wide in an o-
formation. Robin and 
Isaiah hold mutual 
gaze and Brady looks 
on. 
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It is analytically interesting that Robin turns to Isaiah when proposing Jupiter, which 

then initiates Isaiah’s animated response of excited discovery. Isaiah and Robin opened the 

initial sequence with a dispute that catalyzed the joint attention of the group. This has the feel 

of “returning to home base”— or looping back to the catalyzing moment— before initiating 

the next sequence. Except this time, when Robin turns to Isaiah, he carries the gaze of his co-

participants with him.  

While Robin and Isaiah enact this emotionally charged performance, Mariah, Brady, 

and Dante (possibly Ethan) follow with gaze. As co-participants in the ongoing interaction, 

they are authorized as overhearers and participants. Mariah, silent earlier, is the first to jump 

in and confirm this knowledge claim: “That’s the biggest planet” (turn 19). Robin reorients 

his body toward the center of the group, as he turns his gaze to Mariah. Embodied mutual 

involvement has been recharged. 

Together, Robin and Isaiah have not only sustained the interaction across a topic 

shift, they have refueled the interaction with the delight of a new shared space of inquiry: the 

biggest planet. Students again co-construct a collective conclusion, but disagreement plays a 

different role around the perimeter. 

Robin has proposed Jupiter (turn 17), which Isaiah exclaims is “really big” (turn 18). 

(See transcript excerpt in Figure 4.32.) Mariah confirms that not only is Jupiter really big, but 

it’s “the biggest planet” (turn 19).  Both Dante’s contribution and Robin’s are echoing this 

conclusion. Dante echoes Mariah by more formally stating: “The biggest planet is Jupiter” 

(turn 21). Robin again echoes and upgrades this collective conclusion:  not only is Jupiter the 

“biggest planet,” it is the “biggest, biggest, biggest planet” – and it’s “in space” (turn 25). 
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Figure 4.32 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “The biggest planet is Jupiter” 
 

17     Robin  How about Jupiter? 
18     Isaiah Ohhh that one’s really big  
19     Mariah That’s the biggest planet 
20     Brady No ((shakes head)) the biggest planet is space ((quietly)) 
21     Dante The biggest planet is Jupiter 
22     Brady Do you know [what 
23     Robin             [Hey! (2.5) Hey!(1.0) 
24     Brady  Do you know what the [biggest planet-] 
25     Robin                       [Ju:pi:ter::] is the biggest, 

biggest,(.) biggest planet in space ((holding arms open)) 

 
Having initially proposed Jupiter to Isaiah (turn 17), Robin assumes the authority of 

broadcasting this formalized conclusion (turn 25). He precedes this announcement by calling 

out “Hey!” twice (turn 23). There are significant pauses after each time he calls out “hey” 

(2.5 and 1.0 seconds, respectively), as he summons the attention of others before 

broadcasting this collective conclusion. 

Finally, after many attempts, Brady’s playful claim “the biggest planet is space” 

(turns 20, 26, 28) gains recipiency and is responded to by others. (See transcript excerpt in 

Figure 4.33.) Both Chase and Robin respond in ways that communicate this is nonsensical 

(turns 29 & 30).  It may have been interesting to discover what might have come next if 

they’d had a chance to continue this inquiry. Would they have sorted out a category for 

space? Or even what counts as “space” versus the confines of our solar system?   

Figure 4.33 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “The biggest planet is space.” 
 

25     Robin                       [Ju:pi:ter::] is the 
biggest, biggest,(.) biggest planet in space 
((holding arms open)) 

26     Brady The biggest planet is space  
27     Robin Huh? 
28     Brady The biggest planet is space 
29     Chase [Spa:::ce? ((looking up from work smiling)) 
30     Robin [No! It’s not- That’s not a planet! 

((holding hands up in shrugging motion)) 
31     Teacher 

(to 
Robin) 

Shhh! You haven’t started. Go. 
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This episode has the feel of a fun game combined with a serious inquiry of “what’s 

biggest.” In particular, Brady’s stance and insistence that the “biggest planet is space” (turns 

20, 26, 28) lends an especially playful feel. He initiates this playful disagreement much 

earlier in turn 12, where in response to Robin’s conclusion that the bouncy ball is the biggest 

chair of all (turn 11), Brady utters “I think space is! Space…space” (turn 12). He doesn’t 

actually say what he thinks space is, but it does seem based on his later claim that the 

“biggest planet is space,” he was suggesting that the biggest chair is space…  His 

contribution is not taken up this way, but they do conclude that space is huger than the sky, 

before moving onto Jupiter as the biggest planet. 

There is a pattern to the positioning of Brady’s playful disagreement. (See Figure 

4.34.) In the two instances he when he his playful claim of disagreement is said loud enough 

to be heard (turns 12 & 26), it is immediately following Robin’s broadcasting of a collective 

conclusion (turns 11 & 25). In this light, Brady’s contribution functions to sustain the 

interaction that might be in danger of closing.  

Figure 4.34 
 
Positioning of Playful Disagreement – Following Broadcasting of Collective Conclusion 
 

 
The other instances where Brady attempted to put forward his playful claim happened 

after knowledge claims that could also be conclusive. (See Figure 4.35.) On turn 20, his 

voice is quiet, so it’s not clear that he was heard. But he shakes his head no in disagreement 

11     Robin Yeah that’s the biggest chair of all! Broadcast collective conclusion 
12     Brady I think space is!... space… space Disagree with playful claim 
 
25     Robin Hey:! Jupiter is the biggest, biggest,(.) 

biggest planet in space  
Broadcast collective conclusion 

26     Brady The biggest planet is space  Disagree with playful claim 
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after Mariah is the first to claim that Jupiter is the biggest planet (turn 19). When Dante 

echoes this (turn 21), Brady again attempts to playfully disagree by first gaining recipiency. 

His “do you know what-” attempts (turns 22 & 24) are directed toward Dante. 

Figure 4.35 
 
Positioning of Playful Disagreement – Following Conclusive Knowledge Claims 
 

 
 
To disagree in the junctures where knowledge claims are made, including the 

broadcasting of collective conclusions, has the conversational effect of keeping the 

interaction going by expanding the sequence. A disagreement indicates the lack of 

unanimous agreement.  This conflicts with the assumption that the collective conclusion is 

inclusive of all participants.  

Playing Disagreeing with Echoing, Resonance, and Affinities Across Utterances 
 

Echoing of utterances is a particularly striking feature of this commoning episode, 

with resonance across all participants. The word “biggest” appears 15 times in this short 

transcript, which last only 1:27 minutes. This does not include variations of this word: “big” 

(4 times), “bigger” (1 time), and “huger” (2 times). Of the six speaking participants, all but 

one uttered the word “biggest.” (The one who did not utter “biggest,” Chase, spoke only one 

word during this excerpt.) 

19     Mariah That’s the biggest planet Knowledge Claim 
20     Brady No ((shakes head)) the biggest planet is space 

((quietly)) 
Disagree with playful claim 

 
21     Dante The biggest planet is Jupiter Knowledge Claim 
22     Brady Do you know [what Gain Recipiency to  

Disagree with playful claim 
23     Robin             [Hey! (2.5) Hey!(1.0)  
24     Brady  Do you know what the [biggest planet-] Gain Recipiency to  

Disagree with playful claim 
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Interestingly the word “no” was uttered eight times during this interaction, which 

would seem to signal much disagreement. Similar to the distribution of the word “biggest” 

across participants, four of the six speaking participants uttered the word “no.” The two 

exceptions are Chase (who, again, utters only one word in total) and Mariah (the only female 

at the table). 

The first segment is, in fact, centered around a disagreement. That is the source of the 

catalyzing moment: a dispute over which chair is biggest. Ultimately, Isaiah’s claim was 

proven untrue by the group. Dante’s final “Ooolllll” is said with his chin jutting out toward 

Dante. It was said in the tone of “so there, you’re defeated” kinda way. This further adds to 

the feel that this is indeed a dispute with winners and losers.  

Yet, despite the outward appearance of disagreement and opposition, the bodily 

comportment and facial expressions of the participants tell a more nuanced story. They 

bounce gleefully and attend to each other closely. The frequency of resonance in the talk also 

suggests more alignment between participants as they engage in this interactional word-play 

game. (See Figure 4.36.) 
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Figure 4.36 
 
Resonance Across Utterances 
 

 
While there is verbal disagreement between students, it is more playful than 

antagonistic. And the disagreement functions more as a game on the path to group 

alignments. Through disagreement and consensus-building, students determine which chair is 

biggest before moving on to celestial bodies: Is the sky or space huger? Which planet is 

biggest? Along with the co-construction of collective conclusions, there is a sort of 

cumulative progression of chained sequences – across each segment, as well as across the 

episode as a whole.  

This next example is distinctly different in at least one way: There is no disagreement 

at all.  

  

(2)  Isaiah:        I      got    the biggest chair 
(3)  Robin:        You    got     the biggest chair? 
    No   that    ’s    the biggest chair 
(5)  Dante:   No   that    ’s not   the biggest chair 
(9)  Robin:  The big bouncy ball  is     the biggest chair 
(11) Robin:   Yeah that    ’s     the biggest chair of all 

 
Nestled within these visibly resonant utterances are additional utterances that resonate in 
meaning but are truncated: 
 
(6)  Brady:   That one        [is    the biggest chair] 
(7)  Dante:  No That one too       [is    the biggest chair] 
   And the big bouncy ball     [is    the biggest chair] 

 
Brady’s contributions, while offering a disputing claim that space is the biggest planet, also 
resonate: 
 
(18) Isaiah  That one [Jupiter]’s really big 
(19) Mariah  That [Jupiter]‘s     the biggest planet 
(20) Brady       No   the biggest planet  is space 
(21) Dante        The biggest planet is  Jupiter 
 
(24) Brady               The biggest planet is space 
(25) Robin            Jupiter is  the biggest, biggest, biggest planet in 
space. 

 
(26) Brady            The biggest planet is space 
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Example 2: Knowing a Lily 
 
(Friday, May 5, 6:37-8:37, 2 min.) 
 

This episode takes place a few days prior (on a Friday) to the previous example 

(which occurs on the following Monday). There are five students seated at the table: 3 girls: 

Ravenn, Mariah, and Ava; and 2 boys: Robin and Gavin. (See Figure 4.37.) Three students 

(Gavin, Mariah, and Ravenn) are working on a syllable worksheet (clapping and counting the 

syllables of each word). The other two students (Robin and Ava) are working on their parent 

appreciation books – both students had been absent so are completing this task that the other 

three completed on a previous day. The teacher has just the left the table to help another 

student get a wet towel. Up until now, students have been working alone or with the teacher, 

occasionally interacting in dyads (Robin and Ravenn; Ava and Mariah; Mariah and Gavin) or 

a triad of Mariah, Gavin, and Ava. (Incidentally, this is the second time the teacher has left 

the table during this group’s time at writing center. During the first absence, there was no 

commoning event.) 
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Figure 4.37 
 
Participants in Knowing a Lily Episode 
 

 
 

As this episode opens, Mariah names each student at the table as she claps out the 

syllables in each name. Gavin starts to clap his sister Lily’s name and then shares his 

discovery that his sister’s name has “two syllables too.” While he starts by tapping Mariah on 

the arm, he immediately shifts his gaze to the center of the table. All eyes shift to Gavin. 

Mariah echoes his words in the form of a question “It has two syllables too?” Gavin 

demonstrates by clapping out the syllables. Ava jumps in with a clarifying question. After 

clarifying the name is Lily (not Layli) with Ava, Gavin further explains by spelling out Lily. 

Ravenn suddenly tunes in, excitedly sharing that her dog’s name is Lily.  Ravenn gets 

an excited response from Gavin (“Oh my- What the heck!?”). This sets off more claims of 

knowing a “Lily”: first by Ava, which receives another excited response by Gavin, and then 

an attempt by Mariah. Robin jumps on board, but misremembers as he joins in with “your 

Ava

Mariah

Robin Ravenn

Gavin
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cousin’s named Lily.” Gavin corrects him by matter-of-factly stating his cousin’s name is 

Ricky. Then the interaction seems at a lull.  

Just as the sequence seems to be closing, Ravenn recycles her original contribution 

“If your little sister’s name’s Lily, that’s just like my dog’s name!” The topic quickly shifts 

from dogs’ names, to dogs’ ages, and to Ravenn’s upcoming birthday when she will be six. 

Robin responds by announcing his dog’s name to the group, virtually singing his 

contribution. In overlap with the end of Robin’s performance, Ravenn shifts the topic by 

inviting Gavin to guess how old her dog is. After Ravenn tells her dog’s age, Gavin responds 

by sharing that his dog is the same age as him: six. Ravenn excitedly shares that she will be 

six on Tuesday just like him. Robin makes three attempts to share that he is five and a half, 

adding on to his last attempt that he’s “almost six.” Similar to the previous episode, the 

interaction is shut down when the teacher returns to the table and (again) reprimands Robin. 

In this example, the invitational sequence is more extensive and multi-layered. The 

catalyzing moment is initiated not via disagreement, but rather an emotionally-charged 

animated performance of discovery. And the catalyzing moment does not follow quickly 

after the initiating sequence; the onset is more delayed. There are two recharging moments – 

these too are initiated by animated performances of discovery.  
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Table 4.5 
 
Mapping Onset of Defining Features Across Critical Junctures: Knowing a Lily 
 
  

Invitation 
 
Catalyzing  

 
Recharging 

 
Recharging 

Echoing of Utterances X    
Joint Gaze  X    
Circling Up   X   
Back and Forthness  X   
Animated Discovery  X  X  X  

 
Topical Shift 
Topic Names 
Turn Numbers 

 
-------------------------------------------à 
Knowing a Lily 
1-27 

 
----------------> 
Names/Ages 
28-37 

 
-------------------à 
Turning 6 
38-51 

 
The first segment is all about knowing a Lily. This is the topic initiated in the 

invitational sequence. The third segment (Turning 6) shifts to co-membership in an age 

cohort (six years old). The second segment (marked here as “names/ages”) is more difficult 

to label: it takes multiple quick turns.   

Invitation to Engage: A Multi-Layered Invitational Sequence 
 

Particularly interesting in this episode is the extended, multi-layered invitational 

sequence, during which the features of echoing and “leaning in” co-occur. I’ve divided this 

into three distinct layers.  

Layer 1: The Invitation. Similar to the previous example, this episode begins with 

an invitation to engage. This time it is not an invitation to disagree, but rather a confirmation 

of recipiency and invitation to continue. (See Figure 4.38.) 

Figure 4.38 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Inviting Involvement 
 

3 Gavin Lil- Did you know my sister’s has- has uh (.) two syllables too? 

4 Mariah It has two syllables too? 

5 Gavin Look! Li (clap) ly (clap)  

 



   

 150 

While Gavin starts by addressing Mariah, including having tapped her on the arm, he 

immediately shifts his gaze to the center of the table as he continues with “did you know….” 

His speech is loud enough for the entire table to hear. When Gavin utters “did you know,” 

students not officially designated as recipients shift their gaze to him. Through this exchange 

of gaze combined with the volume of his utterance, the others are authorized as full 

participants rather than just overhearers.  

In this example, the tag construction “did you know” does not serve an epistemic 

function, but rather an affective-facilitative function: It is an invitation into interaction 

through the sharing of a discovery. Gavin is not asking if others “know” this fact, but rather, 

he is sharing his discovery. Correspondingly, Mariah’s response does not contain a polar 

yes/no response that confirms or denies “knowing,” but instead echoes the words in Gavin’s 

initiating question “It has two syllables too?” (turn 4).  

Mariah’s utterance is formulated as a question, but functions more like a confirmation 

of recipiency and shared attention, working to sustain the interaction. Mariah is sitting right 

next to Gavin. Her echoing of Gavin’s words can not be explained by a request for 

clarification that might occur from not hearing clearly. It can be heard as a token of interest 

in the topic Gavin has initiated. Gavin does indeed take up Mariah’s question as an invitation 

to visually and auditorily demonstrate his shared knowledge: he calls her attention first with 

“look” and then claps out the syllables of his sister’s name (turn 5). Mariah attends to his 

demonstration. 

Mariah displays interest not just with her echoing of Gavin’s words, but also by 

torqueing her head in front of him – leaning in.  
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Layer 2: Leaning In. While Gavin’s utterance of “did you know” (turn 3) did attract 

the momentary gaze from the other participants at the table, this is initially short lived. By the 

time Gavin completes his utterance, most students have shifted their gaze back down to their 

work. Robin, with his gaze still looking down, nods his head yes in response to Gavin’s 

question. Gavin’s eyes also shift back to his work.  

As Mariah echoes Gavin’s words in a signaling of interest, her invitation is further 

enhanced by the embodied activity of leaning in. As she begins her utterance, she torques the 

upper half of her body so that she’s in Gavin’s line of vision (see Figure 4.39). When she 

achieves mutual gaze with Gavin, she repositions herself in her original position beside him, 

pulling his gaze along with her. 
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Figure 4.39 
 
Leaning into Involvement 
 

 
 

3  Gavin Lil- Did you know my sister’s has- has uh (.) two 
syllables too? 

4  Mariah It has two syllables too? 

 
 
 

       
 
 

Layer 3: Inviting the Group – Multi-Turn Coordinated Work. To more fully 

understand the unfolding this opening sequence, it is essential to look at the preceding turns, 

specifically, Mariah’s initiating turn (turn 1). (See transcript excerpt in Figure 4.40.) Mariah 

names each person at the table, clapping the syllables of their names. This functions in two 

ways. First, it garners the attention of all members of the circle. We automatically look 

toward the direction of hearing our name – even in crowded public places where we don’t 

anticipate knowing anyone. Robin, who is not working on a syllable sheet, responds to 

1

2 3

Mariah torques her body, lean into the table and 
toward Gavin has she responds to him. 

                                
Mariah and Gavin achieve mutual gaze and she 
begins pulling her body back. 

                                 
Mariah sits fully upright, oriented toward Gavin. 
Then maintain mutual gaze. Ava shifts her gaze 
toward their interaction. 
 
 

1 



   

 153 

Mariah’s demonstration by looking up from his work and pointing out to others where he is 

in his own work (turn 2).  

Figure 4.40 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Initiating Involvement 
 

1  Mariah Ro(clap) ob(clap) bin(clap)  
Ro(clap) bin (clap) 
Ra (clap) venn (clap) 
A (clap) va (clap) 
Ga(clap) vin (clap) 

2  Robin I have- I’m already here ((pointing to paper)) 
3  Gavin Lil- Did you know my sister’s has- has uh (.) two 

syllables too? 
4  Mariah It has two syllables too? 
5  Gavin Look! Li (clap) ly (clap)  

(2.0) 

 
Secondly, Mariah’s initiating move functions to pave the way for all members of the 

table to be recipients of Gavin’s “did you know” question that follows. It is Mariah’s 

previous demonstration that contains the information that makes the sharing of that discovery 

relevant: The entire table of students (except Mariah) have two syllables in their name. When 

Gavin asks “Did you know my sister’s has- has uh (.) two syllables too?” his “too” is 

referring to this discovery that all at the table also have two syllables in their names. This is 

never made explicit. But it is this information that also makes all at the table relevant 

recipients of Gavin’s news that his sister’s name, Lily, also has two syllables.  

Still, this does not erase the previous finding. When there is no uptake from the 

others, it is Mariah’s echoing of his words in turn 4 that invite Gavin to continue. After 

Mariah leaned in, Gavin’s gaze has returned to the center of the table as he demonstrates, 

clapping the syllables in Lily’s name.  

Mutual embodied involvement has not yet been achieved, yet this preceding moment 

sets the stage: It begins to open a space with an invitation that is not yet fully accepted. It 

makes relevant what comes next by priming the potential for an interest in the name Lily. 
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The episode has not yet picked up much steam. There is a two second pause after 

Gavin’s demonstration of clapping Li-ly. (See transcript excerpt in Figure 4.41.) Ava joins in 

and asks “La::yli?” with an exaggerated tone and facial expression, eyebrows raised and 

mouth spread in wide smile as she enunciates with exaggeration (turn 6). While on the 

surface this seems like a clarifying question, it may have been employed as a way to 

recognize Gavin’s invitation to her as co-recipient. The interaction that has not yet gained a 

lot of traction. Robin and Ravenn are not yet involved. 

Figure 4.41 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Sustaining Interaction by Clarifying Name 
 

5  Gavin Look! Li (clap) ly (clap)  
(2.0) 

6  Ava La::y-li? 
7  Mariah 

Gavin 
[No. Lil::ly 
[No. Lil::ly 

8  Ava Ohh ((silent, motion w/ mouth)) 
9  Gavin Lily 
10  Ava I thought you said Lay-li. 
11  Ava Oh, hoh  
12  Gavin How you spell my sister’s name is [L-I-L-Y] 

 
In unison, both Mariah and Gavin correct Ava (turn 7). Being corrected by the other 

two interlocutors in the interaction she has just joined may explain her embodied activity in 

this section. As Ava is clarifying “I thought you said Lay-li” (turn 10), she shifts her gaze 

away from Gavin to the empty space in front of her, continuing to smile.  

Ava’s contributions in this slice may function to sustain the sequence that might 

otherwise be closing. Gavin takes up her apparent lack of clarity as an invitation to further 

clarify by spelling his sister’s name (turn 12).  The sequence has been sustained long enough 

to make the next juncture possible. This is when things get interesting. 
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Catalyzing Moment: Animated Performance of Discovery 
 

Unlike the Biggest Planet episode, the catalyzing moment in this episode does not 

revolve around a disagreement, but rather a moment of animated discovery. This animated 

discovery is comprised of multiple animated performances that are interwoven. The moment 

when students initiate joint gaze orientation is during Gavin’s excited response (turn 16) to 

Ravenn’s excited announcement that her dog shares the same name as his sister: Lily (turns 

13, 15).  (See Figure 4.42.) 
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Figure 4.42 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Catalyzing Moment and Joint Gaze Orientation Achieved 
 

 
Joint gaze initiated 
 
 

12  Gavin How you spell my sister’s name is [L-I-L-Y]  
13  Ravenn                                   [Coooool!]  

Just like my dog’s name! 
 

14  Robin Really?  
15  Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too.  
16  Gavin Oh my- What the heck?!  

17  Ravenn [Yea:::h!] Joint gaze orientation 
18  Ava [Your friend’s} name is Lily  
19  Gavin What the-!  

20  Ava hehe Double Charge 
21  Mariah My- wait, is it my mother’s (  )  
22  Robin  Your cousin’s named Lily  
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky   

 
 
 
 

 
Moving into F-formation; rotating chair 
 
 
 

As he begins his utterance 
with “Oh my-”, Gavin leans 
into the table, pointing his 
pencil at Ravenn. Gavin and 
Ravenn share mutual gaze. 
Ava’s gaze shift from her 
paper to Gavin. Robin and 
Mariah also share joint gaze 
orientation. 

Ravenn rotates teacher’s 
chair to create more open 
space between her and 
Gavin. Ava’s gaze shifts to 
Ravenn. Robin and Mariah 
continue to direct gaze 
toward interaction. 
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Evidently, Ravenn had not been fully attending to the interaction: Her announcement 

is said with excitement as if she has just heard the name Lily: “Coooool! Just like my dog’s 

name” (turn 13). In turn 15, Ravenn is recycling her own utterance when it is not taken up 

immediately, in an attempt at repair. While Robin registers he has heard Ravenn with a 

question requesting confirmation that this is true (turn 14), Gavin was the intended recipient 

of Ravenn’s announcement. After recycling her news, Ravenn gets an excited response from 

Gavin (“Oh my- What the heck!?” turn 16). Ravenn’s excited announcement gives context 

for Gavin’s excited response.  

This is the moment that joint gaze orientation is initiated. Ravenn who shares mutual 

eye gaze with Gavin is still seated in her chair, and the teacher’s chair is a slight obstruction. 

Ava, Robin and Mariah shift their gaze to the unfolding interaction. 

This is also the moment that Ravenn begins to reposition her body to better complete 

the F-formation. As Gavin completes his utterance (“what the heck?!” turn 16) and Ravenn 

responds “Yeah!” (turn 17), she rotates the teacher’s chair towards her, creating more open 

space between her and Gavin. Ava’s gaze has shifted to Ravenn, while Robin’s gaze remains 

on Gavin as he grins widely.  

It is not just Gavin’s animated response, and it is not just Ravenn’s announcement of 

her “cool” discovery. This together provides the source of the catalyzing moment. But then 

there’s a double charge to the catalyzing moment that immediately follows. 

As Ava completes her utterance “your friend’s name is Lily” (turn 18), she is not 

smiling - (see Figure 4.43.) having merely just stated a presumed fact: She has misheard and 

substituted “friend” for “sister.” Gavin has shifted his gaze to Ava and has started to respond. 

He is smiling as he begins his utterance with “What the” (turn 19). Ravenn’s gaze has shifted 
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to Ava while Ava was speaking. She has pulled her body in close to the chair as she begins to 

propel her self upward.  

As Gavin completes his utterance with “What the-” (turn 19), and shares mutual gaze 

orientation with Ava, her facial expression shifts to a wide grin. Ravenn has used the arm of 

the chair to propel herself upward, leaning inward toward the chair. As she arranges her body 

to fill in the space of the F-formation, the table around which the students gather takes on a 

more circular-appearance. 

Figure 4.43 
 
Moving into F-formation: Propelling Up and Filling in Space 
 

 
 “Your friend’s name is Lily” (propelling up) 
 
16 Gavin Oh my- What the heck?!  

17 Ravenn [Yea:::h!] Joint gaze orientation 
18 Ava [Your friend’s} name is Lily  
19 Gavin What the-!  

20 Ava hehe Double Charge 

 
 

    
“What the-?” 

1

2

As Ava completes her utterance, she 
shifts her gaze toward Gavin. Her 
face is expressionless. 
 
Ravenn’s gaze shifts to Ava, as she 
pulls her body in close, and rotating 
the teacher’s  chair to a more open 
position. 

Ava and Gavin share mutual gaze, as 
Ava’s facial expression shifts into a 
wide grin.  
 
Ravenn used the arm of the chair to 
propel upward and inward. 

1 

2 
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Together, Figure 4.42 and 4.43 reflect a building momentum into mutual 

involvement. In the first image in Figure 4.42, we see the moment where students begin their 

shift into joint gaze orientation as they also move into embodied mutual involvement. And in 

the last image in Figure 4.43 we can see the ways this momentum builds into an emotional 

charge that fuels this catalyzing moment. This moment of shared delight is what gives the 

emotional charge that makes “knowing a Lily” a viable mutual object of focus to gather 

round. 

It is also Gavin’s mishearing that makes “knowing a Lily” relevant. Ava says “Your 

friend’s name is Lily.” Gavin hears “My friend’s name is Lily.”  It is not clear if Ava 

recognizes this when she responds to Gavin’s excited response with an emotional 

transfiguration. It is also unclear what others have heard. 

Mariah now joins in, searching for someone related to her mother named Lily (turn 

21). And Robin jumps in, but he also misremembers, saying “your cousin’s named Lily” 

(turn 22). Gavin simply corrects him, tell him that his cousin’s name is Ricky (turn 23). Then 

interaction comes to a lull. 

Figure 4.44 
 
Transcription Excerpt: Joining into the Name Game 
 

13  Ravenn                                   [Coooool!]  
Just like my dog’s name! 

14  Robin Really? 
15  Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too. 
16  Gavin Oh my- What the heck?! 

17  Ravenn [Yea:h!] 
18  Ava [Your/My] friend’s name is Lily 
19  Gavin What the-! 
20  Ava hehe 
21  Mariah My- wait, is it my mother’s (  ) 
22  Robin  Your cousin’s named Lily 
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky  
24  Ava Woop, [woop 
25  Robin       [ahht 
26  Mariah       [Now, now, now 
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Recharging the Interaction: Animating the Rebroadcasting of Discovery 
 

Just as the interaction is at a lull, Ravenn makes a very curious interactional move. 

Her embodied activity further accentuates what makes it curious. She enthusiastically 

rebroadcasts known information (turn 27) – information she has just shared a few turns ago 

(13-15). This earlier sharing (in coordination with Gavin’s excited response) is what initiated 

the brief “name game” of knowing a Lily.  

Figure 4.45 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Looping Back or Moving Forward? 
 
12  Gavin How you spell my sister’s name is [L-I-L-Y] 
13  Ravenn                                   [Coooool!]  

Just like my dog’s name! 
14  Robin Really? 
15  Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too. 
16  Gavin Oh my- What the heck?! 

17  Ravenn [Yea:h!] 
18  Ava [Your] friend’s name is Lily 
19  Gavin What the-! 
20  Ava hehe 
21  Mariah My- wait, is it my mother’s (  ) 
22  Robin  Your cousin’s named Lily 
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky  
24  Ava Woop, [woop 
25  Robin       [ahht 
26  Mariah       [Now, now, now 
27  Ravenn If your little sister’s names Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name! 

 
Her embodied activity animates the rebroadcasting of this earlier discovery: “If your 

little sister’s name’s Lily, that’s just like my dog’s name.” As she begins her utterance, she is 

crouched down low in her chair, with just her head above the table and her arm extended 

outward (see Figure 4.46). As she utters the word “Lily,” she uses the chair and desk to 

propel herself upward for the completion of her utterance. 

 
  



   

 161 

Figure 4.46 
 
Animating Rebroadcasting of Discovery: Propelling Upward Again 
 

   
“If your little sister’s name is Li-”      “-ly, that’s just like my dog’s name” 
 
 

Similar to the recharging moment in Biggest Planet Is Space, there is a feeling a 

looping back or returning to home base. In both episodes, the initial interlocutors reposition 

their bodies to the position they were in when the catalyzing moment was triggered. When 

Ravenn first shared her announcement of her dog’s name being the Lily earlier in the 

episode, she had been similarly sitting lower in her chair. Ravenn’s rebroadcasting of this 

now already known information lends even more to this feeling of returning to home base.  

Ravenn’s rebroadcasting contribution functions in a few different ways. It enables a 

pathway forward by bridging a transitional topic shift, and more importantly, it reignites the 

emotional charge. But interestingly, it also moves backward to tie up a dangling thread of 

meaning. I will start with the latter first. 

Looping Backward: Tying Up a Dangling Thread. Amidst the name game, there 

had been some mishearing and misremembering.  

In turn 18, Ava is the first to misremember as she somberly states “your friend’s 

name is Lily” directing her gaze toward Gavin. In this statement, Ava is simply remarking on 

the relevance of Ravenn’s dog’s name being Lily. A sort of statement of the obvious that 

summarizes why that’s “cool” as Ravenn claims. This is the first misremembering. 

1
2
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Gavin’s response of surprise to Ava with “What the-?!” (turn 19) is indicative of his 

mishearing. The beginning of Ava’s turn construction was in overlap with Ravenn. Ava 

uttered “your” as Ravenn uttered “yeah!” Gavin has heard Ava’s utterance as “My friend’s 

name is Lily.” This mishearing is what makes her contribution so worthy of an excited 

response. 

Robin seems to pick up on this mishearing and misremembering and offer a repair 

with “Your cousin’s named Lily” (turn 22). It could be that he has heard Ava say “Your 

friend’s name is Lily” and because this got an emotionally charged response, he is 

substituting a new category in the field: sister-friend-cousin. It could also be that he has 

recognized the error: that it’s not Gavin’s friend who is named Lily – but he misremembers 

and substitutes “cousin” for “sister.” 

It is interesting that Gavin does not pick up on this confusion about who it is he 

knows named Lily: friend, cousin, sister. Gavin doesn’t correct Robin by telling him that it’s 

actually his sister, not his cousin who is named Lily. He instead corrects Robin by telling him 

his cousin’s name is Ricky. (He evidently has only one cousin.) 
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Figure 4.47 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Looping Back…  and Tying Together Lose Threads of Meaning? 
 
12  Gavin How you spell my sister’s name is [L-I-L-Y]  
13  Ravenn                                   [Coooool!]  

Just like my dog’s name! 
 

14  Robin Really?  
15  Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too.  
16  Gavin Oh my- What the heck?!  

17  Ravenn [Yea:h!]  
18  Ava [Your] friend’s name is Lily Misremembering 
19  Gavin What the-! Mishearing (Your/My) 
20  Ava hehe  
21  Mariah My- wait, is it my mother’s (  )  
22  Robin  Your cousin’s named Lily Misremembering 
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky   
24  Ava Woop, [woop  
25  Robin       [ahht  
26  Mariah       [Now, now, now  
27  Ravenn If your little sister’s name’s Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name! 
Tying up dangling thread 

 
This confusion has not been officially resolved: it is a thread of meaning left 

dangling. While on the surface Ravenn’s contribution in turn 27 is a rebroadcasting of 

information she’s already shared, it also serves to repair this conversational confusion. She 

does not say this explicitly, but begins her utterance with the unit of repair: “If your little 

sister’s name’s Lily, that’s just like my dog’s name.” Her use of the word “if” seems to 

reflect that this is still a question in the air: a contingency. If X is true, then that’s why Y is 

relevant. The emphasis is not on the name Lily; the name Lily is the topic on hand. The IF 

clause then is specific to whether the Lily Gavin knows is his sister (not his cousin, nor his 

friend). Her statement resolves the dangling confusion. And not only is it his sister, but 

Ravenn further personalizes the category by adding it’s his “little sister.” 

Moving Forward: Recharging the Interaction Through the Transition. Students 

take up Ravenn’s rebroadcasting in different ways. Robin is the first to jump in, and has 

taken up Ravenn’s rebroadcasting as an opportunity to share his dog’s name. (See transcript 

excerpt in Figure 4.48 below.) Tying to the second part of Ravenn’s utterance, Robin begins 
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his utterance by echoing Ravenn’s last three words: “my dog’s name.” After several false 

starts (turn 28, 31), he is not only successful in sharing his dog’s name, but does so via an 

animated musical performance where he virtually sings his dog’s name (“T-Bone”) in a 

tenor, vibrato voice, lasting a significant duration of 2.5 seconds (turn 31).  

Figure 4.48 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Moving Forward Through the Transition 
 

27  Ravenn If your little sister’s name’s Lily,  
that’s just like my dog’s name! 

28  Robin My- my- my- [my dog’s name is-]  
29  Ravenn             [That’s my dog’s name] 
30  Mariah [(My cousin’s name is Lily)] 
31  Robin [Is- is (...)]            is T-Booooooooooooo[oooooooone] 
32  Ravenn                                              [Guess how]  

old my dog is! 

 
While Robin takes up Ravenn’s rebroadcasting of known information as an 

opportunity to shift the topic to sharing dog’s names, Mariah has taken it up quite differently. 

It was Ravenn’s initial sharing of this discovery that served as the impetus for the catalyzing 

moment that followed. The echoing or rebroadcasting of that discovery could be a recycling 

of that moment, a way to reinitiate the knowing of a Lily game. This is, at least, the way that 

Mariah has taken it up. Earlier in the episode, she had been trying to remember who she 

knew named Lily (turn 21) – someone related to her mother (“My- wait, is it my mother’s-”) 

Mariah now takes up Ravenn’s rebroadcasting as an opportunity to circle back and 

complete her earlier contribution. Joining with others’ knowing a Lily, Mariah shares her 

realization that it’s her cousin who shares that name (turn 30). (See Figure 4.49.) 
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Figure 4.49 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Reigning the Name Game 
 

27  Ravenn If your little sister’s name’s Lily,  
that’s just like my dog’s name! 

28  Robin My- my- my- [my dog’s name is-]  
29  Ravenn             [That’s my dog’s name] 
30  Mariah [My cousin’s name is Lily] 
31  Robin [Is- is (...)]            is T-Booooooooooooo[oooooooone] 
32  Ravenn                                              [Guess how]  

old my dog is! 

 
In overlap with ending of Robin’s performance, Ravenn claims rights to speakership 

and proceeds to redirect the topic back to her own dog, Lily, specifically her dog’s age. She 

doesn’t achieve this by announcing her dog’s age, but rather proposes the subject by use of a 

guessing game (turn 32). Suggesting that others first guess enables her to gain recipiency for 

her sharing this information (turn 34). (See transcript excerpt in Figure 4.50.) It’s not really 

an invitation to guess, but a bid for the floor and the opportunity to tell how old her dog is.  

Figure 4.50 
 
Transcript Excerpt: “Guess hold old my dog is” 
 

32  Ravenn                                              [Guess how]  
old my dog is! 

33  Gavin How? 
34  Ravenn She’s ZERO. 
35  Gavin My dog is actually about my age, SIX years old. 
36  Robin My- my- [my dog is        ]te:n years [old. 
37  Gavin         [And she’s awesome] 

 
Ravenn’s turn does successfully shift the topic to dog’s ages. After Ravenn shares 

that her dog is “zero” (turn 34), Gavin responds in kind by sharing that his dog is the same 

age as him: six (turn 35). And Robin jumps in to share that his dog is ten years old (turn 36). 

It is the content of Gavin’s response, however, that triggers the next animated performance of 

discovery. 
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Second Recharging Moment via Animated Performance of Discovery: Turning 6 
 
Unlike the animated performance of rebroadcasting, this one does not occur at a lull 

that can happen in the transition space. At least not exactly. With the rapid shifting in 

segment two, there was still topic instability. That is, until this next animated performance of 

discovery, which solidifies and redirects the interaction into a new topic: Ravenn’s upcoming 

birthday when she will become a member of the 6 club.  

What is particularly interesting is the timing of Ravenn’s embodied response of 

excitement. As Gavin shares that his dog is the same age as him (turn 35), he holds up six 

fingers. (See Figure 4.51.) Ravenn responds with excitement and pushes her body upward 

when responding “Wow! I’m almost going to be six- on Tuesday I’m going to be six just like 

you!” (turns 38-41). But her embodied activity precedes her speech by 4 seconds, serving as 

a preannouncement that she has exciting news to share. Her facial expression of delight and 

the upward propulsion of her body begin directly following Gavin’s turn. She has moved into 

a stooping position on her stool, as she smiles with mouth wide open and eyebrows raised in 

look of surprised excitement. In response to Ravenn’s animated performance, Ava has just 

shifted her gaze from Gavin to Ravenn.  

  



   

 167 

Figure 4.51 
 
Animated Performance of Discovery: Turning 6 
 

   
Displaying 6        Preannouncement of excitement 
 
 
32  Ravenn                                  [Guess how] old my dog is! 
33  Gavin How? 
34  Ravenn She’s ZERO. 
35  Gavin My dog is actually about my age, SIX years old. 
36  Robin My- my- [my dog is (..)  ]te:n years [old. 
37  Gavin         [And she’s awesome] 
38  Ravenn                                      [Wow!= 
39  Ravenn  =I’m almost going to be six=  
40  Robin [my dog- 
41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 

 
 
 

 
Building excitement before sharing announcement 
 

 
As Ravenn eagerly waits for Gavin to complete his turn, she has pushed herself up 

further from a stooping position on the stool, to a partially standing position on the stool. She 

is leaning into the table in a way that makes it look like she’s ready to climb onto the table. 

She seems barely able to contain herself.  

1
2

3
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What is curious about this seeming revelatory information (Ravenn will soon be six) 

is that this was announced earlier this same day during Calendar Time – when all students 

were gathered together on the carpet. Just as Calendar Time was about to commence, Amber 

excitedly pointed out to the teacher that Ravenn’s birthday will be in three more days. The 

teacher responded excitedly, mapping it out on the calendar to demonstrate that it will 

actually be four more days (not three). One student asked if she’s going to be 6 years old. 

Both the teacher and Ravenn confirmed. As the teacher is working out with Jaxson whether 

it’s 3 or 4 more days, Ravenn hugged Mariah and added “just like you” – and then she 

pointed around to several of the students to include in her collective “you.”  

It is hard to imagine that the students at the table missed this Calendar Time 

interaction. (Certainly, Mariah did not miss it, since she and Ravenn were hugging over the 

news. But Mariah does not comment on the news during this episode.) Yet, the news of 

Ravenn’s upcoming birthday is treated as novel information – including the fact that she is 

not yet 6. (See transcript in Figure 4.52 below.) Both Ava and Gavin respond to the 

announcement by asking clarifying questions that invite Ravenn to continue.  With a tone of 

incredulity, Ava asks “You’re five?” (turn 42). Gavin expands on Ava’s question when he 

asks “Next Tuesday you’re going to be six?” (turn 43). Ravenn corrects Gavin, making an 

implicit distinction between “next” Tuesday and “this” Tuesday (turn 45).  
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Figure 4.52 
 
Transcript Excerpt: Turning Six 
 

35     Gavin My dog is actually about my age, SIX years old. 

36     Robin My- my- [my dog is        ]te:n years [old. 

37     Gavin         [And she’s awesome] 

38     Ravenn                                       [Wow!= 

39     Ravenn  I’m almost going to be six=  
40     Robin [my dog- 
41     Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 
42     Ava You’re fi::ve? 
43     Gavin Next [Tuesday you’re going to be six?  
44     Robin     [I’m five and a half- I’m- 
45     Ravenn No, on Tue:sday I’m going to be six. 

 
 

This is the end of the school year: Most students of the class have already turned 6. 

And when you are young, time spans are experienced differently. When your entire lifespan 

is only six years, one year is a long time. Being 6 is treated as being much older than 5. This 

was made evident to me during one of my early visits with the school, when I accompanied 

the students on a walking field trip. All students were walking in pairs, but sometimes the 

pairs got switched along the way. At one point, Lucas was walking with Ravenn, holding her 

hand and guiding her. He informed me that she was “only five” and so he was taking care of 

her.  

Of course, Lucas’s little brother was also five at the time, but a younger five, and not 

in kindergarten until the following year. There are different degrees of being five: the half 

year is one way to distinguish this.  Being “five and a half” is much older than being just 

“five.”   

Robin emphasizes “half” on each of his three attempts to share that he’s “five and a 

half” (turns, 44, 47, 49). (See transcript excerpt in Figure 4.53 below.) On his first attempt, 

his gaze is directed at Ava, responding to her incredulity of tone when she asks Ravenn 

“Your fi::ve?” (turn 42). On his second attempt, his gaze begins on Ava but shifts to the 
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center to incorporate Mariah and Gavin. On his third attempt, his gaze starts at the center, but 

shifts back to Ava and then drifts away from the table as he appends “I’m almost six” (turn 

49).  

Figure 4.53 
 
Transcript Excerpt:”I’m Five and a Half… I’m Almost Six” 
 

38  Ravenn                                       [Wow!= 

39  Ravenn  I’m almost going to be six=  
40  Robin [my dog- 
41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 
42  Ava You’re fi::ve? 
43  Gavin Next [Tuesday you’re going to be six?  
44  Robin      [I’m five and a half- I’m- 
45  Ravenn No, on Tue:sday I’m going to be six. 
46  Ava .hhh On Tuesday, I’m getting my testing for a blue belt.  

[I’m in karate.] 
47  Robin [I’m five and] a [half! (  )  
48  Ravenn         (        [(recreation [your first Tuesday)] 
49  Robin                               [I’m five and a half].  

[I’m almost six. 
50  Ava [No (..) 
51  Mariah You’re going to be four then I’m going to be seven. 
52  Teacher Okay, ummm, Robin, is that page done? Because it’s important that  

you get two pages done today. 

 
Each of his attempts are uttered in overlap with others and not initially taken up. He 

echoes his own words in an attempt to gain recipiency. There is more at stake here than a 

telling of ages: being “just five” could have serious implications. It is a distinction that 

separates from the majority and disqualifies you for membership in the “being six club.”  

Ravenn does not emphasize being only five, but rather that she’s “almost going to be six” 

(turns 39, 41, 45) – and when she is six on Tuesday, she’ll be “just like you” (turn 41). Gavin 

also echoes this emphasis on “going to be six” (turn 43). It makes sense then that on his last 

attempt, Robin further qualifies his age by appending “I’m almost six” (turn 49). His birthday 

may not be in a few days like Ravenn’s, but he, too, will soon be joining the six club.   

Robin does finally gain recipiency from Mariah. Half standing but leaning into the 

table (see Figure 4.54), she responds: “You’re going to be four then I’m going to be seven 
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(turn 51). Her response doesn’t completely make sense, but it does seem that perhaps she has 

been six for awhile and may soon be turning seven. I’m not sure how Robin could go from 

being five to being four, but that perhaps was just a slip. Based on his facial expression, 

Robin seems a little perplexed too.  

Figure 4.54 
 
Gaining Recipiency but Perplexed 
 

 
 
 
What’s Happening Here?  
 

There was no shred of disagreement in this episode. There was also no co-

construction of a response or feeling of cumulative progression. Instead, this episode was 

heavily punctuated by animated performances of discovery. This was the source of the 

catalyzing moment (which got a double emotional charge) and two separate moments of 

recharging across transitions. Students visibly displayed joy and excitement throughout the 

interaction. They were attentive and responsive – and they were caught up and carried away 

together.  

There was something happening in this episode that felt delightful. Yet, there were 

moments that concerned me: While there was uptake and responsiveness, was this distributed 

across all participants? What about Robin’s failed attempts at gaining recipiency? And what 

is it that makes this episode so compelling? These are questions I will return to in Chapter 6.  
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Summary & Discussion 
 

I have identified “commoning” as a student-generated genre in which students create 

or open a common, shared space to inhabit together. Students are caught up and carried away 

together, made visible through an embodied mutual involvement.  

Commoning involves a constellating of five co-occuring defining features. Embodied 

mutual involvement is comprised of three of these features: joint gaze, reorienting bodies into 

an F-formation, and a back-and-forthness of widely distributed turn-taking. The other two 

defining features were echoing of utterances and intermittent animated performances of 

discovery. I drew on four cases of commoning to illustrate each of these five features.  

I then used two examples to contextualize how these co-occurring features function in 

the emergence and evolution of two different commoning events. These two examples 

(Biggest Planet Is Space, and Knowing a Lily) were quite different and provided two 

different lenses. Three critical junctures were identified and utilized as the organizing 

structure for the presentation of the analysis: initiating invitation, catalyzing moment, and 

recharging moments.  

The initiating invitation marks the beginning of the episode, but not yet the onset of 

the commoning encounter. The catalyzing moment, when joint eye gaze was initiated and 

students shifted into an F-formation, marks the onset of embodied mutual involvement that is 

so core to the commoning encounter. The catalyzing moment could follow the initiating 

invitation quickly, or be delayed by several turns. The recharging moments occurred in the 

topical transition space, where one sequence was closing and the interaction was in danger of 

closing. They were marked by animated performances of discovery. These were the moments 

that not only sustained the interaction, but refueled it with an emotional charge. 
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Echoing of utterances served several functions in these episodes. Students employed 

this as a device to invite interaction or to challenge a claim and present a counter claim. It 

functioned as a way of joining in via aligning or disagreeing. It functioned as a means for co-

constructing a collective conclusion and resolving a dispute. It functioned to tie up a thread 

of meaning left dangling and as part of an animated performance that recharged the 

interaction.  

The animated performances of discovery were a particularly interesting feature of 

these episodes. These moments were intermittent: these performances punctuated the 

interaction, specifically occurring at two different junctures, serving similar but different 

functions. The first juncture, as observed, is at the beginning where this animated 

performance of discovery is the source of the catalyzing moment. The second juncture is at 

the close of a sequence in the moment of transitioning to “what’s next.” When found at this 

second juncture, the animated performance of discovery functioned in two ways: 1) it 

sustained the interaction that might be in danger of closing, but more than this, 2) it 

recharged the momentum of the interaction. In some ways, including bodily positioning, this 

resembled looping back to the source of the catalyzing moment. 

There was much disagreement in Biggest Planet Is Space, albeit playful 

disagreement. Disagreement was the source of the catalyzing moment when joint attention 

was initiated. The dispute on the table of which chair was biggest was the mutual object of 

focus. An animated performance of discovery provided the recharge to the interaction as 

students transitioned to a second inquiry: the biggest planet.  While the co-construction of 

this part of the inquiry was not conducted as a dispute, Brady continued to weave in playful 
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disagreement throughout. In all but one of the analyzed cases, the catalyzing moment was 

initiated by a disagreement or dispute. Knowing a Lily is the exception.  

In Knowing a Lily, there was absolutely no disagreement and no dispute. Instead, 

there were a multitude of animated performances. The source of the catalyzing moment in 

this episode is an animated performance of discovery. Or to be more precise, a series of 

animated performances that gave the interaction an emotional charge. In this way, the 

catalyzing moment had multiple layers. This was also true of the elaborate invitational 

sequences that preceded the catalyzing moment. These preceding sequences open a pathway 

for and give relevance to the catalyzing moment.  Two additional animated performances 

recharged the interaction.  

In both examples, students partook in an “eye-to-eye ecological huddle” (Goffman, 

1963) that enabled them to “monitor one another’s mutual perceivings” (Ciolek & Kendon, 

1980, p. 241). There is an openness and inclusivity: Students jumped into the ongoing flow. 

There is uptake and responsiveness to contributions as students attend closely to one another 

and the unfolding interaction. There is a sense of “withness” as they inhabit this shared space 

they have opened in the co-creating of something common between them. As Ingold (2018) 

argues:  

The achievement of commonality is not the discovery of what individuals have in 
common to begin with: it is a continual creation, not a regress to an origin… It is in 
the correspondence with others – in answering to them, not in the receipt of what is 
handed down – that each of us comes into our own person with a singular and 
recognisable voice… ‘Having in common’ – like humanity itself – is not a baseline 
but an aspiration; not given from the start but a task that calls for communal effort. 
This effort demands from everyone, young and old, that they open up to others, each 
contributing, in his or her actions, to the conditions of common life from which 
further variation arises. (pp. 5-6) 
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On a conceptual level, Biggest Planet Is Space appears more substantive. There is a 

sort of cumulative progression of chained and coherently meaningful sequences (Alexander, 

2005) as students deliberate over a shared inquiry. There is the collaborative co-construction 

of a collective conclusion, despite the outward appearance of disagreement.  

But while both of these episodes are fascinating, it is Knowing a Lily that has 

captivated my analytic attention. And for good reason.  It leads to something else. Less than 

two minutes after this episode ends, when the teacher has again left the table, a subset of 

these students engage in a dialogic encounter. This will be the subject for Chapter 7. 

But its value is not just in what follows next; there is intrinsic value in the commoning 

encounter itself – in what students are achieving interactionally and relationally. There is a 

quality of shared attention and effervescence as students are caught up and carried away 

together. This will be explored further in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter V 
 

Interlude 
 

In Chapter 4, my focus was on “establishing the phenomenon” (Merton, 1987) of 

commoning as an emergent student-generated genre of interaction. The term “commoning” 

was used to describe the way students collectively open/create a common, shared space to 

inhabit together. I drew on multiple cases of this phenomenon to describe and provide 

instances of the defining features. I then situated these interrelated and co-occurring features 

in the context of the unfolding phenomenon by analyzing two full-episodic examples, which 

illustrated the patterned ways these features unfolded and fit together. At the end of the 

chapter I was still left with the question of “What’s happening here?” And of course, the 

question always hanging in the air continued to haunt me: “Why does it matter?”  

In my search for answers, or at least a new lens for seeing and conceptualizing 

answers, I found myself drawn to Interaction Ritual Theory as an explanatory framework. 

This framework places primacy on the focused interaction understood “not as a cognitive 

construction but as a process by which shared emotions and intersubjective focus sweep 

individuals along” (Collins, 2004, p. 32).  While this theory offered new insight into 

conceptualizing what students were achieving together, it did not take me far enough. I draw 

on phenomenology to understand the nature of the achievement. I also draw on a relational 

ontological perspective to better conceptualize the significance of what is happening between 

students, as well as why this collective achievement matters in terms of potential actions it 

might enable in subsequent encounters. I then consider next steps in terms of implications for 

further analysis.  

  



   

 177 

Interaction Ritual Theory 
 

Interaction Ritual Theory (IRT) has its roots in the later work of Durkheim 

(1912/1965) and the work of Goffman (1959, 1967), and has been further elaborated and 

popularized through the work of Collins (1981, 2004). Durkheim focused on formal rituals in 

the context of collective religious experience. He was interested in how rituals induce states 

of “collective effervescence” and symbols come to be infused with sacred meaning. Durkeim 

(1912/1965) argued that this collective consciousness that is generated is more than an 

aggregate of individuals, but a sui generis consciousness where new ideas, feelings, and 

symbolic images are generated. Symbols are then first collectively formed and infused with 

emotional energy in these interaction rituals before being taken up by the individual as 

representations of the collective experience. 

Goffman (1967) examined the informal ritual qualities of our everyday interactions, 

specifically the face-to-face encounter as “temporary interactional enterprises that can arise” 

(p. 2). He examined occasions of interaction as systems, with their own constraints, arguing 

that the study of face-to-face interaction (the interaction order) should be its own branch of 

sociological study. He argues:  

As a main focus of attention talk is unique, however, for talk creates for the 
participant a world and a reality that has other participants in it. Joint spontaneous 
involvement is a unio mystic, a socialized trance. We must also see that a 
conversation has a life of its own and makes demands on its own behalf. It is a little 
social system with its own boundary-maintaining tendencies; it is a little patch of 
commitment and loyalty with its own heroes and its own villains. (Goffman, 1967, 
pp. 113-114) 
 
Building on both Durkheim and Goffman, Collins (2004) formulated a theoretical 

model identifying the mechanisms, processes, and outcomes of “interaction rituals.” 

Adopting the term from Goffman (1967), whom he considered a “pathbreaker” (p. xi), 
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Collins (2004) defines “interaction ritual” as “a mechanism of mutually focused emotion and 

attention producing a momentarily shared reality, which thereby generates solidarity and 

symbols of group membership” (p. 7).   

The term “interaction ritual” can be not only misleading, but also disorienting. Ritual 

is often associated with routines (e.g., a morning ritual of coffee or walking the dog) or 

formally structured activities (e.g., chanting, ceremonies, religious sacraments). In interaction 

ritual theories, the term “ritual” refers to focused interaction (Summers-Effler, 2006).  

Bellocchi (2017) uses the terms “ritual” or “interaction ritual” interchangeably with “focused 

encounter” and “focused interaction”1, suggesting that “a ritual involves a communion 

between participants of an encounter resulting in a set of common thoughts and feelings that 

bind people together in a group” (p. 87). I personally prefer the term “focused encounter” for 

its explicitly descriptive power. For now, I ask the reader to go along with me in the 

continued use of the term interaction ritual, because this is the term Collins uses throughout 

his work. 

The central assumption of Interaction Ritual Theory, embraced by Durkheim, 

Goffman, and Collins, is that “interactions are tangible entities that have active and 

compelling properties that are irreducible to individuals participating in them or more macro 

social dynamics” (Summers-Effler, 2006, p. 137). Goffman (1967) argued that the situation, 

or encounter, not the individual, was the fundamental indivisible unit of analysis, writing, “I 

assume that the proper study of interaction is not the individual and his psychology, but 

rather the syntactical relations among the acts of different persons mutually present to one 

 
1 Goffman (1961) has also referred to this as a focused gathering, and Kendon (1988) further 
distinguishes focused gatherings from jointly focused gatherings, which entails a mutual 
perceiving. 
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another” (p. 2).  His stance is most notably encapsulated in the introduction of his ground-

breaking book, Interaction Ritual: “Not, then, men and their moments. Rather moments and 

their men” (p. 3). Aligning with Goffman, Collins argues:  

A theory of interaction ritual (IR) and interaction ritual chains is above all a theory of 
situations. It is a theory of momentary encounters among human bodies charged up 
with emotions and consciousness because they have gone through chains of previous 
encounters. What we mean by the social actor, the human individual, is a quasi-
enduring, quasi-transient flux in time and space… It [the social actor or individual] is 
an ideology of how we regard it proper to think about ourselves and others, part of the 
folk idiom, not the most useful analytical starting point for microsociology. (Collins, 
2004, pp. 3-4, emphasis added)  
 

This emphasis on the primacy of the encounter has implications for how we interpret what 

people are up to any given scene. “In [interaction] ritual theory2, properties often attributed to 

the self are attributed to the realm of the interaction” (Summers-Effler, 2006, p. 137). 

Analytically, this focus on the primacy of the encounter enables me to attribute qualities to 

the encounter as the phenomenon, and demands that any analysis of the individual be 

contextualized in consideration of the interactional demands and opportunities of the 

encounter.   

Collins’ Interaction Ritual Model 
 

Collins (2004) developed an elaborate model that depicts an interaction ritual as a set 

of interdependent processes, including causal relationships and a feedback loop mechanism. 

Figure 5.1 is a diagram of Collins’ model.  

Referring to the model, it is important to distinguish the different timescales involved. 

The ritual ingredients and the processes located on the left and middle of the diagram occur 

during the interaction; the outcomes on the right are the longer-term consequences carried 

 
2 Summers-Effler uses this shortcut of “ritual theory” interchangeably with “interaction ritual 
theory.” I’ve modified to avoid confusion.  
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away after the situation has ended. Located in the middle, collective effervescence is thus an 

effect located inside the interaction that is dependent not only the presence of the ritual 

ingredients, but on the level of intensity achieved in the interaction. I will return to the 

significance of this collective achievement below.  

Figure 5.1  
 
Collins’ Model of Interaction Ritual (2004)   
 

 
 

As depicted in Figure 5.1, the interaction ritual is precipitated by 1) participants’ 

involvement in some kind of common action or event, which includes stereotyped 

formalities3 such as the exchange of greetings, and 2) a transient emotional stimulus which 

activates the shared emotion/mood. (Collins uses the words emotion and mood 

interchangeably when describing this ingredient.) These may be interrelated, for example the 

stereotyped formalities may be the source of arousal of these transient emotions (Turner, 

2007). 

 
3 Goffman (1967) simply termed these ritual greetings. Collins conceptualizes interaction 
rituals at two levels: He recognizes these stereotyped formalities as a type of ritual, but his 
model is based on his conception of Ritual with a capital “R” (Turner, 2009). 
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According to Collins (2004, 2014), the emergence of an interaction ritual is 

dependent on the presence of four conditional ingredients:  

1. Bodily co-presence: Defined as “human bodies assembled closely enough so that 

they can perceive the micro-signals they are giving off in their voices, bodily 

gestures, and facial expressions” (Collins, 2014, p. 299). This mutual perceiving 

of micro-signals is essential. 

2. Barriers to outsiders: Defined as “boundaries to outsiders so that participants 

have a sense of who is taking part and who is excluded” (Collins, 2004, p. 48). (In 

his 2014 article, Collins mentions only three of these as conditions, omitting 

“barriers to outsiders.”)  

3. Mutual focus of attention: This consists of joint attention and mutual awareness. 

Participants not only share a focus of attention, but they are mutually aware of the 

joint focus: “they must focus their attention on the same thing, and become 

mutually aware of this common focus; this establishes intersubjectivity” (Collins, 

2014, p. 299) 

4. Shared emotion/mood: Defined as a common mood or emotional experience. 

The first ingredient, bodily co-presence, is not an argument that communication 

happens better this way, but rather the recognition of the essential role of embodied activity: 

“When human bodies are together in the same place, there is a physical attunement: currents 

of feeling, a sense of wariness or interest, a palpable change in the atmosphere. The bodies 

are paying attention to each other, whether at first there is any great conscious awareness of it 

or not. This bodily inter-orientation is the starting point for what happens next” (Collins, 

2004, p. 34).  
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As further depicted in Figure 5.1, the last two ingredients, mutual focus of attention 

and shared emotion/mood, are interconnected via a feedback loop, creating a mutually 

influencing force, with each further enhancing and reinforcing the other. Shared emotion is 

both an outcome and reinforcer of mutual focus of attention – shared emotion is both 

consequence and further antecedent (Metiu and Rothbard, 2013).  In other words, mutual 

focus of attention leads to shared emotion, and this shared emotion serves to enhance and 

sustain a mutual focus of attention.  

This reciprocal relationship is at the heart of the model. As Collins (2004) suggests, 

rather than “interaction ritual,” a generic name for the theoretical model might be the 

“mutual-focus / emotional-entrainment mechanism” (p. xi). While Collins does emphasize 

the importance of these two ingredients, I would argue that these last two ingredients are 

qualitatively different than the first two. Once established, the first two ingredients describe a 

more stable aspect of the environment required for an IR to emerge. Contrastingly, mutual 

focus of attention and shared emotion are embodied activities being generated between 

participants of the encounter. As such, this is an ongoing dynamic achievement requiring an 

intensity of attention and involvement in the moment-to-moment unfolding interaction.  

As further depicted in the model, when these four ritual ingredients are present to a 

sufficient degree, participants move into a rhythmic entrainment, where vocalizations and 

bodies become more synchronized. This is sometimes only visible as “microcoordination 

below the level of conscious awareness that nonetheless can be detected by slowing down 

video or audio recordings” (Summers-Effler, 2006, p. 138). This physiological entrainment 

intensifies the feedback loop, further enhancing mutual focus of attention and shared 

emotion, and building up into what Collins (2004, drawing on Durkeim, 1912/1965) refers to 
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as collective effervescence – a sort of affective attunement or synchronous convergence of 

emotion, where the sum is more than the parts.   

Collins (2014) describes collective effervescence as “the rhythmic entrainment of all 

participants into a mood that feels stronger than any of them individually, and carries them 

along as if under a force from outside” (p. 299).  While the term “collective effervescence” 

seems to connote a positive feeling of jubilant excitement, the “more general condition is a 

high degree of absorption in emotional entrainment, whatever the emotion may be” (Collins, 

2004, p. 108).  

Collins (2004) proposes a causal relationship, where the level of intensity achieved in 

terms of collective effervescence determines the the level of intensity of longer-term 

outcomes that endure beyond the interaction (i.e., individual emotional energy, solidarity, 

infused symbols). Thus, the successfulness of the interaction ritual is defined in terms of the 

level of collective effervescence achieved: the “higher the ritual intensity, the more emotion 

is generated both in the immediate present and for long-term effects” (Collins, 2004, p. 116).  

For Collins (2004), the most consequential possible outcome is “emotional energy” 

(EE).  He uses this term to represent “the social emotion par excellence” (p. xii) as distinct 

from conventional notions of discrete emotions (e.g, anger, joy, fear). Rather than disruptive 

transient emotional states, EE is described as undramatic, underlying moods or tones. 

Existing on a continuum, it is an overall level of feeling “up” or “down,” ranging from 

enthusiasm to depression. Collins (2004) suggests EE is similar to the psychological concept 

of “drive,” except it is specifically socially oriented: “High emotional energy is a feeling of 

confidence and enthusiasm for social interaction” (p. 108, emphasis added). For Collins, 

high EE is a consequential interactional resource. 
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As we move across interactions, in what Collins (2004) describes as Interaction 

Ritual Chains4, EE is increased in successful IRs, but depleted in failed (or the absence of) 

IRs. We carry these EE consequences and any meaningful symbols (cultural capital) that 

have been formed in previous interactions with us in ways that impact our participation in 

future interactions. Summers-Effler (2006) writes, “Whereas the interaction order has 

independent situational demands, past interaction determines the level of emotional energy 

and symbolic capital available to us to deal with these demands… As we move through time, 

we create chains of interaction rituals, each encounter linking us to the ones that came before 

and the ones that will follow” (p. 139).  As such, even the temporary emergence of group 

involvement in IRs may have more prolonged effects on participation in future interactions.   

In the context of the commoning encounters in my research, the first two ritual 

ingredients (i.e., preconditions of bodily co-presence and barriers to outsiders) were met as a 

byproduct of the classroom structures for learning centers: both physical structures and 

participation structures. Physically, students were gathered around a table that enabled 

mutual perceiving, particularly when the teacher stepped away. And participation structures 

constrained students from leaving the table they were designated to work at, while also 

creating barriers to outsiders because other students were constrained to stay in their own 

centers as well. In the early stage of mutual involvement, students did further facilitate bodily 

 
4 Building on Collins, Summers-Effler (2006) suggests that the concept of chains of 
interaction rituals may be too linear and not adequately reflect the the more multidimensional 
dynamics and embeddedness of interactions.  She suggests that “a single moment usually 
plays a role in multiple embedded emotional histories… a single moment has not only a 
multiplicity of meanings but a multiplicity of emotional consequences for various series of 
interactions that unfold from a particular moment” (p. 140). Rather than linear chains, this 
suggests something like networks of entanglements, where threads of meaning are 
constructed and entangled in mutually defining ways with the threads of those we are 
encountering. I prefer this notion over chains, which feels to binding and deterministic.  
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copresence by circling up and turning toward: moving their bodies into an “F-formation” 

(Kendon, 1976) that enabled an “ecological huddle” (Goffman, 1963). This embodied 

activity itself creates its own distinguishable barriers. Yet once established, this did not 

require further sustained attention or energy.  

The concept of mutual focus of attention maps onto the commoning feature that I have 

described as mutual perceivings: joint gaze and coordinated activity. This feature was 

indicative of the ways that students were attending together. Together with the co-occuring 

features of circling up and turning toward along with back-and-forthness, these three 

features coalesced into an embodied mutual involvement. This embodied involvement made 

visible the generative activities of joint attention and mutual awareness – which Collins 

describes as so essential.  

Collins’ concept of shared mood/emotion does not map directly onto the commoning 

features I have identified, although there may be some connection to the feature of animated 

performances of discovery. These were described as intermittent moments of embodied high 

affect, but they did appear to have an infectious quality in that they served to recharge the 

interaction.  

While I appreciate that Collins identifies outcomes in terms of longer-term 

consequences of what individuals carry with them after the interaction (e.g., solidarity, 

emotional energy, symbols), it seems to me that the core achievement lives inside the 

unfolding interaction: the achievement of collective effervescence. (I would also argue that 

mutual focus of attention is itself a collective interactional achievement.)  

Throughout his writings, Collins uses several different terms interchangeably with the 

term “collective effervescence.” For instance, in distinguishing collective effervescence and 
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emotional energy as distinctly different variables, experientially and temporally, he explains, 

“EE is a long-term consequence of IRs that reach a high degree of focused emotional 

entrainment, which we can also call attunement, collective effervescence, or solidarity; but 

EE is not the attunement itself… EE is a consequence that carries over after the individual 

has left the situation” (Collins, 2004, p. 134, emphasis added). Collins has specifically 

situated the outcomes, including feelings of solidarity, as a long-term consequence carrying 

over beyond the immediate situation. Yet, here Collins uses the word solidarity 

interchangeably with emotional entrainment, attunement, and collective effervescence to 

represent the collective experience unfolding inside the interaction. I find this confounding of 

terminology problematic. While the term “solidarity” makes sense in terms of long-term 

outcomes extending beyond the situational encounter, it does not adequately capture what I 

have come to understand as a quality of “we-ness” being generated as an unfolding activity 

inside the encounter. Collective effervescence – better yet, collective attunement – better 

captures that this is as a collective, coordinated interactional activity rather than a subjective 

feeling.   

What he seems to be pointing to is a moment when “we-ness” is achieved inside the 

flow of the interaction. For my purposes, I am focusing – and zooming in – on the part of 

IRT that emerges inside the interaction, as depicted in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2 
 
Zooming in on Emergent Interactional Achievement 
 

 
 
 

While I am interested in outcomes in terms of what endures, I am even more 

interested in examining more closely what’s happening between students in the process of 

creating a “we-ness” – which is a more immediate achievement happening within the 

incipient now of the unfolding interactional encounter. To better understand the nature of 

“we,” I turn to the phenomenological perspective. 

The Phenomenological “We” 

Collective Effervescence as Constituted by  

Constellation of Emotional Sharing, Joint Attention, Mutual Awareness 

Exploring the phenomenology of the “we-experience,” Zahavi (2015) argues that 

while many have examined the structures of joint action in connection with “we-

intentionality,” this may be misguided. As he argues, emotional sharing is not only 

“developmentally prior to and logically more basic than joint action, but also… it might 

constitute a way of being together with others, which we need to study if we wish to better 

understand the nature of we” (p. 84).  

 
 
 

= Achievement 
       of “We” 
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The Emergent Phenomenon of Emotional Sharing 
 

In an effort to avoid the conflation of concepts, Zahavi (2015) distinguishes 

emotional sharing as qualitatively different than both empathy and emotional contagion. 

While some have theorized emotional contagion to be a more primitive form of empathy, 

others have made the distinction clearer by arguing that emotional contagion is “self-

centered,” while empathy is “other-centered” (Zahavi, 2015, p. 87).  

In the case of empathy, our attention is centered on the other, as we reach for an 

understanding of their experience. We are not, however, sharing firsthand in their 

experience. To empathically understand your friend’s love for her child does not require you 

to experience loving her child. This empathic understanding of another’s experience is not 

equivalent to emotional sharing. 

Emotional contagion, with mimicry as its core mechanism, does not require an 

awareness of individual others. Its key feature is that you “catch” the emotions of others and 

experience these emotions as your own (not even necessarily attributing them to an external 

source). Examples of this could include the ways we are swept up into jubilation at a sporting 

event, or the angst and disquiet of a shopping mall on the days before Christmas, or the 

somber mood of a funeral. In these instances, we are not sharing emotions with others: we 

are experiencing the emotions of others as our own. 

Emotional sharing is distinctly different: It requires a plurality of subjects, but it is 

more than an aggregation of individual experience. Unlike empathy and emotional contagion, 

emotional sharing requires a mutual or reciprocal awareness: It must encompass the feeling 

of “the other as participating, with me, in that experience” (Hobson & Hobson, 2014, p. 188). 

This is significant. It is in this experience of emotional sharing that a “we-ness” comes into 
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being. A connection is formed in the space between. So, for instance, shared joy is 

experienced not as an internal possession belonging to me, but as ours, something generated 

and shared between us. “We-ness” then is inherently a relational achievement, co-constructed 

in the interaction.  

The Emergent Phenomenon of Jointly Attending 
 

The potential for this experience of emotional sharing is generated through the 

activity of joint attention. Joint attention involves more than just a common focal point of 

attention: “For joint attention to occur, the attentional focus of two (or more) persons 

shouldn’t merely run in parallel; it must involve an awareness of attending together… This is 

precisely what makes joint attention quite unlike any kind of experience one might have on 

one’s own” (Zahavi, 2015, p. 91). Again, it is this mutual awareness of attending with the 

other that is key. 

In considering the role of joint attention in my own research, it seems important to 

mention a general tendency to exemplify the phenomenon of joint attention as a triangulated 

experience that involves an external object of focus or shared task. This overlooks the kind of 

joint attention that occurs in face-to-face interactions, where “individuals feel the attention of 

the other” (Zahavi, 2015, p. 92). The face-to-face encounter better describes the kind of joint 

attention I observed in the commoning and dialogic episodes. Attention was directed toward 

the interaction itself versus a physical object of shared focus. As Goffman’s work suggests, 

sustaining joint attention as one feels the attention of others has its own challenges to 

navigate, but also offers its own potentials, particularly in terms of the exchange of embodied 

messages.   
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This mutual awareness of the other is essential in joint attention, which is essential 

for emotional sharing. It is the core ingredient to the emergence of a “we-ness.” Paraphrasing 

Husserl, Zahavi (2015) explains, “when both of us become aware that we are being 

experienced and understood by the other, we are dealing with communicative acts through 

which a higher interpersonal unity, a we, is established, and through which the world 

acquires the character of a truly social world” (p. 95). This is, in and of itself, a significant – 

even special – achievement. As Husserl argues, this is “something momentous” (as cited in 

Zahavi, 2017, p. 95). 

Similarly, Schutz (1967) describes this mutual awareness as a mutual orientation and 

the ways this orientation modifies our attention:  

I, you, we, live in the social relationship itself…. I, you we, are by this means carried 
from one moment to the next in a particular attentional modification of the state of 
being mutually oriented to each other. The social relationship in which we live is 
constituted, therefore, by means of attentional modification undergone by my Other-
orientation, as I immediately and directly grasp within the latter the very living reality 
of the partner as one who is in turn oriented toward me (as cited in Zahavi, 2015, p. 
95).  
 

This idea of living in the social relationship (versus somehow possessing it) is appealing to 

me – particularly this idea that the social relationship is constituted by means of ongoing 

attentional modification.  

Zahavi (2015) argues that “we” is a “label for a distinct way of being with and 

relating to others” (pp 94-95). When we are living in this “we-relationship… our streams of 

consciousness are interlocked to such an extent that each of our respective experiences is 

coloured by our mutual involvement” (pp. 95-96). As such, this suggests that these moments 

where a “we-relationship” emerges, are both interactional and relational achievements. To 

better understand what is happening between students inside the encounter, I needed to 
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further untangle the concept of “emotional sharing” as an emergent activity by drawing on 

the relational ontological perspective. 

Before proceeding, I must comment on the similarities of language between Collins 

and Zahavi – despite being from completely different fields of inquiry. As far as I’ve been 

able to discern, neither has cited the work of the other. But the relationships they are 

proposing between terms are strikingly different. Figure 5.3 represents my attempt to sort out 

this difference. 

Figure 5.3 
 
Comparing Relationships of Terminology in Constructing “We”:  
 
Collins’ Ingredients vs. Zahavi’s Nested Layers of Activity 

    
      Collins’ Ingredients                 Zahavi’s Nested Layers 
 

As depicted on the left, Collins has proposed ingredients that combine. Keeping in 

mind that for Collins, Mutual Focus of Attention = Joint Attention + Mutual Awareness, I 

have included these as two separate ingredients. His other ingredient is Shared 

Mood/Emotion, as reflected in the figure. The image of the funnel captures the ways theses 

ingredients combine and even intensify through entrainment. The outcome is a 

Collective	Effervescence (We)
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mood

Joint	
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Awareness Emotional	Sharing

Joint	Attention
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transformation of the ingredients into something different: collective effervescence, or a 

transient “we.” 

As depicted on the right, for Zahavi these elements are nested and interdependent 

activities. Mutual awareness is core – for both the constitution of joint attention and 

emotional sharing. And joint attention is essential for the constitution of emotional sharing. 

Rather than conceiving these as separate elements that combine, Zahavi describes emotional 

sharing as achieved through participation in the generative activities of mutual awareness 

and joint attention. This interactional work of mutually attending is what makes emotional 

sharing possible. It is through participation in these interdependent activities that a “we-

experience” emerges.  

There is one other important distinction in their choice of terminology: “shared 

emotion/mood” vs. “emotional sharing.” While Collins’ framework acknowledges the 

reciprocal relationship between mutual focus of attention and shared emotion, capturing the 

dynamic nature of this interaction, Zahavi is proposing something different. First, formulated 

as a noun, the term “shared emotion,” turns an action into a static object. Following Zahavi 

(2015), I think it is more helpful to speak of this phenomenon in active terms, as something 

we do together: “emotional sharing.” This better reflects its dynamic nature as an unfolding 

activity located between participants. 

It may be that Collins was very intentional in choosing the term “shared mood,” as an 

input to the interaction ritual, to represent mood or emotion that is “shared” by virtue of 

being in common. The “we-ness” for Collins seems to be produced inside the interaction 

ritual via collective attunement/entrainment: “The key process is participants’ mutual 

entrainment of emotion and attention, producing a shared emotional/cognitive experience. 
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What Durkheim called collective consciousness is this micro-situational production of 

moments of intersubjectivity” (Collins, 2004, p. 48) This suggests a process of transforming 

individual emotion into collective emotion. In the process, a “we” is generated between 

participants inside the interaction ritual, experienced as “moments of intersubjectivity.” This 

may be closer to what Zahavi intends with the term “emotional sharing” and his conception 

of the “we-relationship.” But for Zahavi, it is this relational activity of emotional sharing that 

is generative and constitutive of the “we-experience.” 

The Space Between: Emotions as Social… and Relational 
 

Zahavi has argued the activity of emotional sharing is central to the emergence of the 

“we-experience,” and this experience is simultaneously entangled in our relations: “What the 

individuals feel when they do it together is not independent of the relation they have to each 

other. We are dealing with emotional experiences that, rather than being independent of each 

other, are co-regulated and constitutively interdependent” (p. 90, emphasis added). While 

“emotions are intrinsically social” (Collins, 2014, p. 299), it is important to consider that 

emotions are also inherently relational (Burkitt, 1997; De Rivera & Grinkis, 1986; Gergen, 

2009). This has implications for how we conceptualize what’s happening in the space 

between participants in the emergence of a transient “we-experience.”  

De Rivera and Grinkis (1986) argue that rather than treating emotions as strictly 

internal states, emotions should be regarded as social relationships, where different emotions 

can be understood as “different transformations of the relationship between person and other” 

(p. 351). Similarly, Burkitt (1997) argues that emotions are multidimensional complexes: 

“they only arise within relationships, but they have a corporeal, embodied aspect as well as a 

socio-cultural one” (p. 37). Burkitt’s (1997) central claim is that “if emotions are expressive 
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of anything it is the relations and interdependencies of which they are an integral part, and in 

this sense emotions are essentially communicative – they are expressions occurring between 

people and not expressions of something contained inside a single person” (p. 40, emphasis 

in original).  

Similarly, Gergen (2009) argues emotions are constructed in co-action and thus can 

be best viewed as “relational performances… forms of action that acquire their intelligibility 

within relationships, and they gain their value from their social use. It is not that we ‘feel 

emotions’ so much as we do them” (p. 102). Pushing back against a dualistic conception of 

emotions, he argues, “There is not a ‘feeling’ causing a doing, there is only embodied action” 

(p. 105). He does not deny that there are private experiences of emotion, but he refers to this 

as a “partial performance – [where] you are engaged in ‘doing the emotion’ but simply 

without using the full array for words and gestures that are common to public performance” 

(p. 106).  

From the perspective of emotions as social, Summers-Effler (2010) argues, “Actors’ 

emotions give them a sense of their position in relation to social events. Thus, a change in 

emotion indicates a change in position in relation to a social environment. In other words, 

emotions can be thought of as a social proprioception” (p. 60).  This seems accurate, if the 

term “social” is intended to be inclusive of “social relations.” But Summers-Effler’s use of 

the phrase “social events” seems to shift our orientation away from social as inherently 

relational, and social activities as always populated by other people. The accuracy of her 

claim is further enhanced by drawing on a social relational perspective. When viewing 

emotions as “transformations” in social relations (DeRivera & Grinkis, 1986), or 

communicative expressions between people (Burkitt, 1997), i.e., “relational performances” 
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(Gergen 2009), this shifts our treatment of emotions. Instead of locating emotions as 

contained inside a person as a consequence of a social event, emotions are now located in the 

social-relational activities happening between people. In this case, emotions might be 

conceptualized as a social-relational proprioception: an emergent perceptual awareness of 

changes in one’s position in relation to others in the ongoing flow of interaction.5 This 

positioning is not just bidirectional with each individual, but is in terms of the larger shapes 

or configurations of intersecting relations, and one’s relative position insides these “social 

relational geometries” (Duque, personal communication).     

The encounter is the place where this relational work is already always happening – it 

is the vehicle through which social relations are lived, explored, navigated – constituted. We 

may be animated by emotional energy, but we are “interanimated” (Basso, 1996) in and 

through our relations in the unfolding coordinated activities. I cannot analytically warrant a 

claim about a participant’s emotional state, but I can observe the co-production of emotional 

expression as communicative of social relational messages being enacted and exchanged 

between participants.  

The implications for emphasizing this space between participants as an analytical 

focus resonates with what I have tried to capture in my description of commoning as an 

emergent coordinated activity where students interactively open/create a common, shared 

space to inhabit together. In essence, what is being produced is the opening/creating of a 

transient “we-space.”  

 
5 This seems to resonate with what Schutz (1967) is suggesting about the role of attentional 
modification in constituting the social relationships in which we live. 
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Figure 5.4 is my attempt to summarize the work of this chapter. I began by drawing 

on IRT to identify the interactional achievement (a transient “we-ness” that Collins calls 

collective effervescence).  I then explored the nature of this achievement, which Zahavi 

conceptualizes as emerging out of the activity of emotional sharing, which is constituted by 

mutual awareness and joint attention. This led to an exploration of emotions as 

transformations in social relationships – as embodied relational expressions or performances 

exchanged between participants within the context of the emergence of this “we-space.” The 

image on the right is my attempt to represent the currents of activity both encompassing 

participants, and moving between them in the form of embodied relational communication.  

Figure 5.4 
 
Movement from Identifying Achievement to Embodied Communications in Space Between 
 

                     
 

 
Why the We-Experience Matters in Terms of What Endures: 

 
Linking Encounters 

 
I have identified the achievement being produced in the unfolding interaction: 

Students are collectively generating a transient “we-ness.” Why should this matter? What are 

the potential consequences of participating in this collective activity – over time and across 
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interactions? To better conceptualize what the achievement of generating a “we-space” 

between participants could enable for encounters that follow, I am drawing on Gergen’s 

(2009) conception of residues of relations:  

From every relationship there emerges a residue or a resource in the form of potential 
actions (e.g. language, emotional expressions, scenario movements), any of which 
(alone or in combination) may be activated in the moment. The person is essentially 
constituted, then, by a multiplicity of relationships. Some relations leave residues that 
are well-practiced, while others leave little but whispers of possibility (p. 149). 
 

Gergen (2009) describes three points of origins for the emergence of these potential actions: 
 

1. Others’ actions serve as models for what is possible. As we observe others in 
action, they fill our consciousness, thus providing the possibility of incorporating 
their actions into our own repertoire. This process, variously called imitation, 
modeling, mimesis, or identification, is often credited by social scientists as the 
fundamental engine of socialization. … Through observation we incorporate the 
potentials of being the other 

2. Yet, the accepted view of modeling does not take us far enough. Within any 
relationship, we also become somebody. That is, we come to play a certain part or 
adopt a certain identity…. Each relationship will bring me into being as a certain 
sort of person, and the actions that I acquire will enter the repository for future 
use. In a certain sense, we are prepared for a future in which we imitate various 
versions of ourselves….  As the years accumulate, so do the laminations of 
possibility.  

3. We draw from the form of co-action itself, the interactive scenarios that we 
perform within our various relationships. …[We] learn what it is to participate in 
the give and take of an argument, in classroom discussion, scenarios of emotion, 
and so on. In sum, all meaning/full relations leave us with another’s way of being, 
a self that we become through the relationship, and a choreography of co-action 
(Gergen, 2009, pp. 135-6) 
 

In short, we may model or mimic (even if nonconsciously) others’ ways of being; we are 

called into being through the interactional demands of others; and we experience different 

forms of coordinated activities in co-action with others.  

Given the idea of residues of relations, one potential residue is that by having 

participated in this co-action – having learned what it is to participate in the co-production of 

a “we-space” – this participatory learning becomes a resource in terms of an action potential 
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that could be called forward in future interactions. Having once generated this “we-space” in 

coordinated co-action with others, the potential of reigniting this experience (or reopening 

and re-inhabiting this shared “we-space”) may be more readily available as an 

interactional/relational resource in the next encounter. 

This may give me a lens for analyzing the connection between the commoning 

encounter (Knowing a Lily) and the subsequent dialogic encounter (Princesses Aren’t Real) 

that emerged just moments later.                                   

What’s Next: Implications for Analysis 
 

Taken together, these theoretical ideas have methodological implications that warrant 

a microanalysis of embodied and enacted relations in face-to-face encounters.  

Identifying Markers of Collective Attunement 
 

Collins (2004) describes different kinds of verbal and nonverbal phenomena that can 

be used to measure both collective attunement (as a collective pattern).6 Temporally, 

collective attunement is visible as a collective pattern during moments of peak entrainment. I 

will be focusing on the collective patterns as markers of collective attunement rather than 

measures. These markers can guide and inform my looking.  

Table 5.1 contrasts the collective patterns that would be visible if high levels of 

collective attunement were achieved versus the patterns that would be visible in the case of 

low levels of attunement or failure of the interaction ritual. These indicators fall under three 

categories of verbal and nonverbal phenomena: bodily postures and movements, eye gaze, 

and voice. This table enables me to isolate the features for analytic purposes, while keeping 

 
6 Collins also describes measures for emotional energy, visible as an individual pattern when 
the individual is alone or in the moments leading up to (but not inclusive of) peak 
entrainment. I am not attending to that. 
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in mind that these are co-occurring.  

Table 5.1 

Markers of Collective Attunement as a Collective Pattern:  
 
Indicators of High Levels vs. Low Levels of Intensity  
 
  

High Levels  
 
Low Levels (or Failure) 

 
Bodily Posture/Movement 

 
Patterns jointly shared 
Bodies touch 
Eyes aligned in same direction 
Movements rhythmically 
synchronized 
 

 
Bodies turn away 
Heads turn downward or in 
toward body 
Eyes look down/away 

Eye Gaze 
 
Directly expressed in eye 
contact 
 

Look at each other in rhythmic 
patterns  
Mutual gaze longer/steadier 
 

Eyes lowered 
Turn away for prolonged time 
 

Voice 
 
Flow of speech  
Measured paralinguistically in 
style vs. content of talk 
 

Close pattern of turn-taking 
Minimal gap and overlap* 
Rhythmic entrainment in 
shared laughter, applause, or 
other vocalizations 
 

Gaps between turns 
Prolonged overlaps- with 
speakers contesting the floor 

Note: Drawn from Collins (2004), “Measuring Emotional Energy and its Antecedents” (pp 133-140). 
*Tobin (2005) argued that overlapping speech and the completion of each other’s sentences are behaviors 
associated with synchrony. 
 

According to these markers, if students are achieving a high level of collective 

attunement, this should be visible in terms of patterns of rhythmically synchronized 

movements and vocalizations between students, as well mutual orientation of bodies and 

gaze. Gaze may be a particularly important feature, as according to Collins (2004), collective 

attunement is “directly expressed in eye contact” (p. 135). In moments of high collective 

attunement, participants look at each other in rhythmic patterns (to avoid staring), and mutual 

gaze may be sustained longer and more steadily.   

Moments of low level of intensity in collective attunement (or even failure of the 

interaction ritual) would be visible in bodies turning away and gaze being withdrawn for 
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prolonged periods. One example of this can be seen in interaction preceding the dialogic 

episode (Princesses Aren’t Real). The encounter begins in a similar pattern as the commoning 

event moments before. Gavin begins to recycle his discovery that by changing an “a” to an 

“o,” zebra become zebro. Robin interrupts Gavin’s turn and announces that his friend’s name 

is Zebro. In response, Gavin abruptly turns his entire body away from Robin, resulting in an 

interactional fissure. This part of the episode could be considered a failed interaction ritual. 

The role of overlapping speech as a marker of collective attunement is more 

complicated. Collins argues that there should be minimal gaps and minimal overlapping 

speech in moments of high attunement, but Tobin (2005) identified overlapping speech and 

the completion of other’s utterances as behaviors associated with synchrony. On the surface, 

this seems conflicting. But it may be the content and function of the overlap that matters – or 

the duration of the overlap – not whether it occurs, but if it is prolonged by speakers 

contesting rights to the floor. Overlap could also be a function of the type of conversational 

floor: single vs. collaborative (Edeklsy, 1981).  

Utilizing these markers as tools in the analysis of the commoning encounter, I am 

interested in examining the ways some of these markers intersect and co-occur. For instance, 

in moments of overlap, what is else is happening with gaze? What about synchrony?  

In the context of further analyzing Knowing a Lily, this may help be what is 

happening in the moments where Robin appears to be having difficulty getting in. I am 

particularly interested in uncovering what might be visible in terms of relational messages 

that are exchanged between participants. 
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Attending to Embodied Relational Communication Between Participants 
 

From a relational ontological perspective, attending to many of the nonverbal 

phenomena may offer more than just markers of the intensity of collective attunement. Extra-

linguistic cues, such as pauses and intonation, and nonlinguistic cues, such as facial 

expressions, gestures, and proxemics, do not just add-on to the verbal messages, they convey 

critical information and messages of their own that enable participants to interpret the 

unfolding interaction. As Gergen (2009) argues, “The distinction between verbal versus non-

verbal communication is an artificial one. Rather, we should attend to unified acts of 

coordination, with words/movements/facial expressions forming a seamless whole. Remove 

the threads of any, and the cloth is undone...or it becomes part of a different garment” (p. 34). 

The concept of emotional sharing as an activity generated between participants, and 

emotions as communicative expressions or relational performances, provides a new lens for 

looking at nonverbal phenomena in terms of the social relational messages being enacted and 

exchanged between participants. Of particular relevance: the communicative work of gaze. 

Mutual gaze serves special communicative functions and may prove especially 

relevant in understanding what is transpiring between students inside the unfolding 

encounter. Goffman (1963) argues that mutual eye-to-eye gaze functions by “ritually 

establishing an avowed openness to verbal statements and a rightfully heightened mutual 

relevance of acts” (p. 92). He goes on to quote Simmel extensively: 

“Of the special sense-organs, the eye has a uniquely sociological function. The union 
and interaction of individuals is based upon mutual glances. This is perhaps the most 
direct and purest reciprocity which exists anywhere. This highest psychic reaction, 
however, in which the glances of eye to eye unite men, crystallizes into no objective 
structure; the unity which momentarily arises between two persons is present in the 
occasion and is dissolved in the function. So tenacious and subtle is this union that it 
can only be maintained by the shortest and straightest line between the eyes, and the 
smallest deviation from it, the slightest glance aside, completely destroys the unique 
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character of this union. No objective trace of this relationship is left behind, as is 
universally found, directly or indirectly, in all other types of associations between 
men, as, for example, in interchange of words. The interaction of eye and eye dies in 
the moment in which directness of the function is lost. But the totality of social 
relations of human beings, their self assertion and self-abnegation, their intimacies 
and estrangements, would be changed in unpredictable ways if there occurred no 
glance of eye to eye. This mutual glance between persons, in distinction from the 
simple sight or observation of the other, signifies a wholly new and unique union 
between them.” (as cited in Goffman, 1963, p. 93) 
 

In this sense, mutual gaze is instrumental in establishing the mutual, reciprocal awareness so 

essential for the achievement of a “we.” Heron (1970) argues that due to its reciprocal nature, 

gaze is central to the phenomena of the social encounter: “In the strict sense of the term, 

actual encounter occurs only in mutual touching and mutual gazing, for it is only in these 

instances that each meets the other meeting him” (p. 243, emphasis added). 

I began this chapter by drawing on interaction ritual theory to better conceptualize the 

achievement being produced in the commoning encounter. IRT helped me name that 

interactional achievement with the concept of collective effervescence/attunement, which 

I’ve reframed as the production of a transient “we-ness.” I then drew on the 

phenomenological perspective to better understand the nature of this “we-experience.” This 

led me to the concept of emotional sharing as an emergent activity involving joint attention 

and mutual awareness.  Drawing on the relational ontological perspective, emotions were 

conceptualized as transformations in social relations, or communicative 

expressions/relational performances located between participants in the unfolding interaction.  

In the next chapter, I return to one specific commoning episode, Knowing a Lily, to 

apply these conceptual ideas in the analysis of what’s happening between students in the 

micromoments of the encounter. 
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Chapter VI 
 

Making a Joyful Noise:  
 

The Emergence of a “We-Space” as an Embodied Relational Accomplishment 
 

You are my delight, 
And your laughter celebrates my being.  

My pleasure inhabits your heart, 
And my smiles are those of adoration. 

Joy resides in the resonance 
 

(Regine Walter, cited in Gergen, 2009) 
 

There was something delightful about the Knowing a Lily episode that I wanted to 

better understand. I could not quite name what exactly made this episode feel so special.  Its 

beauty was not evident in the surface level of the talk. To the observer, it could just sound 

like a meaningless, irrelevant cacophony of “noise” made by kids who have gone “off task.”  

It is indeed noisy at times, as students talk in overlap with echoing of utterances and 

seemingly unchained sequences as they shift quickly to next topics. But there was a splendid 

cadence to the pace that felt, well, effervescent. (My usage here, which implies a positive 

valence, is intended to point to the bubbly feel of the interaction, which is, of course, a 

different meaning than the one intended by Collins’s (2004) “collective effervescence.”)  

My earlier analysis led me the literature, where I searched for ways to better 

conceptualize what I was noticing in the data. That search uncovered several concepts that I 

was able to bring back to my analysis. These concepts not only gave me a better way to 

articulate what I had already noticed, but they also gave me ways of seeing and making sense 

of phenomena that before I had only sensed but had no way of understanding. What follows 

is an annotated inventory of those concepts and their evolving significance in my thinking 

and analysis. 
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The concepts of synchrony and mimicry mapped onto particular moments in the data, 

but it was unclear if these were distinctly separate phenomena (as the research had led me to 

believe) or somehow interrelated in a more holistic way: To me, these phenomena seemed 

linked and interconnected to the unfolding embodied activity.  

Both synchrony and nonconscious mimicry are automated forms of interpersonal 

coordination operating at level beyond our conscious awareness. Nonconscious mimicry 

involves two or more people engaging in the same behavior in close to the same time period. 

Synchrony connotes the convergence of rhythm and timing in the coordination of behaviors, 

not necessarily identical behaviors at the same time. It could be that these are co-occurring 

phenomena, or perhaps they occur in interspersed ways – or perhaps, despite distinction in 

the literature, they are completely separable but intermingled phenomena. 

There were aspects of these concepts I found problematic in understanding what was 

happening in the context of my own data. For Collins, synchrony of bodies and voices is a 

measure of a successful “interaction ritual” (or “focused encounter”). This seems to imply 

that synchrony should be continuous and uninterrupted. Indeed, that is the way some 

researchers have taken it up, such as identifying “breaks in synchrony” as problematic 

(Olitsky, 2007) or using evidence of synchrony in determining the efficacy of the emotional 

climate (Bellochi et al., 2014; Eilam, 2019).  In addition, in much of the research, there has 

been a conflation between mimicry and synchrony, where identical body movements are 

marked as synchrony. Of course, if these identical movements are happening simultaneously, 

they are one version of synchrony. However, with a delay in enactment between participants, 

it would seem to me to represent an example of mimicry. (For example, see Wilmes & Siry, 

2018, who referred to this as “offset synchrony.”) 
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The concept of rhythmic entrainment (Collins, 2004) – which could encompass 

moments of synchrony as well as mimicry seemed to work better. Still, I wondered about 

what distinctions could be made in the different ways synchrony and mimicry operated and 

functioned in the context of the unfolding interaction. Specifically, how were these 

interrelated with the co-creation of a “we-space”? This is where the concept of entrainment 

becomes a bit sticky for me: It implies a one-way transmission. Somebody has to be the 

source that others become entrained with. It still has some weight, particularly in the ways 

that bodies move into a shared rhythm. But entrainment doesn’t quite capture the mutuality 

of affecting and being affected.  

Embodied resonance – which could sometimes look like synchrony and sometimes 

look like mimicry – seems a better fit. Perhaps better in terms of capturing what’s happening 

in my own data – and so as to not lose the emphasis on shared rhythmic movement – it could 

be an instance of embodied harmonic resonance. For purposes of this analysis, while this 

concept of embodied resonance seems the best fit, I’ve retained the use of rhythmic 

entrainment as well. 

The concept of mutual awareness is one I’ve grappled with. On the one hand, it 

directly maps onto my idea that there is a turning toward threshold of transition. On the other 

hand, it is difficult to make claims that mutual awareness is sustained. Mutual awareness 

entails two levels of reciprocal awareness: Not only is A aware of B, and B is aware of A – 

but A is aware that B is aware of A, and vice versa. It is difficult to ascertain this degree of 

awareness between participants. The exceptions to this quandary are the moments of mutual 

gaze, which make visible a mutual awareness that in inescapable in the joining of eye-to-eye.  
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I found in my analysis that I could identify moments of mutual awareness through 

mutual gaze: These were some of the moments that seemed most potent in terms of how 

participants were enacting the unfolding scene. There are also moments that I can point to 

where it is quite obvious that mutual awareness is absent, particularly leading up the initial 

catalytic moment. As I also found, there are moments inside the episode where a participant’s 

embodied activity makes visible that mutual awareness is at least in question for one student. 

His contributions then could be a viewed as a call to others to move into this relationship of 

mutual awareness, or affirm that the connection once made is still open.  

According to Zahavi (2015), mutual awareness is a core element of joint attention – 

both of these are core to the experience of emotional sharing. The presence of mutual 

awareness is what distinguishes joint attention from parallel attention. With parallel 

attention, there is no mutual awareness, but instead an individuated attention directed at the 

same focal point (such as in a lecture hall or movie theater). Similarly, Collins (2004) 

referred to this phenomenon as “mutual focus of attention” – which he described as requiring 

both joint attention and mutual awareness. Again, the achievement of joint attention is a 

difficult claim to make in terms of analysis. I can infer moments of joint attention, defined as 

also encompassing mutual awareness, but I’m again met with this quandary. I can point to 

gaze as evidence of at least parallel attention, but joint attention while inferred in some 

instances, is difficult to claim with certainty. While I can’t know how individual participants 

are experiencing the interaction, my claims are grounded in the surrounding context of the 

unfolding interaction – including embodied activity of participants that precede and follow 

next.  



 207 

Another concept now guiding my analysis is relational messages. Communication 

always conveys meaning across two dimensions: the content messages and relational 

messages (Watzlawick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967; see also Bateson, 1963). The relational 

messages, which are predominantly nonverbal, shape the way the content (or information) of 

the message is interpreted. But the relational messages, while contextualized inside the 

interaction, contain meaning beyond the explicit verbal content.  

We are surrounded by a field of relational communication that reveals and informs 

personal regard. These relational elements of the message answer, for others, the question of 

“How do you regard me: How do you see and value me?” This relational communication 

creates the “social fabric” (Keyton, 1999) or social reality of our encounters.  

In describing how we often exclude from our analysis and considerations the “living 

activities between us,” Shotter (2005) argues that we ignore the “possibility that people’s 

meanings and understandings might be found within the inter-influences occurring in their 

reciprocally responsive expressions” (p. 143). As such, the message cannot be found within 

an individual contribution: It emerges within the interaction between participants. This 

consideration has implications for the analysis: 

Relational communication analysis requires a perspective that differs from the 
monadic or individual-difference orientation that dominates existing analysis 
techniques. Relational analysis focuses on communication properties that exist only at 
the dyadic system level; relational variables do not lie within individual interactors, 
but rather exist between them. The measurements derived from this analysis refer to 
emergent properties of joint communicative behaviors and have no counterpart in the 
properties of individuals or single messages. With the present scheme, the 
transaction--the exchange of paired sequential messages over time--becomes the basic 
unit of analysis. (Rogers & Farace, 1975, p. 222) 
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In my analysis, I have directed my focus to the relational messages between and among 

multiple participants, while situating the emergent meaning in relation to the temporal 

unfolding and negotiation of a “we-space.”  

There was one last concept left to untangle: emotional sharing.  In the interlude 

chapter, I embraced a relational ontological perspective of emotions, arguing that they are 

emergent in the relations between people. Still, I did not yet have a full account of what 

emotions are and how they operate in the context of my own data, particularly in terms of 

relational messages.  

Theories of emotions encompass a vast field that runs wide and deep. Delving into 

the contrasting perspectives within this field is beyond the scope of this work. Suffice it to 

say, the conceptual term emotion is already “overpopulated with the intentions of others” 

(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 294).  For instance, the theories of emotion that are mostly widely adopted 

assume an intra-psychological source of emotion, with a cognitive interpretation function and 

a bodily experiential function. This explanation feels inadequate in its dualistic assumptions 

and frequent Cartesian privileging of the cognitive component. At the very least, this 

explanation seems incomplete. 

Emotions are considered discrete, fleeting experiential states: They burst into our 

awareness with intensity. This doesn’t capture the ways that we are always living in a feeling 

world. We are never not feeling something. The more encompassing and superordinate 

category is affect.  Affect is a fundamental element of our lived experience: “It is only 

through our affectivity that we find ourselves in a meaningful environment in which persons 

and things matter to us, and in which we care for them as well as for ourselves. Affects are 

the very heart of our existence” (Fuchs, 2013, p. 2).  
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While the term affect is also laden with the meaning of others, it has multiple 

meanings, most relevant here is “to act on” or “to move.” In our movements through the 

world, we are always affecting and being affected. “Relational affect is often more a matter 

of specific modes of interaction – various ways of being- and acting-together in a situation, 

modes of joint or co-comportment – regardless of whether these modes of interaction assume 

the shape of a specific emotion or not” (Slaby, 2016, p. 16). Or in other words, affect can be 

conceptualized in terms of “modes of bodily attunement to, and engagement with, the lived 

world” (Fuchs, 2013, p. 2). 

In my use of the concept affect, I am making the following assumptions:  

• Affect is embodied. It is apprehended and expressed through the body’s resonance 

with the environment. “Through its resonance, the body functions as a medium of 

emotional perception: it colors or charges self-experience and the environment 

with affective valences while it remains itself in the background of one’s own 

awareness… Bodily resonance thus acts as the medium of our affective 

engagement in a given situation” (Fuchs & Koch, 2014, pp. 1-2). 

• Affect is relational and emergent. It is dynamically emergent between embodied 

participants in interaction: “Feelings befall us; they emerge from situations, 

persons, and objects which have their expressive features and which attract or 

repel us. This affective space is essentially felt through the medium of the body 

which widens, tightens, trembles, shakes, etc. in correspondence to the affects and 

atmospheres that we experience” (Fuchs, 2013, p. 2). 
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• Affect extends beyond bodies, charging the situational spaces that are inhabited: 

“we do not live in a merely physical world; the experienced space around us is 

always charged with affective qualities” (Fuchs, 2013, p. 1).  

• Intensity is a feature of affect: “There are no ‘intensive cognitions’” (Fuchs, 2013, 

p. 6).  

• Embodied affect is a vector (carrier) for relational messages. Whether we are 

consciously aware or not, our embodied activity – including gaze, gesture, facial 

expression, bodily posture and movements, which are always infused with 

affective qualities – communicate to others a sense of regard: They communicate 

who we are and can be for each other. Relational messages are the meanings we 

are making together. 

Having retraced my steps to reorient the reader to the concepts now guiding my 

thinking and my analysis, the remainder of this chapter will focus on the application of these 

concepts. I begin by outlining my development of a conceptual model to frame the analysis. I 

then return to the commoning episode, Knowing a Lily, for another round of analysis. This 

analysis is divided into three distinct sections that explore different phases of movements in 

the opening, coordinating and navigating of a “we-space.” Round 1 looks closely at the 

catalyzing moment that sparked a movement into mutual involvement. Round 2 looks closely 

at the ways student then move into an embodied rhythmic entrainment of coordinated 

activity. Round 3 looks closely at the perturbations that arise in the last segment, as one 

student falls out of sync and must find his way back into involvement. The chapter ends with 

a summary and discussion of the findings and their significance.  
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Developing a Conceptual Model 
 

In search of a way to represent my findings, I found myself immersed in research on 

relational affectivity, embodied affectivity, and participatory sense-making. Fuchs and 

Koch’s (2014) conception of embodied affectivity as “moving and being moved” provided an 

inroad for my understanding that proved pivotal: It moved me. In the process, I realized that 

in my earlier attempts to develop a model, I was not accounting for the role of affect. I 

partially attribute this to an aversion to high-inference interpretations that locate thoughts and 

emotions inside participants’ heads.  Fuchs and Koch’s (2014) model of Interbodily 

Resonance provided a different way to conceptualize affect as emergent in the embodied 

activity.  

Core to this model is the concept of interaffectivity.  As defined by Fuchs (2013), 

“[Interaffectivity] is the encompassing sphere in which our emotional life is embedded from 

birth on. This sphere has its centre in the lived body: through its affectability and resonance it 

mediates our participation in a shared space of affective attunement” (p. 3).  When I interact 

with an inanimate object in my environment, perhaps touching its surface to explore it better, 

I respond to that which I see or feel in the object. But when I interact with an animated, 

living organism, my experience is intertwined with the experience of that living Other. When 

I touch the Other, I’m no only aware of how the Other feels to me, I’m aware of the Other 

feeling my touch. In this way, human interaction is by its very nature always interaffective – 

our touching/feeling of our world is always met by another sentient touching/feeling in 

return. In this regard, I do not actually mean physical touch (although it includes this too), 

but rather, the ways that we are continuously feeling our way through the world, which 

means feeling and being felt by others. 
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Figure 6.1 is a modified version of Fuchs and Koch’s (2014) model of Interbodily 

Resonance to help lay the groundwork for my own conceptual model. It is intended to 

represent a phenomenon that is always present in the context of human interaction. I have 

both modified the representation of some elements, and excluded others. In an attempt to 

better illustrate their claim of the dynamic nature of the process of interaffectivity, I’ve 

replaced the circle with a Mobius band/strip. A Mobius strip is a non-orientable surface with 

only one side and one boundary curve: you can travel the entire surface of the strip without 

ever crossing over the edge. In this way, the inside and the outside are connected and 

inseparable.  

Figure 6.1 
 
Model of Interbodily Resonance (adapted from Fuchs & Koch, 2014) 
 

 
 
 

While not a perfect image, it is intended to represent two interconnected dynamic 

components: 1) the nonlinear dynamic interplay between individuals of affecting and being 

affecting; moving and being moved; and 2) the dynamic interconnected nature of impression 
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and expression. The claim here is that this first image represents what is happening all the 

time in our interactions with others.  

The arrows, carried over from the original model, are imperfect, as they would seem 

to indicate a one-sided transmission from one person to the next. However, it is not intended 

to represent that this is happening in a turn-by-turn fashion. To the contrary, it is much more 

dynamic, bidirectional and mutually co-constituting. Accordingly, it is not that A affects B 

and then B affects A, but there is simultaneity in their interaffectivity. Similarly, because the 

body is the medium of experience, A does not have to cognitively interpret B’s gestures, 

facial expressions, etc. before being affected. The affect is felt immediately in the body’s 

resonance. The Other’s expression both impresses on me and moves me to act. To better 

visualize the embodied aspect, I’ve replaced boxes that are named “self” and “other” with 

stick figures in motion. 

Figure 6.2 represents my own conceptual model. I’ve started with the same base, but 

made further modifications at the center of the figure: These are not an adaptation but my 

own addition. This is intended to represent what happens between people in the context of 

certain kinds of interactions: focused encounters and the achievement of a “we-space.” 
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Figure 6.2 
 
Conceptual Model: Emergent Dynamic Coupling in Movement Toward Mutual Involvement 

 
 
 

The stick figures chosen in this version are intended to represent a “turning toward” 

the Other, as well as “movement toward” the Other. In between and somewhat encompassing 

them, is another Mobius loop in the shape of an infinity sign. This represents both an 

emergent dynamic coupling1 of interbodily resonance between individuals, and the creation 

of a space between – which I have referred to as a “we-space.” This movement into 

resonance – which is both embodied and affective – is more than contagion or 

synchronization, although these could be special cases of resonance. It involves a mutual 

 
1 I am using the term “dynamic coupling” in the sense of physics: the idea of coupling of 
dynamic oscillating systems that are mutually affected and entrained. When oscillators are 
coupled, there is a transfer of energy between them.  
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coordination and co-regulation of embodied activity, including facial expressions, gestures, 

intonation, and rhythmic patterns of movement. 

A paradigmatic example of affective resonance is “affect attunement” (Stern, 1985). 

This involves a matching of temporal patterns and “contours of intensity” (Mühlhoff, 2019), 

alternatively “vitality contours” (Stern, 1999). It is different than mimesis or imitation, and 

involves the integration and interplay of affect, which enables the emergence of the 

intersubjective sharing of affect (Stern, 1985) – a new, co-created experience that is shared 

between participants. Affect attunement is thus visible in the rhythmic entrainment of 

embodied activity. While Stern’s research is on dyadic interaction between mothers and 

infants, people of all ages move into this activity together. But it is certainly not a given. Yet, 

according to Mühlhoff (2019), “The disposition to engage in affect attunement constitutes a 

fundamental domain of social relatedness” (p. 191).  

Based on my data, central to this phenomenon is the movement of “turning toward”: 

This both communicates and marks a transitional threshold event that enables mutual 

awareness and the opening of a shared space. Hence, this movement must be mutual, 

invoking a mutual orientation and a shared co-presence. It is a movement of corresponding 

between participants – a movement toward the social relation of “being with.”  

All of this conceptual work is in the service of understanding that episode I found so 

delightfully effervescent: Knowing a Lily. What is not represented in the figure above is the 

multi-party nature of the interaction between the five students at the table. Instead, this figure 

represents the ways in which the interaction unfolds, with a gradual movement in coupling 

between pairs of students until all were encompassed participants. Each student was “looped 
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in” through this dynamic coupling in the unfolding embodied activity. This model is further 

developed in the analysis that follows. 

Moving into Involvement 
 

Turning Toward, Tuning In, Synching Up 
 

We return now to the commoning episode, Knowing a Lily (analyzed earlier in 

Chapter 4). This episode begins when the teacher leaves the table. Gavin, Mariah, and 

Ravenn have been working on a syllables packet. They’ve been encouraged to clap out 

sounds of the word to determine how many syllables it has, which they record on their paper. 

Ava and Robin are working on their Parent Appreciation Books. They were both absent on 

the day that the other students completed that project.  

As the episode opens, Mariah claps out the names of each student as she says their 

names aloud. (This is not part of the assignment.) Gavin starts to clap out his sister Lily’s 

name, then announces to the other students that his sister’s name has two syllables too. (All 

of the students, except Mariah, have two syllables in their names.) At this point, there is not 

much involvement in the interaction. While I still consider this portion relevant to the 

unfolding of the commoning event, particularly in terms of some early invitational moves that 

helped prime the interaction, I have chosen to begin the current round of analysis at the 

catalyzing moment, when students first move into embodied mutual involvement.  (See 

Figure 6.3.) 
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Figure 6.3 
 
Catalyzing Moment: Moving into Embodied Mutual Involvement 
 

 
 
 

Just before this image of delight (Figure 6.3 above), Ravenn tunes in and excitedly 

shares that her dog’s name is Lily too. Gavin responds “Oh my- (jutting his pencil out toward 

Ravenn in the pause space), then continues with “What the heck?!” (See Figure 6.4.) In 

overlap with Ravenn’s confirming “yeah,” Ava joins in with “your friend’s name is Lily.” 

Her head and gaze are oriented toward Ravenn as she begins to speak, shifting her gaze to 

Gavin as she reaches the end of her her utterance. Ava’s facial expression is serious with flat 

affect as she and Gavin achieve mutual gaze. Gavin again responds excitedly with “What 

the-?!?” As they continue to share mutual gaze, Ava’s face transforms into a smile. (See 

Figure 6.5). 

 

Ava

Mariah

Robin Ravenn

Gavin
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Figure 6.4 
 
Opening the “We-Space” with a Double Charge 
 

 
First emergent dynamic coupling: Gavin & Ravenn 
 
 
12  Gavin How you spell my sister’s name is [L-I-L-Y] 
13  Ravenn                                  [Coooool!]  

Just like my dog’s name! 
14  Robin Really? 
15  Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too. 
16  Gavin Oh my- (.6) What the heck?! 
17  Ravenn [Yea:h!] 
18  Ava  [Your] friend’s name is Lily 
19  Gavin What the-! 
20  Ava Heehee 
21  Mariah My- wait, is it (my mother’s) 
22  Robin Your cousin’s name is Lily 
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky 

 
 
 

 
Somber faced  

1

2

 
Gavin points his 
pencil at Ravenn in 
the emphatic pause 
following “Oh my-” as 
he responds with 
surprise to Ravenn’s 
news that her dog’s 
name is Lily. 
 
Ava, Robin and 
Ravenn direct their 
gaze toward Gavin.  

  
As Ava completes 
her utterance, she 
shifts her gaze to 
Gavin, and they 
achieve mutual gaze 
orientation. Gavin 
begins his utterance 
with “What.” His facial 
expression is one of 
excited surprise 
(eyebrows raised, 
smile). Ava’s facial 
expression is 
serious having 
uttered her statement 
with a “matter of fact” 
tone. 
 
Robin’s gaze has 
shifted from Ava to 
Gavin. Ravenn ‘s 
gaze is directed 
toward Ava as she 
moves in closer.   
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Figure 6.5 
 
Sharing in the Emergence of Joy 
 

  
Beginning to smile 
 
 
16  Gavin Oh my- What the heck?! 
17  Ravenn [Yea:h!] 
18  Ava  [Your] friend’s name is Lily 
19  Gavin What the-! 
20  Ava Heehee 

 
 
 

 
“Smizing” and second dynamic coupling: Gavin & Ava 
  
  

1

2

  
As Gavin completes his 
intentionally incomplete 
utterance “What the-”  
Gavin and Ava 
maintain mutual gaze 
orientation. Ava begins 
to smile in response to 
Gavin’s expressed 
surprise. 
 
Ravenn’s gaze has 
shifted from Ava to 
Gavin as she leans in 
using the chair for 
support. All eyes are on 
Gavin. 
 
 

               
In the pause following 
Gavin’s intentionally 
incomplete utterance  
that is left hanging,  
Ava’s face spreads  
into a Duchenne  
smile, which involves 
smiling deeply with the 
eyes. Robin is leaning 
back as he smiles in 
accompaniment, and 
Ravenn is leaning in  
and also smiling.  
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The transformation in Ava’s facial expression is intriguing: It seems to be directly 

responsive to Gavin’s excited response, which is accompanied by mutual gaze. It’s in the 

midst of this moment of mutual gaze that her face lights up into a Duchenne smile, which 

involves smiling deeply with the eyes (or “smizing”): This is also referred to as a “genuine” 

smile and a marker of authentic enjoyment. It is not even clear that Ava knows why she 

herself is smiling – nor why Gavin has found her response worthy of such an excited 

response of surprise. The source of joy cannot be found in any one individual: This striking 

moment of sharing joy is an emergent relational achievement. 

This moment of sharing joy is also the energetic spark that has called forth mutual 

awareness and embodied involvement. It is in this moment that students move into a shared 

space, or “ecological huddle” (Goffman, 1963), igniting the beginnings of rhythmic 

entrainment in their embodied activity. It is as if, in the process of their interaction, they are 

finding their position at this new “table” that is being formed interactionally.  

While mutual awareness is positioned as an antecedent to emotional sharing, in this 

example, it seems that the two are intertwined: The highly charged spark of emotional 

sharing evoked a fullness of attention accompanied by mutual awareness. Of course, at this 

point, it is not clear that mutual awareness is shared among and between all participants. But 

the intensity of mutual gaze, along with the intensity of excited tonality and shared 

expressions of emergent delight indicate that, at the very least, there has been a shared 

moment of mutual awareness 1) between Gavin and Ravenn, and then 2) between Gavin and 

Ava.  

The movement into a we-space seems to look something like Figure 6.6 so far. It 

begins with a dynamic coupling between Ravenn and Gavin (the looping infinity sign on the 
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right that has faded slightly). This charged exchange is not only the backdrop for the next 

exchange between Ava and Gavin, but a “trace” of that charged moment still permeates the 

sphere of embodied activity. The horizontally positioned looping infinity sign represents the 

highly charged moment of emotional sharing between Gavin and Ava. These first two 

couplings represent the emergence of mutual awareness and early movement into a “we-

space.” 

Figure 6.6 
 
Opening up and Moving into an Emergent “We-Space” 
 

 
 
 

As depicted in this figure, three of the five participants (Ravenn, Gavin, and Ava) are 

connected via dynamic coupling and fully incorporated co-members of the emergent “we-

space.” It is not that the other two (Mariah and Robin) are excluded; they are at the very least 

authorized bystanders. No effort has been made to close off their participation, but they are 

still on the perimeter. Their attention is certainly directed toward the unfolding interaction. 
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The figure is also intended to represent that what participants are attending to is not just the 

embodied activity of individuals, but they are attending to the generative space of 

interactivity and the unfolding relations between participants. 

It is in the context of this shared moment of joy that “knowing a Lily” becomes the 

joint activity students are “up to” together. As will be shown, the details of what this joint 

activity entail are a bit ambiguous. This can be attributed to alternative hearings of Ava’s 

words as impetus for this charged exchange.  

The excitement continues to build and unfold as Mariah joins in, trying to remember 

who she knows named Lily. (See Figure 6.7.) Continuing to smile, Ava’s gaze shifts to 

Mariah, and her eyebrows are raised in a sign of interest and involvement in the unfolding 

activity. Ravenn leans into the teacher’s chair with her gaze directed toward Mariah. As 

Mariah’s voice starts to trail off in her searching for a name, Robin bursts in to the scene. But 

he misgauges the activity and does not receive the anticipated response from Gavin. 
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Figure 6.7 
 
Finding Ways into the Groove of Involvement 
 
 

 
Sharing the joy of involvement 
 
19  Gavin What the-! 
20  Ava Heehee 
21  Mariah My- wait, is it (my mother’s) 
22  Robin Your cousin’s name is Lily 
23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky 

 
 
 

 
Mistaking, misgauging and tripping out of sync 

 
 
  

1

2

             
As Mariah joins in, 
her gaze is directed 
toward the center of 
the gathering. Ava 
and Ravenn shift 
their gaze to her. 
Ava continues to 
smile as she raises 
her eyebrows.  
 
Robin continues to 
gaze toward Gavin, 
who is tilting himself 
back in his seat. 

            
Robin bursts in, as  
Mariah’s voice 
begins to trail off. 
With the 
completion of his 
utterance, Ava and 
Mariah 
simultaneously 
shift their gaze 
from Robin to 
Gavin, anticipating 
a response. 
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Mariah is the first to not direct her contribution solely to Gavin. When she begins to 

speak, her gaze is oriented to the center of the group, before shifting to Gavin. As she begins, 

Ava and Ravenn both respond to Mariah via gaze and facial expressions of interest. They 

have both been looped into the rhythmic flow that is developing through a sort of emergent 

dynamic coupling, and as fully involved participants, they now loop Mariah in too. Robin, 

however, is not as successful in terms of the received response to his contribution.  

Exactly “what” students are up to together is not especially clear on the surface – 

even to participants.  Ava has mis-remembered and erroneously substituted “friend” for 

“sister” when she matter-of-factly states: “Your friend’s name is Lily.”  However, Gavin 

appears to have mid-heard her utterance as “my friend’s name is Lily.” Ava’s utterance is a 

recycling of an established fact, but Gavin takes it up as a new source of surprise: that Ava 

has a friend named Lily. The way each student responds is affected by what they have heard 

(or misheard) Ava say. (See Figure 6.8.) This makes it harder to point to their words as the 

source of students’ shared expressions of delight and joy.  And for participants, this 

complicates the inroad to involvement – as Robin discovers. 
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Figure 6.8 
 
Contrasting Responses Across Alternate Hearings of Ava 
 
Ravenn  Cool, just like my dog’s name. 

Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too. 
Gavin     Oh my (.6) ((points with pencil)) What the heck?! 
Ravenn  [Yeah] 
Ava   [Your] friend’s name is Lily 

 
 Robin and Ravenn 

Heard as… 
Your friend’s name is Lily 
 

Gavin and Mariah 
Mis-Heard as… 
My friend’s name is Lily 
 

Gavin   
What the-? 

Ava  ((big smile))  
Mariah   

My, wait, is it my mother’s 
Robin  

Your cousin’s name is Lily 
 

Gavin   
My cousin’s name is Ricky 

Ravenn If your little sister’s name is 
Lily, that’s just like my dog’s 
name. 
 

 

Mariah  My cousin’s name is Lily 
 

 
 
When Ava begins her utterance with the word “your,” her head and face are still 

oriented toward Ravenn, and her first word is said in overlap with Ravenn’s confirmation of 

“yeah.” Ava shifts her head and directs her gaze toward Gavin mid-utterance. The initial 

position of her head seems to have made her first word more easily heard by Ravenn and 

Robin, who are seated toward her left. Seated to her right, Gavin and Mariah appear to have 

heard the word “my” instead of “your.” This is what makes Gavin’s expression of excited 

surprise relevant. It is also what makes “knowing a Lily” now relevant, which is what both of 

Mariah’s responses are oriented toward.  After all, Ravenn’s knowing a Lily (her dog) and 

Ava’s knowing a Lily (her friend) received excited responses from Gavin—responses that 

sparked the attention and mutual involvement of participants.  
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The fact that both Robin and Ravenn have heard Ava correctly makes their responses 

relevant, but in different ways. For Robin, there seems to be some confusion as to the nature 

of the activity they are up to. Robin is laughing as he jumps on board with his contribution: 

“Your cousins’s name is Lily.” After all if Ava’s switching “sister” to “friend” received an 

excited response, his switching “sister” to “cousin” should also get an excited response. The 

game he is trying to jump into seems to be one where you make nonsense false claims to be 

funny. Of course, Gavin doesn’t see the same connection as Robin, so treats Robin’s 

statement as just merely erroneous.  

Ravenn’s response is also made relevant in the context of her having heard Ava’s 

utterance correctly. In a sense, she is resolving the confusion by starting with a conditional 

clause (“If your little sister’s name is Lily”). The inclusion of “if” here is not to question the 

name (“Lily”) but to clarify the relationship as Gavin’s “little sister.”  

Robin’s definition of the situation has misled him in finding his place at this newly 

forming interactional “table.” Robin has mistaken what they are up to2, so in the process he 

has misgauged his move into the forming circle of mutual involvement. Instead of an excited 

response from Gavin, his contribution is met with a disconfirmation: he got it wrong. Not 

only did he get wrong that Gavin’s cousin’s name is Lily (as Gavin matter-of-factly explains, 

his cousin’s name is Ricky), but Robin has tripped out of sync. Instead of closing the 

 
2 This kind of confusion concerning exactly “what we are up to” does not seem unique to this 
interaction. I suspect it is something we are always working out, individually and together.  
Shotter (1996) suggests that one way to understand this is as a sort of “third force,” which 
operates sui generis beyond our discernment. He argues that “our individual reactions are 
always a complex, interactive amalgam of interrelated, moment-by-moment changing 
influences, so that what you and I are doing at any one moment is always inextricably a part 
of, and shaped by, what overall we are doing - where what we are doing overall is uniquely 
created as an unintended consequence of our joint action in response to our joint 
circumstances” (p. 3). 
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distance, his move inadvertently results in increasing the distance. In the process, joint 

attention begins to wane. 

So at this point, we could further develop the image in process (see Figure 6.9), to 

represent that Mariah has been looped in by both Ravenn and Ava. In their attentive display 

of involvement in Mariah’s contribution, Mariah is now also enveloped in the evolving 

structuring of the emergent “we-space.” 

Figure 6.9 
 
Evolving Structure of Emergent We-Space: Only Robin Not Yet Looped In  
 

 
 

I have intentionally left the horizontal infinity symbol as the brightest coupling to 

represent the continued strength of this as a pivotal moment that underpins what students are 

up to in the interaction. It’s intensity, then, can be observed in the moment of occurrence, as 

well as in its continued influence to the ongoing activity. There is a certain gravitational force 

that while sparked in that moment also continues to build momentum in and through the 

unfolding interaction.   
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As also illustrated, Robin is at the table, but has not yet been looped in. He is not yet 

fully mutually incorporated. Again, it is not that he is excluded: His contribution was not 

blocked or ignored. But while Gavin does respond directly to Robin, he negates Robin’s 

contribution as relevant: in words, intonation and body movement.   

Comparing Contours of Intensity in Paired Sequential Messages 
 

The contours of intensity (intonation and embodied), which I’ve tried to capture in 

Figure 6.10, are a mismatch: They do not correspond. The contour of Robin’s contribution 

could be described as bursting onto the scene, and delivered with a quick tempo. It’s also said 

with a smiley voice that would seem to anticipate or call for a similar response of excitation 

in affect. In contrast, Gavin’s response not only verbally negates the content of Robin’s 

assertion, but it is said in a way that could be heard to fall flat.  

Figure 6.10 
 
Mismatch in Intensity Contours: Robin and Gavin 
 
22  Robin   Your cousin’s name is Lily 

 
 
 
 
 

23  Gavin No, my cousin’s- my cousin’s name is Ricky 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In contrast, the intensity contours in the exchanges between Ravenn and Gavin are 

more matched (see Figure 6.11). Ravenn delivers her message with excited intonation and 

rising pitch at the end. Gavin’s response is also said with great exuberance and excitement. 

The upward motion in the space of the .6 second pause is where he thrusts his pencil in a 

pointing motion toward Ravenn. This thrusting motion fills the space where the missing word 
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(such as god, gosh, goodness, etc) would go in this expression. He follows this with a second 

exclamatory remark that ends on a particularly high note (one might say “soprano-like”). 

Figure 6.11 
 
Resonating Intensity Contours: Ravenn & Gavin and Ava & Gavin 
  
15 Ravenn Just like my dog’s name. Her name’s Lily too. 

 
 
 
  

 
16 

 
Gavin 

 
Oh my- (.6) What the heck?! 
 
 
 
  

 
18 Ava  [Your] friend’s name is Lily 

 
 
 
  

 
19 

 
Gavin 

 
What the-! 
 
 
  

 
 

As also depicted in Figure 6.11, in the exchange between Ava and Gavin, Ava’s 

contribution is said with less excitement and matter-of-fact tonality, but Gavin’s response has 

the same sort of exuberance shown in his response to Ravenn. So here, while the two parts 

are not matching, they still correspond together: It seems to be the ordering that matters 

more. The tonality of Gavin’s excited response overruled the lack of excitement in Ava’s 

initial contribution, as displayed in her the transformation for her facial expression.  

In addition, Robin’s contribution looks somewhat similar to Ava’s contribution: in 

content, form, and contour.  There is similar accentuation on the word “friend” (for Ava) and 

“cousin” (for Robin). But Robin’s contribution is actually said with much more of blasting 

force than Ava’s.  



 230 

Students orient to the relational message that emerges in this exchange between 

Robin and Gavin as a misstep. Ava makes four loud gasping sounds: the first is accompanied 

by a look of shock/disbelief as her chin drops down and mouth is open wide. She shifts her 

gaze down to her paper as she utters each additional gasp slightly softer but very audibly 

projected. After Ava’s first gasp, and overlapping the second, Robin makes a loud “ahhhht” 

sound as he shifts his gaze to Ava and then away. As Mariah joins in with, “Now, now, 

now,” Robin’s gaze flits back to Gavin and then to Mariah.  

Due to his misgauging shat they are up to here, Robin’s misstep disrupts the rhythmic 

flow that has started to build up. A metaphor for this could be striking the wrong chord or 

stepping on the toes of one’s dance partner. It could end the song or dance, or it could just 

cause a temporary disruption that is awkwardly acknowledged before reengaging in finding 

and moving into shared rhythm and resonant harmony.  

Harmonic Resonance:  
 

Moving into Rhythmic Entrainment of Coordinated Activity 
 

After the moment of shared delight, it initially appeared to me that Robin was having 

some interactional challenges. The first impression is that, despite several attempts to “get 

in” to the stream of interaction, his turns occur in overlap with others (most frequently 

Ravenn), but he did not appear to gain recipiency or acknowledgement despite his elaborate 

efforts. I found this impression conflicting because it contrasted with the general “feel” of the 

interaction as one where students were caught up and carried away together. How could what 

I was calling a “commoning” event result in exclusion of participant contributions?  

What I discovered when looking more closely at the coordination of embodied 

activity was that in places where it appeared missing, there was immediacy expressed in 
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mutual eye gaze accompanied by fleeting microexpressions of interest and involvement 

(raised eyebrows) and affiliation/appreciation (smiling). In moments of overlap, there is 

rhythmic entrainment – and even the “choral co-production” (Lerner, 2002) of words sung 

out in unison.  

On the surface, this next part of the interaction might seem incoherent – perhaps even 

competitive – definitely “noisy.” It appears that some contributions are unheard or in any 

case not taken up or responded to. This surface level glossing is greatly deceiving.  There is 

excitement generated that is not hindered by their displays of eagerness to be incorporated 

into the flow of the group involvement. To the contrary.  

Picking up where we left off in the last section, we return to the recharging moment, 

where Ravenn reignites the jubilance of the interaction with an animated performance of 

discovery. As she seemingly recycles her initial discovery that Gavin’s sister and her dog 

share the name Lily, she begins her utterance in a crouched position (see Figure 6.12). She 

springs up mid-utterance, accentuating her contribution. This seems to be the moment that 

Robin and Ravenn first move into shared rhythm and embodied mutual involvement. Many 

of their movements, facial expressions, direction of gaze, and vocalizations become 

rhythmically entrained.  
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Figure 6.12 
 
Reigniting Involvement and Moving into Rhythmic Entrainment 
 

 
Crouching down to leap up 
 
 
27  Ravenn If your little sister’s name’s Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name! 

 
 
 

 
Moving into rhythmic entrainment 
 
 
 
 
  

1

2

  
Starting from a 
crouched down 
position, which she has 
just sunken into, Ravenn 
begins her utterance. 
 
Robin’s gaze flits back 
and forth as he continues 
to hold his pencil partially 
concealing his mouth. 

  
As she gets to the word 
“Lily,” Ravenn uses the 
chair to spring up into 
an elevated position. 
 

As Ravenn completes 
her utterance, Robin 
moves his pencil and 
hand down from his 
mouth. There is a 
striking similarity to 
Ravenn’s and Robin’s 
facial expressions, as 
they move into 
rhythmic entrainment. 
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In the midst of Ravenn’s animated performance, Robin’s eyes have been scanning for 

the eye gaze of others. Ava’s attention is directed down toward her work. Gavin moves his 

body back into the frame as he also shifts his orientation down toward his work. It seems 

Raven’s initial move was not, in and of itself, sufficient in achieving joint attention. 

From here, Robin and Ravenn continue on together for several turns. While it could 

initially be interpreted that they are competing for the floor, Ravenn and Robin can be heard 

to be singing in unison; their words and movements are highly synchronized.  

The beauty of this duet performance might be in the resonance. (See Figure 6.13.)  As 

Robin enters into the rhythmic flow, his contribution (turn 28) incorporates an echoing of the 

last three words of Ravenn’s (turn 27). After three false starts, he speaks in overlap (and 

nearly in unison) with Ravenn, as their words “my dog’s name” are sung out in an unplanned 

choral co-production.  
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Figure 6.13 
Duet Not Duel: Singing in Coincidental Unison (“My dog’s name”) 
 

  
  Beginning performance: “my dog’s-“  
 
 
27  Ravenn If your little sister’s names Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name! 

28  Robin My- my d-- my:- [my dog’s name is-]  
29  Ravenn             [That’s my dog’s name] 

 
 
 

  
 Completing performance: “-name” 
  

1

2

In overlapping 
near-unison, 
Ravenn and 
Robin utter 
“dog’s.” Both 
direct their gaze 
to space slightly 
to the right of 
Gavin. Mariah 
attends to 
unfolding 
performance, 
while Gavin and 
Ava direct their 
gaze down to 
their work. 

Ravenn and 
Robin continue  
in overlapping 
unison to utter 
“name.” Both shift 
their gaze slightly, 
more directed 
toward Gavin. 
Gavin is the 
designated 
recipient of both 
Ravenn’s and 
Robin’s 
utterances. 

1 

2 
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Strikingly, neither Robin nor Ravenn seem phased by the overlap in talk: There is no 

pause or sideways glancing that might be expected if either found the overlap problematic. 

When Robin continues his utterance, there is no self-repair to remediate for the overlapped 

words: The only word he recycles is “is” – he otherwise continues his utterance where he left 

off.  Contrastingly, when Mariah next begins to talk (see Figure 6.14), overlapping with 

Robin’s utterance of “is,” Robin pauses mid-utterance, shifting his gaze to Mariah and 

awaiting her to complete her utterance, before resuming his own attempt.  

Mariah seems to interpret Ravenn’s contribution as a proposal to resume the 

“knowing a Lily” name game. She jumps into the quickly moving stream of unfolding 

interaction. While there is no evident verbal uptake of Mariah’s response, she is not left 

hanging.  Both Robin and Ravenn display regard: Robin pauses mid-utterance, and both 

direct their gaze toward Mariah, slightly raising their eyebrows in a sign of interest and 

attending.  

This mutual gaze orientation becomes an interactional resource for Robin as he 

resumes his attempt to share his dog’s name. He now begins his elaborate performance: 

singing out his dog’s name “T-Bone” in an oscillating tenor vibrato voice, stretching for an 

amazing 2.5 seconds.  
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Figure 6.14 
 
Finding a Way into the Rhythmic Flow 
 

  
Pausing to incorporate Mariah 
 
27  Ravenn If your little sister’s names Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name! 
28  Robin My- my d- my:- [m::y do:g’s na::me]    
29  Ravenn                [That’s my dog’s name]= 

30  Mariah =My [cousin’s name is Lily 
31  Robin      [Is-                   [is- 
32  Ava                             [((loud gasping noise)) 
33  Robin is T-BoOoOoOoOoOoOo[ooOoOoOoOoOoOne] 
34  Ravenn                    [Guess how old] my dog is! 
35  Gavin How? 

 
 
 

  
Using mutual gaze as a resource to begin performance 
 
 
 
  

1

2

3

     
Latching on to the 
end of Ravenn’s 
utterance, Mariah 
jumps in to continue 
the name game. 
 
 
 
 
Robin pauses mid-
utterance, and 
shifts his gaze to 
Mariah, raising his 
eyebrows slightly. 
Ravenn also shifts 
her gaze, raising 
eyebrows, and tilting 
her head slightly to 
one side. 

Robin confirms 
recipiency through 
mutual eye gaze 
with Mariah, and 
then he continues 
his utterance, 
singing his dog’s 
name in a tenor 
vibrato voice, 
stretching the 
sound for 2.5 
seconds. Ravenn 
continues to direct 
her gaze toward 
Mariah. Ava and 
Gavin direct their 
gaze down to their 
work. 

2 

3 
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At this point, Gavin and Ava still have their gaze directed down toward their work. 

As Robin continues to extend his elaborate performance of “T-Bone,” Gavin lifts his gaze 

toward Robin. (See Figure 6.15.) Just as he begins to lift his gaze, Ravenn begins her next 

utterance in overlap with the ending of Robin’s performance, inviting Gavin to “guess hold 

old my dog is.” (This is, of course, not really an invitation to guess, but an elicitation to a 

topic change. The only response to this is to ask the question “how old” to elicit the response 

the initiator wanted to share. It is a preannouncement that serves to gain recipiency before the 

telling.)   

In the transcript, what seems most visible is that Gavin responds directly to Ravenn’s 

invitation to guess, without verbally acknowledging Robin’s elaborate performance. Before 

accepting Ravenn’s invitation, however, something else transpires between Robin and Gavin. 

As Gavin’s gaze shifts up to Robin during mid-performance, Gavin’s bouncing becomes 

rhythmically entrained with the vibrating sound of Robin’s voice. As Robin completes his 

performance, with a sharp movement of finality, he quickly moves his head from a tilting 

back position to a head forward, chin tilted down position. Gavin’s downward bounce is 

perfectly coordinated with Robin’s head motion. Still clutching his shirt, Robin’s gaze meets 

Gavin’s. Gavin’s gaze and smile display more than just recipiency: appreciation for Robin’s 

performance, affiliation (bouncing in rhythm) and immediacy.  
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Figure 6.15 
 
Rhythmic Entrainment: Joining the Rhythm of the Performance 

  
Performance crescendo: Stretching out the vibrating “o” sound  
 
 
 
31  Robin [Is- is (...)]               

is T-Booooooooooooo[ooooooooooooone] 
32  Ravenn                    [Guess how o::ld] my dog 

is! 
33  Gavin How? 

34  Ravenn She’s ZERO. 

 
 
 

  
Synching up to a new rhythmic tempo 
 
  

21

3

4

5

Robin continues 
stretching out “T-Bone.” 
His head is tilted back  
as he peers through slit 
eyelids toward Mariah.  
 
 
 
As Gavin lifts his gaze 
from his paper, Ravenn 
begins her utterance in 
overlap with Robin, 
directing her gaze toward 
Gavin. 
 
 
Gavin directs his gaze 
toward Robin, smiling, 
as he begins bouncing 
slightly in his seat – in 
rhythm to Robin’s vibrato 
performance. 

Robin completes his 
utterance, bouncing his 
head downward to 
accentuate the final 
note. As he begins 
moving his head back 
up, Robin and Gavin 
achieve mutual eye 
gaze. Ravenn continues 
to complete her 
utterance. 
 
 
Gavin’s bouncing is 
synchronized with 
Robin’s head motion – 
both have moved into 
down position. In 
synchrony with 
Gavin’s bouncing, 
Mariah has begun to 
tap her pencil, w/ an 
oblong eraser attached 
to the end.  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 
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After pausing to leave open the space for Mariah’s contribution and using the 

achievement of mutual gaze to begin his performance of his dog’s name, Robin has 

introduced a new rhythm that both Gavin and Mariah join into with him. As Robin and Gavin 

share mutual gaze and a smile (see Figure 6.16), they share in the emergent moment of 

“being with.” Robin is tuned in and formally looped into the “we-space.” He is fully mutually 

incorporated. 

Figure 6.16 
 
Dynamic Coupling: Micromoment of Connection  
 

  
 
 

 

Sustaining mutual gaze, Robin’s corresponding smile signals a moment of emotional 

sharing embedded in the mutual awareness of connection. It is not a transactional exchange: 

They are not smiling “at” one another, but “with” one another. It is a moment of emergent 

dynamic coupling in the ongoing construction and negotiation of a “we-space.” 

Initially, I had described Ravenn’s contribution as the source of this recharging or 

recatalyzing moment. This recharging was necessary because joint attention had begun to 

wane in the transition between topical sequences. What now appears more accurate is that 

1

2

             
Robin and Gavin 
continue to sustain 
mutual eye gaze 
orientation. Both are 
smiling. Ravenn 
completes utterance 
begun in overlap. 

             
2) Gavin continues to 
bounce, as Mariah taps 
her pencil in synchrony. 
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Robin’s contributions work in concert with Ravenn’s to move the group back into a fuller 

mutually attending involvement.  

This tag-team performance continues (see Figure 6.17). The “what we are up to” 

context has now shifted. After inviting Gavin to guess the age of her dog, Ravenn tells him 

her dog is zero. In complementary response, Gavin shares that his dog is that same age as 

him: six.  Robin joins in to share that his dog is ten years old. In concert with his exaggerated 

facial expression as he accentuates the word “ten,” Ravenn is visually displaying excitement 

– in her facial expression as well as elevating her body onto the table – that serves as a 

preannouncement. As Robin completes the last word of his utterance, Ravenn exclaims 

“wow” in overlap. This new announcement that Ravenn shares (that she will be six the 

following Tuesday) will serve to shift the topic yet again.   
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Figure 6.17 
 
Tag-Teaming: Synchronized Facial Expressions 
 

  
  
 
 
 

32  Ravenn                                    [Guess how]  
old my dog is! 

33  Gavin How? 
34  Ravenn She’s ZERO. 

35  Gavin My dog is actually about my age, SIX years old. 
36  Robin My- my- [my dog is        ]te:n years [old. 
37  Gavin         [And she’s awesome] 
38  Ravenn                                       [Wow!=  

39  Ravenn  I’m almost going to be six=  
40  Robin [my dog- 
41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 

 
 
 

 
 

1

2

 
Robin accentuates the 
word “ten” with an 
exaggerated facial 
expression: nose and 
eyes squinched up, 
mouth wide open. 
Ravenn has raised her 
body onto the table, 
displaying an excited 
facial expression as a 
preannouncement to her 
expression of Wow. Her 
eyes are wide and mouth 
is wide open. Both direct 
their gaze toward Gavin 
who has just completed 
his utterance.  

  
Robin completes his 
utterance with “old”  
as Ravenn begins 
her announcement 
with “wow.” Their 
facial expressions 
are again similar, 
including the 
small, o-shaped 
formation of their 
mouths.  
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In the last section, it seemed that Robin’s attempt to move into the rhythmic flow was 

thwarted by his misstep. Because of his correct hearing of Ava’s words “Your friend’s name 

is Lily,” his definition of the unfolding situation was misguided. Thus the corresponding 

response received from Gavin, who had misheard Ava’s words as “My friend’s name is 

Lily,” treats Robin’s response as irrelevant. Robin had not yet fully incorporated in the 

emergent rhythmic flow. 

Robin and Ravenn then enter into a rhythmic entrainment that could be interpreted as 

being set by Ravenn. It is not clear to me that this a case of one-way transmission. While 

there is overlap, it is minimal, with each tagging onto the end of the other’s utterance. 

Embodied harmonic resonance may better describe the unfolding phenomena.  

The synchrony of Robin’s and Ravenn’s embodied activity is striking. This occurs 

leading up to the emergent micromoment of emotional sharing between Robin and Gavin – 

and continues afterward. Instead of competing for a turn, Robin and Ravenn seem to be 

sharing a rhythmic flow – they are on the same wavelength. They are oscillating together. 

Midstream, Robin introduces a new rhythm, which Gavin and Mariah sync up with.  

Rather than interpreting Robin and Ravenn as competing for the floor, a closer 

analysis suggests that they’re sharing in a “collaborative floor” (Edelsky, 1981). Rather than 

dueling, their overlapping turn-taking can be seen as a coordinated duet performance. Each 

seems to intervene at the tail end of the other’s performance – and together they keep the 

momentum not just going along, but going along with a bubbly, effervescent quality. It is 

almost as if they are operating – unknowingly – as a tag team. What happens next, however, 

looks very different: Robin falls out of sync and searches for a way back in. I’ll handle this in 

the next section. 
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Perturbations and Falling Out of Sync: 
 

Finding a Way Back into the Rhythmic Flow of Mutual Involvement 
 

It is in the context of Ravenn’s announcement that Robin encounters a different sort 

of interaction problem this time. Ravenn’s buildup of displayed excitement helps to 

accentuate the content of the message that she shares: “Wow, I’m almost going to be six. On 

Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you.” Her ending phrase “just like you,” serves to 

affiliate herself with the others, who are already six. This announcement, coupled with her 

animated performance of discovery, serve to bridge the sustaining of joint attention across 

yet another emergent topic shift in the quickly moving stream of interaction.  

In the midst of Ravenn’s announcement, Robin starts to say something about his dog, 

but speaks in overlap with Ravenn. His attempt to enter was at a “transition relevance place” 

(Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974), where it could be assumed Ravenn has completed her 

turn at talk. But as Robin begins his utterance, Ravenn continues with the second part of her 

announcement: “on Tuesday, I’m going to be six, just like you.” Robin quickly abandons his 

attempt at a turn, only uttering “my dog.”  

What becomes clear at this point is that the topic has shifted. Accordingly, Robin 

does not attempt to recycle and complete this utterance. Following Ravenn’s announcement 

and Ava’s incredulous response, Robin makes three separate attempts to contribute by 

sharing that he is “five and a half” – so he, too, is “almost six.” Unlike the previous section, 

where there was fluidity and a shared embodied rhythm between participants, this time, the 

timing of Robin’s contributions are out of sync with the flow of unfolding activity.  

As depicted in Figure 6.18, Ava is the first to respond to Ravenn’s announcement, 

asking with an incredulous voice: “You’re fi::ve?” All eyes turns to Ava. Gavin jumps in to 
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clarify if it’s “next Tuesday” that Ravenn will be six. In overlap, with Gavin, Robin makes 

his first attempt to share that he is “five and a half.” As he speaks, his gaze begins oriented 

toward Ravenn, but shifts to Ava with the completion of his utterance. His announcement 

seems oriented toward Ava’s exaggerated tonality of disbelief that Ravenn is not yet six. 
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Figure 6.18 
 
Attempt 1: Missing the Beat 
 

 
“You’re fi::ve?!?” 
 

 
38  Ravenn                                       [Wow!= 

39  Ravenn  I’m almost going to be six=  
40  Robin [my dog- 
41  Ravenn [=on Tuesday I’m going to be six, just like you. 
42  Ava You’re fi::ve? 
43  Gavin Next [Tuesday you’re going to be six?  
44  Robin      [I’m five and a half-            [I’m-] 
45  Ravenn                                       [No,]  

on Tue:sday I’m going to be six. 

 
 
 

  
Attempt 1: “I’m five and a half – I’m-” 
 
  

1

2

  
As Ava asks “you’re fi::ve?!?” 
Robin, Ravenn, and Gavin 
shift their gaze to Ava. 
Mariah’s head is torqued 
toward Ava. 
 
The facial expressions of 
Ravenn and Robin appear 
solemn. For both, their eye 
gaze is torqued in a 
sideways glance while their 
heads remain oriented to the 
group. 

  
In overlap with Gavin’s 
clarifying question, Robin 
joins in with “I’m five and 
half.” Robin’s gaze shifts 
from Ravenn to Ava when 
he reaches the word “half.” 
He starts to add more but  
abanons the attempt when 
he begins in overlap with 
Ravenn’s response to Gavin.  
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Finding himself in overlap first with Gavin’s clarifying question and then with 

Ravenn’s response, Robin abandons his attempt to add more. He shifts his gaze and attends 

to Ravenn as she clarifies that it’s not “next” Tuesday but this coming Tuesday that she will 

turn six. (See Figure 6.19.) 

In response to Ravenn’s clarification, Ava jumps in with a contribution that is not 

directly related, but only loosely associated with the word “Tuesday.” She begins her 

announcement with a loud gasp of excitement, as she announces that Tuesday is the day 

she’s getting her blue belt. Robin attends with gaze to Ava’s announcement as he repeatedly 

taps his pencil into his open hand. This presents a challenge – a potential new topic is in the 

making.   
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Figure 6.19  
 
Attending to Others’ Contributions 
 

 
Attending to Ravenn’s explanation 
 
 

45 Ravenn                                       [No,]  
on Tue:sday I’m going to be six. 

46 Ava .hhh On Tuesday, I’m getting my testing for a blue belt.  
[I’m in karate.] 

 
 
 
 

 
Attending to Ava’s announcement  

1

2

  
Robin abandons his 
attempt to recycle his 
announcement and 
shifts his gaze to 
Ravenn for her 
explanation.  
 
Gavin has used the 
table to push his body 
upward. 

  
With a loud gasp, Ava 
announces that on 
Tuesday she’ll be 
tested for her blue belt.  
 
Robin’s gaze shifts to 
Ava as he taps his 
pencil into his open 
hand.  
 
Mariah and Ravenn 
attend to Ava, as 
Gavin’s gaze is 
directed down to his 
work. 
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At what appears to be the completion of Ava’s utterance, Robin attempts to recycle 

his announcement. But Ava has more to say and continues her utterance with “I’m in karate,” 

so they speak in overlap. What is interesting here is that as Ava utters “I’m in karate” and 

Robin utters “I’m five” – two diversely different utterances – their facial expressions are 

strikingly similar. Eyes are open wide, eyebrows raised, and mouths appear in similar 

formation, including slight sign of smile. (See Figure 6.20.)   

With the completion of her utterance Ava continues smiling with enthusiasm, as 

Robin complete his utterance, accentuating the word “half” with gusto and increased volume 

– in a way that presents his announcement as equally exciting to Ava’s. His gaze is 

encompassing the group, but is particularly oriented to Ava (especially visible in the second 

image, where his eyes are torqued toward Ava).  
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Figure 6.20 
 
Attempt 2: Mimicry as Mechanism for Moving Back into the Groove 
 
 

 
Mirroring excitement 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
Accentuating excitement of announcement 
 
 
  

1

2

46  Ava .hhh On Tuesday, I’m getting my testing for a blue belt.  
[I’m in karate.] 

47  Robin [I’::::m five and] a [half!   
48  Ravenn         (        [(recreation [your first Tuesday)] 
49  Robin                               [I’m five and a half].  

[I’m almost six. 

  
In overlap, Ava utters, “I’m 
in karate,” as Robin utters 
“I’::m five,” stretching out 
the “I” sound. Robin holds 
his pencil in the air pointed 
at himself. Ava’s and 
Robin’s facial expres-
sions are strikingly 
similar: eyes wide open, 
eyebrows raised, mouths 
in similar formation with 
slight trace of smile. Ava’s 
gaze is directed toward 
Mariah. Robin’s gaze, from 
the corner of his eye, is 
directed toward Ava. 

  
Robin completes his 
utterance with “and a 
half,” continuing to point 
at himself with his pencil. 
His head is oriented 
toward the center, but 
his eyes are further 
torqued as he directs his 
gaze toward Ava. Their 
facial expressions are 
again similar: wide-
eyed, raised eyebrows, 
and smiling. Ava smiles 
broadly; Robin smiles 
mid-utterance. 
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In Figure 6.20 above, while it is hard to determine the direction of Mariah’s gaze, it is 

quite possible that she is including both Ava and Robin in her gaze. When comparing the two 

images, it does appear that in the bottom image her gaze has shifted slightly more toward 

Robin. And while Robin’s eyes are still gazing toward Ava, it is from a slight angle in image 

2, as his head has shifted slightly in orientation toward Mariah.  

Robin’s animated facial expression seems to be a form of mimicry, where he is 

emulating the facial expressions and intonation Ava has just employed. His gaze had been 

directed at Ava just prior to initiating this turn at talk. Many acts of mimicry are 

nonconscious versus intentional. I am doubtful that Robin made a conscious attempt to 

mirror Ava. But in his attempt to get in, Ava’s embodied activity became a resource for 

moving back into the groove – the shared rhythmic flow of the unfolding interaction.  

Despite this elaborate performance, he has not yet ascertained that his words have been 

heard. There has been no acknowledgement from others.  

In Figure 6.21, Robin tries one more time. On his third attempt, he begins in overlap 

with Ravenn as he once again announces “I’m five and a half.” His gaze begins with Mariah 

and shifts to Ava. As he continues, in a trailing off voice, with “I’m almost six,” his gaze 

shifts away from the group to outside of their circle. It is clear that in this moment, for Robin, 

the reciprocity of mutual awareness is uncertain or at least tenuous. It is, however, at this 

moment that Mariah, leaning into and toward Robin from across the table, offers up a 

response: “You’re going to be 4 and I’m going to be 7.” It doesn’t make a lot of sense 

content-wise, but from the lens of relational messages, it is like reaching out with a hand to 

help someone up who has tripped. Or perhaps, it’s a move to both acknowledge with a sort of 
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“I see you; I hear you” message, while simultaneously pulling him back into the collective 

rhythm of embodied activity. Robin does seem to ponder her response. 

Figure 6.21 
 
Attempt 3: Drifting Away and Being Pulled Back In 
 

 
Robin trails off and drifts away 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
46  Ava .hhh On Tuesday, I’m getting my testing for a blue belt.  

[I’m in karate.] 
47  Robin [I’::m five and] a [half! (  )  
48  Ravenn         (        [(recreation [your first Tuesday)] 
49  Robin                               [I’m five and a half].  

[I’m almost six. 
50  Ava [No (    ) 
51  Mariah You’re going to be four then I’m going to be seven. 
52  Teacher Okay, Robin, is that page done? Because it’s important that  

you get two pages done today. 

 
 
 
 

   
Mariah to the rescue        Considering Mariah’s response 

1

2 3

           
As Robin completes his 3rd attempt  
to share that he is five and half – now 
appending with “I’m almost six,” his 
gaze shifts away from the group. 
Mariah’s gaze is directed at Robin. 

             
As Mariah responds to Robin, she 
leans and bends in to the table 
further. Robin & Mariah share 
mutual gaze. 

             
Robin moves his pencil to in front 
of his mouth and looks into space, 
in an expression that suggests 
considering or pondering. 
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The overlapping talk in this segment has a quality that contrasts with the earlier 

segments: the overlaps are more extended and do not share a resonant harmony. As point of 

comparison, I’ve reorganized the words of participants. Instead of organizing in the rather 

rigid turn-by-turn structure of a transcript, I strung together these lines in groupings denoted 

by speaker – still attempting to retain the interrelated nature of the lines as they were enacted. 

As I began this experiment, I was struck by the way that Ravenn’s utterances, when brought 

together, seem like the melody of a song. And Robin’s attempts to join in are the harmonic 

refrain. Rather than perceiving this as competitive turns at talk, the contributions began to 

feel complementary – like the harmonizing notes that accompany the main melody in ways 

that enhance it versus distract from it.  

Figure 6.22 
 
Melody and Harmonic Refrain 
 

Ravenn’s melody: 
Coooool!  
Just like my dog’s name!  
Just like my dog’s name.  
Her name’s Lily too  
 
If your little sister’s name’s Lily,  

that’s just like my dog’s name    Robin’s harmonic refrain 
       My- my- my- 
That’s my dog’s name      my dog’s name is- (28) 
 

Is- is (...)  
Is T-Booooooooooooooooooooone  

 

 
This contrasts with the last section, where Robin has fallen out of sync. Again, there 

is a melody sung by Ravenn, with a small complementary refrain by Ava and Gavin 

(indented). On the right, what again begins to start with another harmonic refrain from Robin 

shifts to a moment of dissonant counter melody when not complementary to Ava’s newly 

introduced melody.  Robin’s contributions overlap more here, and except for the first 

attempt, they do not resonate with the rhythmic flow. 
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Figure 6.23 
 
Harmony Turns to Dissonance 
 
 

Ravenn’s melody: 
Wow!  
I’m almost going to be six  
on Tuesday I’m going to be six,  

just like you       Robin’s harmonic refrain 
You’re five?!? 
Next Tuesday you’re going to be six?  I’m five and a half. I’m- 

No, on Tue:sday I’m going to be six 
--------------------------------------------------- 

Ava’s melody: 
On Tuesday I’m getting my testing for a blue belt Robin’s counter dissonance 

 I’m in karate      I’m five and a half 
 (     ) recreation your first Tuesday   I’m five and a half 
        I’m almost six. 
 

 
 

That is not to say that there is rampant competition for the floor. Rather, this seems to 

be the consequence of falling out of sync – at least in terms of Robin’s participation. 

Robin, the student who speaks most in overlap, attempts three times to be heard and 

seen. Based on Ava’s response, to be only five seems a serious offense. The consequence of 

this offense is to not share co-membership in the “6 club” with the other students. Robin’s 

emphasis on “five and a half” accentuates that he is nearly a member too: he’s not just five; 

he’s “almost six.” While he speaks most often in overlap, it would be an error to assume that 

he disregards others’ contributions. In fact, he also is the one to most often abandon the 

completion of his utterance: yielding the turn at talk to others.  

It would also be an error to assume that the other students are intentionally ignoring 

Robin or blocking his ongoing involvement. For Robin, however, the moment seems 

tenuous. A potential relational message that Robin may interpret is one of disregard. This 

would be a serious barrier to mutual involvement. But just as it seems he will give up, and his 
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gaze moves outside the circle away from others, Mariah responds: reaching out to pull him 

back in. And then the teacher returns and the “we-space” is disbanded.  

Discussion 
 

I began this chapter by detailing the inventory of conceptual ideas I now brought to 

the analysis. I then presented a conceptual model to visually represent the movement into the 

“we-space” of mutual involvement. I then returned to the commoning episode, Knowing a 

Lily, to apply these conceptual ideas. In the process of analysis, the model was further 

developed.  

The analysis of this episode was divided into three distinct sections that were 

representative of shifts in the embodied activity of participants. The first section was 

characterized by a tuning in and synching up in the co-creation or opening of the “we-space.” 

The catalytic moment that captured the joint attention of participants was an instance of 

emotional sharing: the emergence of joy was an interactional and relational achievement 

located between participants.  

While joint attention seemed achieved in the instance of emotional sharing, the 

movement into a “we-space” was constructed gradually, as students were “looped in” or 

incorporated through an emergent dynamic coupling.  This begins with the coupling between 

Ravenn and Gavin, quickly followed by the coupling between Ava and Gavin. The trace of 

the first exchange still permeates the space in a way that electrifies the second exchange. 

Mariah, too, is looped in with gaze, and then Robin bursts in.  

The intensity of Robin’s contribution matches the excitement in the air, but it is not 

met with the same intensity in response from Gavin. Robin has misgauged “what we are up 
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to here” and in the process “tripped out of sync.” While not excluded, Robin seems not yet 

fully incorporated.   

In the second section of analysis, there is a shift in the rhythm of embodied activity: 

the momentum accelerates and turn-taking shifts to a collaborative floor. This is what gives 

the interaction its bubbly, effervescent feel. There is more overlap in talk than in the first 

section, but the overlaps are brief and interspersed with pauses that yield turns to others.  

The majority of overlaps occur between Robin and Ravenn. This at first seemed 

indicative of competition for the floor. Closer analysis revealed a rhythmic coordination and 

synchrony between their embodied activities. There was synchrony in their gaze, facial 

expressions, and even their vocalizations at one point: where they both uttered the same 

words at the same time (i.e., “my dog’s name”). Neither responded to their ongoing overlap 

as if it were an infraction. And the majority of their overlaps occurred at the tail end of each 

other’s utterance – in a way that kept the momentum bubbling along. In this way, rather then 

seen as dueling, their performance can be seen as a duet – or a sort of tag-team coordination.  

In the midst of this, Robin proposes a new rhythm – when he sings out his dog’s 

name (“T-Bone”) in a tenor vibrato voice, elongating the “o” sound for 2.5 seconds – a 

significant duration. Gavin lifts his gaze from his work to direct it toward Robin, and begins 

to bounce in synchrony with Robin’s rhythm. Mariah, too, begins bouncing her pencil in 

synchrony. Gavin and Robin achieve mutual gaze and share a micromoment of connection. 

This moment of emotional sharing is not as easily labeled in terms of discrete emotional 

terms, but there is certainty to the mutual awareness in this reciprocal and embodied moment 

of “being with.” 
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In the last section of this analysis, there is another shift – again, this shift is both in 

topic and in the rhythm of embodied activity. Whereas section two was characterized by a 

harmonic resonance, section three is characterized by perturbations in the rhythm – and a bit 

of discord. Overlaps are more extensive, and Robin seems to fallen out of sync. Across 

multiple attempts to find his way back in, he continues to mistake the beat. The consequence 

of missing the beat (Erickson, 1996) is that each of his contributions are repeatedly spoken in 

overlap with others – so not taken up or responded to.  

In Robin’s second attempt, in overlap with Ava, rather than abandon his attempt (as 

he has done earlier), he increased his volume. He also seems to mimic Ava’s facial 

expressions and tonality – in a way seemingly designed to present his announcement as 

equally exciting as Ava’s announcement. On the surface, this certainly seems more 

competitive than the earlier overlap between Robin and Ravenn. But conceiving this as 

mimicry instead of competition opens up a different way to contextualize and understand 

what Robin is up to here: seeking mutual involvement.3  

With Robin’s third attempt, his voice and facial expression suggest a sense of 

disconnect or uncertainty of his place at the table. As he yet again announces that he is five 

and a half, now adding the important point that he is “almost six,” his voice trails off and his 

gaze drifts away from the group. Mutual awareness itself seems to be uncertain. A relational 

message that might be available in this interactional context is one of disregard. An important 

distinction here is that the relational message is available in the embodied activity; it is not a 

product of individual intentions.  

 
3 I can imagine many contexts where applying this lens of involvement-seeking, rather than 
attention-seeking, could shift our perspective and interpretation of the activities of others – 
particularly young children. 
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In the end, Robin is not left hanging. This is the point where Mariah intervenes, 

leaning in with her body, and reaching out and pulling him back in with her words. While the 

content of her words do not make much sense, her embodied activity offered a pathway for 

inclusion – a movement back into mutual involvement.   

This analysis suggests that moving into a “we-space” of mutual involvement is not a 

simple “change of state.” The first movement is one of turning toward, which incorporates a 

tuning in and syncing up. This transitional threshold of turning toward opens the space, but 

involvement in this space requires ongoing navigation and negotiation between participants 

in their inter-coordinated embodied activity.  

In this light, synchrony and mimicry can be seen as different pathways of moving into 

involvement. In this present example, synchrony was most visible in the presence of 

harmonic resonance or embodied rhythmic entrainment – participants were moving together. 

Mimicry, on the other hand, was most visible in the presence of perturbations and discord in 

one participant’s falling out of step with that rhythmic flow. Hence, mimicry was employed 

as a resource for finding a way back into the shared rhythm. But this does not imply that the 

“we-space” has in this instance dissolved, but rather that maintaining this space takes 

ongoing interactional and relational work. This also suggests an alternative view to the one 

depicted in Collins’ model of collective effervescence.  

Collins’ (2004) model depicts a continuous momentum and build up of intensity into 

entrainment and collective effervescence. He suggests that evidence for this entrainment is 

visible (and measurable) in the levels of embodied synchrony between participants; whereas, 

breaks in synchrony become evidence of failed interactions. Yet, my analysis suggests, when 

looking closely at this build up on a micro level, it looks more like flows populated with 
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small ebbs.  This oscillating ebb and flow motion is reflected in both levels of intensity and 

patterns of embodied rhythmic entrainment.  

My research began as a search for dialogic encounters. In the process, I discovered 

the phenomena of commoning. After establishing the phenomena, I returned to the literature 

to seek conceptual ideas that would help me better understand the significance of what was 

occurring between participants.  Equipped with a new lens for analysis, this chapter has 

explored the ways in which participants opened, navigated and negotiated a “we-space.”  

One might wonder how this connects to dialogue. This is the question that will be explored in 

the next chapter, in the context of the one and only encounter that was identified as dialogic: 

Princesses Aren’t Real. 

As it turns out, that encounter emerges just two minutes after the one featured here 

was terminated by the return of the teacher. I will argue that this commoning encounter of 

Knowing a Lily paved the pathway for the emergence of the dialogic encounter, Princesses 

Aren’t Real.  And even more, while these two encounters are different in kind, they also 

share some essential features. Most importantly, both are relational modalities of 

encountering the Other that share in common ways of “being with.” 
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Chapter VII  
 

A Dialogic Encounter: Princesses Aren’t Real 
 

My research began as a search for dialogic episodes between students. In the absence 

of opportunities for the emergence of dialogue, I identified the feature of commoning. Thus 

far, I have been exploring that phenomena – its features and its significance – as the co-

creation and navigation of a “we-space.” I did, however, identify one instance of a dialogic 

encounter. This instance occurs less than two minutes after the commoning episode (Knowing 

a Lily) has ended.  In this final findings chapter, I turn my attention now to that dialogic 

encounter, which I’ve entitled Princesses Aren’t Real.  

Navigating this interaction poses different kinds of challenges. As a dialogic 

encounter, there are moments of tension where students bump up against differences in 

beliefs and ideas. Two tensions arise that must be navigated by participants. The first tension 

is an ontological claim and challenge to personal beliefs about what is real versus imaginary. 

The second tension is a value claim, invoking social norms of obedience to authority with a 

consequent indictment of moral character. While the language of kids may not be 

complicated, the tensions being explored are quite sophisticated – and not easy grounds to 

traverse with others. 

As the dialogic encounter opens, it shares many similar qualities to the ways that the 

commoning encounters opened: with invitations for involvement. From here it diverges. The 

tempo, tone, and texture of the encounters are distinctly different. Yet, there are overlapping 

qualities of involvement that these encounters share. In addition, there is evidence linking the 

two encounters, suggesting that participation in the commoning encounter was consequential 

for the emergence of the dialogic encounter.  
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The Encounter: Princesses Aren’t Real 
 
Narrative Account 
 

This next episode begins just a minute and a half after the Knowing a Lily (see 

Chapter X & Y) episode ends, when the teacher leaves the table for a third time. As 

previously mentioned, three students (Gavin, Mariah, and Ravenn) are working on a 

“syllables” packet; two (Ava and Robin) are working on their Parent Appreciation books.  

Figure 7.1 shows the participants at the table. 

Figure 7.1 
 
The Participants at the Table 
 

 
 
 

Just before the episode begins, Gavin has pointed out to the teacher that the word 

“rabbit” has “bit” at the end, and the teacher has just pointed out to him that “kitten” has the 

word “ten” as she walks away from the table. Mariah is leaning in over Gavin’s paper, as 

Gavin initiates the interaction by sharing his discovery that switching the ‘a’ to an ‘o’ in 

‘zebra’ changes the word to zebro.  Mariah and Gavin echo “zebro,” and Gavin laughs. 

Ava

Mariah

Robin Ravenn

Gavin
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Robin laughs louder. Gavin then holds his paper up towards Robin, and begins to recycle his 

discovery, but is cutoff by Robin who announces that his friend’s name is Zebro.  

There is a turning away and an interactional fissure: Gavin turns away from Robin, 

and the interaction splits into two simultaneous conversations.  Mariah and Ava continue to 

remark with Gavin on his discovery, while Ravenn initiates interaction with Robin, asking 

“Your friend’s name is Zebro?”  This marks the beginning of their dyadic interaction. 

After Robin confirms that he has a friend named Zebro, Ravenn tells him that she has 

lots of imaginary friends, and that they’re all girls. As she’s talking about these imaginary 

friends, Robin suddenly turns toward her, pointing, as he asks “You have ponies?” Ravenn 

explains that they are “pony humans” and Robin challenges her that “ponies are not real.” 

Ravenn explains that she was talking about the movie. 

Robin asks Ravenn if she knows that princesses are not real. Ravenn responds by 

saying she knows that princesses are real, explaining that her mom is the source of that 

knowing. Robin tells her “don’t listen to your mom.” Then Ava, who has been self-involved, 

jumps in to rebuke Robin’s advice: “You have to listen to your mom.” The dyad has become 

a triad.  

As Robin attempts to justify his position with Ava, Ravenn attempts three times to 

clarify her position but speaks quietly and in overlap with Robin or Ava. On her third 

attempt, she is heard as she appends her position that princesses are real with “except for 

mermaids because they’re in our imagination.” Robin nods in agreement. 
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Reconstituting the “We-Space”: Inviting Involvement 
 

As this episode opens, it is strikingly similar to the opening of the Knowing a Lily 

episode. These are, after all, the same participants, only moments later. Gavin has again 

initiated interaction around the table. Just like earlier, Gavin begins with a “did you know” 

(turn 1) statement designed to share information. (See Figure 7.2 for transcript excerpt.) Also 

like earlier, this is information he has just discovered. The tag “did you know” is not so much 

an epistemic question of whether the other student knows this bit of information, but rather 

an invitation to engage in interaction by sharing what he himself has just noticed.  

Mariah’s response does not confirm or deny “knowing,” but is simply an echoed 

response of “zebro” (turn 2) that confirms recipiency of his shared discovery. In response, 

Gavin rebroadcasts “zebro” (turn 3) in a louder voice followed by a laugh. Robin echoes with 

a louder laugh (turn 4) that makes a strong claim of recipiency. Still, in turn 5, Gavin 

attempts to recycle this discovery for a wider audience. Holding up his paper for Robin to 

see, he begins to repeat his shared discovery, but this time he substitutes “guess what” for 

“did you know” in a way that suggests these phrasal tags are serving similar functions: “If 

we- guess what, if we switch this ‘a’ to an ‘o’—“ (turn 5). Gavin’s striking self-repair creates 

a space for this pre-announcement of the information he has to share.   

Figure 7.2 
 
Transcript: Opening Invitation to We-Space 
 

1  Gavin Did you know-  
Did you know if WE switched that “a” to a “o”,  
it would be ze:bro::? 

2  Mariah Zebro 
3  Gavin Zebro (louder) hah! 
4  Robin haah!  
5  Gavin If WE- guess what,  

if WE switch the [this “a” to an “o” 
6  Robin                  [Hey! My friend’s name’s ze:]bro:: 
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What is also striking about Gavin’s invitation is his choice of pronoun: “we” (uttered 

three times across turns 1 and 5). This is his first use of this collective pronoun that signals 

immediacy and togetherness. It seems that the “we-space” generated between students just 

moments before is now being pulled forward into this present moment.  

Robin, who has already overheard Gavin’s initial statement, made evident by his loud 

laugh (turn 4), interrupts Gavin’s attempt to recycle this statement for his benefit, loudly 

announcing, “Hey! My friend’s name is zebro!” (turn 6). While Robin’s response does 

indicate that he knows in advance what Gavin is about to say, it is not treated as a relevant 

response. (See Figure 7.3) 

Here again, when Robin utters “My friend’s name is Zebro!” he seems to be drawing 

on the “knowing a Lily name game” that emerged earlier and initially defined what 

participants were “up to” together. However, Robin’s attempt to reignite that game by pulling 

it forward here was unsuccessful. Robin’s announcement interrupts Gavin’s turn. Upon being 

interrupted, Gavin turns his gaze and body away from Robin, terminating their interaction. 
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Figure 7.3 
 
Resparking/Reclaiming “We-Space” and Turning Away 
 
   
 

 
Inviting involvement and invoking “We-Space” 
 
1  Gavin Did you know-  

Did you know if we switched that “a” to a “o”,  
it would be ze:bro::? 

2  Mariah Zebro 
3  Gavin Zebro (louder) hah! 
4  Robin haah!  
5  Gavin If we- guess what,  

if we switch the [this “a” to an “o” 
6  Robin                  [Hey! My friend’s name’s 

ze:]bro:: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

   
Turning away and looking toward camera     Tuning out and tuning in 
 
 
  

1

2 3

Gavin holds up his paper, 
pointing to show Robin, as 
he shares his discovery. 
Robin directs his gaze 
toward Gavin’s paper. 
Ava looks on. Ravenn’s 
gaze is directed down to 
her work. 
 
 
 
In response to Robin’s 
announcement that he has 
a friend named Zebro, 
Gavin abandons his talk, 
turning away from Robin 
and looking into the 
camera. Ava and Mariah 
lean in. Ravenn’s gaze is 
directed down. 
 
 
 
Gavin turns further away, 
as Robin smiles with his 
gaze directed toward 
Gavin. Ravenn tunes in, 
lifting her gaze toward 
Robin. Ava and Mariah 
lean in, oriented toward 
Gavin. 

2 

3 
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A fissure has occurred, and two separate interaction groups now form: Gavin, Mariah, 

and Ava on one side; Robin and Ravenn on the other. (See Figure 7.4.) In the transcript, the 

bold line following Robin’s turn indicates this shift where the interaction divides into two 

simultaneously occurring conversations.  

Gavin, Mariah, and Ava are on the one side. All three have ignored Robin’s comment 

and continue to marvel over Gavin’s shared information. Ava and Mariah respond to Gavin’s 

incomplete utterance. Ava responds first by completing Gavin’s utterance (turn 7, 8), and 

Mariah again responds by echoing with simply “zebro” (turn 9) as she walks away and 

begins to fiddle with the camera. Gavin completes the interaction by summarizing (turns 10-

11).   

Meanwhile on the other side of the table:  Unlike the others, Ravenn takes up and 

responds to Robin’s claim of having a friend named Zebro. Ravenn, who has shown no 

evidence of attending to earlier mentions of zebro, lifts her gaze from her paper to look at 

Robin. Lifting herself up above the table with her arms so that her feet are dangling, she 

leans in toward Robin as she clarifies, echoing his words as she reframes his claim into a 

question: “Your friend’s name is Zebro?” (turn 7). As Ravenn is lowering herself back down 

to standing position with the completion of her utterance, Robin’s gaze shifts to Ravenn, as 

he asks “huh?” (turn 8).  

Ravenn’s eyes flit to her right and back again before she lowers herself to her seat and 

repeats her question (turn 10). Robin’s body is facing the table in front of him, with his head 

torqued toward Ravenn as he confirms with a nod (turn 11). 

 
 
  



 266 

Figure 7.4 
 
The Fissure and New Formations of Turning Toward   
 

  
 Leaning in and inviting involvement 
 
 
6 Robin                  [Hey! My friend’s name’s ze:]bro:: 

 

7  Ava Then it would say bro::!  Ravenn Your friend’s name is Zebro? 
8  Ava  Ze::bro::  Robin  huh? 
9  Mariah Zebro  (.) 
10  Gavin Like like zebra,  Ravenn Your friend’s name is zebro? 
11  Gavin except zebro.   Robin ((nods to Ravenn)) 

 
 

 

 
Dividing into two interactional formations  

1

2

As Ravenn asks “your 
friend’s name is 
Zebro?” she leans in, 
using the table to lift 
her body toward 
Robin. Her feet are 
dangling above the 
floor. Her gaze is 
directed at Robin, as 
his gaze remains 
directed toward Gavin. 

Robin torques his head 
toward Ravenn as he 
utters “huh?” Ravenn 
lowers herself back into 
a standing position as 
she flits her eyes back 
and forth before 
responding. 
 
Ava, Mariah, and Gavin 
continue to converse as 
Ava and Gavin share 
mutual gaze. 

2 
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In her movement of turning toward, Ravenn has leaned in to her invitation to connect. 

But Robin has not yet turned fully toward. His head is torqued toward Ravenn, but his body 

remains oriented toward the table and whole group. This suggests a temporary involvement 

and noncommittal in intention to continue. 

The opening to the dyadic interaction between Ravenn and Robin is strikingly similar 

to the opening of the two commoning examples analyzed in Chapter 4: Knowing a Lily and 

The Biggest Plane Is Space. (See Figure 7.5) 

Figure 7.5 
 
Extracts of Inviting and Opening Up Involvement 
 
Extract 1: Princesses Aren’t Real 

6 Robin          [Hey! My friend’s name’s ze:bro:: 

7  Ravenn Your friend’s name is Zebro? 

 
Extract 2: Knowing a Lily  

3 Gavin Lil- Did you know my sister’s has- has uh (.) two syllables too? 

4 Mariah It has two syllables too? 

 
Extract 3: The Biggest Planet Is Space 

1 Ija  I got the biggest chair 
2 Robin You got the biggest chair?  

No THAT’S the biggest chair ((points to teacher’s chair))  

 
 

In this episode (extract 1), the scenario is a bit different. Like extracts 2 and 3, 

Ravenn is seated directly next to Robin. However, in this extract, Ravenn is not the intended 

recipient of Robin’s initiating turn. Robin’s turn is a response to Gavin’s attempt to share his 

discovery. Ravenn has been gazing down at her work and apparently not fully heard previous 

thread of interaction, or at least not fully attended to it. It seems that Ravenn’s question does 

function to confirm that she’s heard correctly. It is not an invitation for Robin to say more, 

but it is an invitation of involvement. It is an expression of interest in Robin’s contribution – 
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one not met with the intended recipient, Gavin. While Ava and Mariah take up Gavin’s 

comment, completing his utterance that had been cut short by Robin’s interjection, Ravenn’s 

question functions to initiate a separate thread of interaction.  

What is similar in all of these cases is that the echoing question served to open up the 

interaction by demonstrating interest in the introduced topic and inviting, or offering up, a 

space to continue. In each case, these are instances of the movement of turning toward. 

As noted, there was also a turning away. This creates a fissure resulting in two 

simultaneously occurring interactions, across two separate groups. I will not be attending to 

the interaction happening between Mariah, Ava, and Gavin. I have, however, included some 

of their intermittent side talk. Mariah has started fidgeting with the camera, and Ava is 

policing her. But then their triadic interaction dissipates. Mariah and Gavin eventually leave 

the table having completed their work. 

The focus of this analysis is the interaction between Ravenn and Robin – which also 

encompasses Ava when she joins in and the dyad becomes a triad. 

Getting Real: Leap in Logic and Turning Fully Toward 
 

When Robin confirms with a nod to Ravenn’s question (indicating that yes, he has a 

friend named Zebro), she first marvels over this. She then rocks forward in her chair toward 

Robin as she utters, “I have lots of imaginary friends.” Waving her arms emphatically and 

looking upward, she adds, “They’re all girls.” (See Figure 7.6.)  Robin’s gaze, however, is 

turned away as he tracks something happening off screen. As she continues in turn 15, most 

of which is inaudible, Robin glances at Ravenn, then down at his pencil, as he tunes in to 

what she is sharing with him.  
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Figure 7.6 
 
Moving Toward Mutual Involvement 
 

 
Distracted elsewhere 
 
 
 
12  

 
Ravenn 

 
Wo:w Just like zebra! 
((smiling, eyes wide)) 

 
 Ava 

 
Stop Mariah 

13  Robin Yeah ((nods smiling w/ eyebrows raised))   
14  Ravenn I have lots of imaginary friends 

They’re all girls ((waving hands)) 
 Ava Don’t Mariah. Leave it 

alo:ne. 
15  Ravenn They are- they have (                  )  No, Mariah 

 
 
 
 

 
Tuning in 
 
 
 
  

1

2

Ravenn waves her hands 
as she utters “they’re all 
girls.” Her gaze is directed 
up toward ceiling. 
 
Robin and Ava direct their 
gaze to something 
happening off screen.  
 
 

As Ravenn continues to 
speak, Robin torques his 
head and directs his gaze 
toward her. They achieve 
mutual gaze. 

2 
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Ravenn seems to have interpreted Robin’s claim of having a “friend” to mean that he 

must have an “imaginary friend” named Zebro. Zebro would indeed be a strange name for a 

human. Perhaps a stuffed animal named Zebro? Not only that, but she also seems to interpret 

Zebro as likely a boy’s name; hence her emphasis on exclaiming that her imaginary friends 

are girls (rather than boys). She has made a curious, but reasonable leap in logic. 

As Robin tunes in to Ravenn, he reorients his body to be facing Ravenn: he turns fully 

toward her.  (See Figure 7.7.)  Ravenn, having completed her utterance, rocks toward Robin, 

leaning into the table with her head tilted up toward Robin. They share mutual gaze. Robin 

then points his pencil at Ravenn as he challenges her with the question: “You have- you have 

ponies?” 
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Figure 7.7 
 
Emergent Dynamic Coupling and Moving into Involvement 
 

  
Turning fully toward   
 
12  

 
Ravenn 

 
Wo:w Just like zebra! 
((smiling, eyes wide)) 

 
 Ava 

 
Stop Mariah 

13  Robin Yeah ((nods smiling w/ eyebrows raised))   
14  Ravenn I have lots of imaginary friends 

They’re all girls ((waving hands)) 
 Ava Don’t Mariah. Leave it 

alo:ne. 
15  Ravenn They are- they have (                  )  No, Mariah 
16  Robin You have- You have ponies?  

((pointing w/ pencil at Ravenn)) 
  

 
 

 
“You have- you have ponies?” 

1

2

Ravenn rocks toward Robin as 
she ends her talk. Her chin is 
near the table with her head 
and gaze tilted up toward 
Robin. 
 
Robin turns his body fully 
toward Ravenn before 
beginning his utterance. The 
maintain mutual gaze. 

Robin points his pencil at 
Ravenn as he asks “You - you 
have ponies?”  His intonation 
rises and his face squinches 
up as he says “ponies.”  
 
Ravenn bounces backward 
on her chair, eyes wide and 
still smiling, with right hand 
held out to the side. They 
continue to maintain mutual 
gaze. 

2 
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It is at this point that Robin and Ravenn have formed their own dyadic F-formation: 

an emergent dynamic coupling has commenced. (See Figure 7.8.)  Both are turned toward 

one another in a vis-à-vis formation. Ava and Gavin are still at the table, but are not 

participants in this “eye-to-eye ecological huddle” (Goffman, 1963). They are not attending 

to the interaction between Robin and Ravenn. 

Figure 7.8 
 
Emergent Dynamic Coupling and Forming a Vis-à-Vis F-formation 

   
 
 

Ravenn starts to deny having ponies with “no” but then clarifies “I have ponies but 

they’re humans. They are (.) pony-humans” (turn 17). Robin has turned back toward his 

work during Ravenn’s turn. He now torques his head toward Ravenn and asks, “Are they 

real?” (See Figure 7.9.) Ravenn spins slowly around on her chair for two revolutions. On her 

second revolution, Robin continues with an epistemic claim: “Ponies are not real” (turn 18).  
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Figure 7.9 
 
What Counts as Real 

 
 

“Are they real?” 
 
 
16  Robin You have- You have ponies?  

((pointing w/ pencil at Ravenn))  

  

17  Ravenn Nn-, I have ponies but they’re humans. 
They are (.) pony-humans.  

  

18  Robin Are: they: real::? 
Ponies (.) are not real.  

 Gavin         I did it. 
I did it. 

19  Ravenn (I was talking about the movie      )    

 
 

 
  

“Ponies (.) are not real” 
 
 

1

2

Robin tilts his head to the 
side with his gaze directed at 
Ravenn, as he asks “Are they 
real::?” 
 
Ravenn spins around on her 
chair for two revolutions 
before responding. 

As Robin continues, uttering 
“ponies,” he pauses as Ravenn 
completes her second revolution. 
Ravenn and Robin achieve 
mutual gaze. With his head still 
tilted, Robin continues with “are 
not real.”  

2 
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Bracketing off the unspoken but clearly implicit words, Robin’s intended meaning 

here is “ponies [that are humans] are not real.”  Robin owns a horse; he knows ponies are 

real. Ravenn doesn’t question his shorthand version. Instead, she clarifies that she was 

talking about “the movie” (turn 19) as she again rocks in her chair toward Robin. Based on 

Ravenn later asking Robin if he likes “My Little Pony,” it is safe to assume this is the movie 

she is referring to. In this movie, ponies are the main characters and take on human qualities, 

including talking. 

This question of what counts as real is not only woven through the remainder of this 

encounter, but was a recurring theme as a topic of talk amongst many of the peer-to-peer 

interactions that occurred in the absence of an authority figure. This question of what is real 

is the segue into the first of two dialogic tensions that emerge.   

First Tension: Epistemic Claim – Challenge to Personal Beliefs  
 

Having broached the topic of what’s real, Robin introduces an epistemic claim about 

princesses that directly challenges Ravenn’s personal beliefs. Robin asks Ravenn “Um. Do 

you know that princesses aren’t real?” (turn 20). As Robin utters this claim, he 

simultaneously shakes his head “no,” while also tapping his pencil toward Ravenn in a way 

that adds emphasis to his words. (See Figure 7.10.)  There is a substantial pause of two 

seconds before Ravenn responds. 
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Figure 7.10 
 
Making a Claim and Putting a Stake in the Ground 
  

   
“Do you know princesses aren’t real?”  
 
 
20  Robin Umm (.) Do you know that princesses aren’t real 

 X          x              x         x      x  
((pencil taps))  

21  Ravenn (2.0) Princesses are real=I kne:w that ‘cause My mom   
(     ) But I know-  

 
 

 
“Princesses are real= I kne:w that” 
 

1

2

Robin emphasizes his words by 
tapping his pencil toward 
Ravenn. The taps fall on “um,” 
followed by a longer tap that 
emphasizes “do you know,” and 
three short taps: on first syllable of 
“princesses,” “aren’t,” and “real.” 
He shakes his head no twice 
when uttering the last two 
syllables of “princesses.” 
 
Ravenn’s gaze is directed 
toward Robin as she leans 
forward on her chair. Her mouth 
is open ajar.  

After a two second pause, Ravenn 
shifts her gaze away, as she 
responds “Princesses are real= I 
knew that…” Robin continues to 
direct his gaze toward Ravenn.  

2 
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The epistemic tag “do you know” appears to function differently than the “did you 

know” tag employed by Gavin (in the opening sequences of this episode, as well as in 

Knowing a Lily). Gavin employed “did you know” as a pre-announcement to gain recipiency 

and initiate the interaction, but Robin and Ravenn are already engaged in a conversation. 

Robin is also not sharing a new discovery, such as Gavin had been involved in 

accomplishing. On the surface, it appears Robin is introducing a new topic, but Robin’s 

question connects to the shared utterances that have preceded to this point. Ravenn has been 

talking about “pony humans” (turn 17), which Robin has determined are not real (turn 18). 

And not evident in the transcript is their shared history: Ravenn frequently draws pictures of 

princesses and sometimes carries princess dolls with her in the classroom. Ravenn loves 

princesses, and everyone knows this.  

Robin’s question then seems to serve two functions: 1) it is statement of “fact”: 

Princesses aren’t real; but 2) it’s also a genuine question of whether Ravenn knows this 

“fact” – as it also seems to assume that if she doesn’t know it, she should know it.  At the 

very least, it is noteworthy to report. Interestingly, while formulated as a question, “do you 

know” is said with rising intonation, but “that princesses aren’t real” is said with falling 

intonation. This suggests a definitiveness that perhaps anticipates Ravenn’s objections. 

Ravenn’s response is also interesting in its construction: “Princesses are real. I knew 

that ‘cause my mom (   ), but I know-“ (turn 21).  A “do you know?” question would seem to 

call for a polar yes/no response. However, had she begun her construction with a “yes” she 

would seem to be agreeing with Robin’s claim that princesses aren’t real, and had she begun 

with “no” it could be initially inferred that she was responding to “do you know” and was 

admitting not knowing. Instead she begins her turn with a counter claim “princesses are real” 
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(while simultaneously nodding her head yes), and then appends this with an epistemic tag “I 

knew that” (turn 21). She continues her utterance with a justification for her own claim: 

knowledge from her mom.  

Second Tension: Normative/Moral Claim – Challenge to Values/Ethics 
 

Robin rejects this justification as valid: “Don’t listen to your mom” (turn 22). As he 

says this, he shakes his head no. His facial expression resembles one of disgust: his nose is 

scrunched up and eyes are squinty. (See Figure 7.11.)  This is more likely an expression of 

disapproval – what social scientists refer to as “the Not Face”1 (Benitez-Quiroz, & Martinez, 

2016), which is a facial expression of negation. The facial muscles used to express negation 

are a combination of those used to express negative moral judgment (disgust, contempt, and 

anger).  So not only is Robin instructing Ravenn to disregard her mom, negating her 

“epistemic authority” (Heritage & Raymond, 2005), his facial expression is one of negative 

moral judgment: her words are false, so her authority is invalidated. At stake now for Ravenn 

is not just her personal beliefs, but her mom’s integrity.  

As Ravenn is attempting to modify her claim with “but mermaids are in our 

imagination” (turn 23), Ava who has been self-involved looking down at her shirt, suddenly 

interjects with a normative moral claim: “You have to listen to your mom!” (turn 24), spoken 

in overlap with Ravenn’s explanation. Robin’s gaze shifts to Ava.    

 
1 The Not Face has been found to be a regularly used grammatical marker in human 
language. Not only do people of different cultures express negation using the same muscles 
as those used to express negative moral judgment, this facial expression is used as a 
nonverbal marker in American Sign Language (Benitez-Quiroz, & Martinez, 2016). 
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Figure 7.11  
A Matter of Stance: Taking Up Opposing Positions  
 

 
“Don’t listen to your mom”  
 
 
20  Robin Umm (.) Do you know that princesses aren’t real 

 X          x              x         x      x  
 
((pencil taps)) 

21  Ravenn (2.0) Princesses are real=I kne:w that ‘cause My mom   
(     ) But I know-  

 

22  Robin Don’t listen to your mom   
23  Ravenn but mermaids are- are [in our imagination  
24  Ava                       [You have to listen to your mo:m  

 
 
 

  
“You have to listen to your mom” 
  

1

2

3

Robin shakes his head “no” 
as he employs the Not Face: 
his nose is scrunched up 
and his eyes are squinty. 
Ravenn listens, mouth 
slightly ajar. 
 
 
 
 
Ava is self-involved, looking 
down at her shirt. 
 

Ava suddenly looks up and 
interjects, in overlap with 
Ravenn’s attempt to amend her 
claim. 
 
Robin’s gaze shifts to Ava. 
Robin and Ava achieve 
mutual gaze orientation. 
 
Ravenn attempts to modify her 
claim. 

2 

3 
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This opens up a dual-involvement for Robin as he navigates two distinct tensions. 

This is depicted in Figure 7.12 using two stance triangles (Du Bois, 2007). On the left 

triangle, Robin and Ravenn have taken positions in regards to princesses. Robin claims 

princesses are not real; Ravenn claims that they are real. Robin is simultaneously now caught 

up in the second stance triangle as well. As reflected on this second triangle, Robin and Ava 

have taken up moral positions in regards to the imperative of listening to one’s mom.  

Figure 7.12 
 
Stance Triangles Reflecting Two Simultaneous Tensions 

 
 
 

Robin temporarily suspends engagement with Ravenn to attend to Ava and justify his 

stance of challenging authority (Ravenn’s mom). But in order to defend his position, he first 

revisits his stance on princesses (they’re not real).  

Before responding to Ava’s moral challenge, during the 1.8 second pause, Robin’s 

eyes flit slightly away and then back to Ava. He rubs his nose (see Figure 7.13) then moves 

his finger into a brief point toward Ava as he prefaces his argument with the discourse 

Ravenn

Are NOT Real

Are Real

Listen to Mom

Ava

Descriptive/Epistemic Claim Normative/Moral Claim

Don’t (because wrong)

You HAVE TO

Princesses

Robin

Do you know?

I knew that
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marker “well,” signaling a lack of coherence (Schiffrin, 1985) or a need to negotiate the 

assumptions of the previous utterance (Jucker, 1993).  

After another .8 second pause, he shakes his head no as he re-asserts his primary 

claim: “princesses aren’t real” (turn 25). In overlap with Robin, Ravenn again quietly 

attempts to modify her claim (turn 26). 

Ravenn pursues completion of the suspended interaction, attempting to provide her 

disclaimer that has not yet been acknowledged (turns 23, 26).  In overlap with Ava’s 

emphatic assertion of “I know” (turn 27), Ravenn reaches for Robin’s arm, as she attempts to 

gain recipiency with “you know what- I have to tell you something” (turn 28). However, 

Robin is in the midst of assembling his justification for his stance.  
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Figure 7.13 
 
Justifying a Stance by Restating Epistemic Claim 
 

       
 
 
23  Ravenn but mermaids are- are [in our imagination 
24  Ava                       [You have to listen to your mo:m 
25  Robin (1.8) [we::ll (.8) princesses aren’t real ((to Ava)) 
26  Ravenn       [Mermaids are in our imagination ((quietly)) 
27  Ava [I kno:w ((to Robin)) 
28  Ravenn  [You know what- I have to tell you something  

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 2

3   
 
Robin suspends disagreement with 
Ravenn, and directs gaze toward Ava as 
he rubs his nose during the pause. 
 
 
 
Robin holds his finger in the air and 
eyes are closed as he prefaces his 
response with an extended “we::ll.” 
 
 
 
Ava emphatically responds “I kno:w.” In 
overlap, Ravenn taps Robin on arm as 
she utters “You know what- I have to tell 
you something.” 

3 

2 

1 
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In Figure 7.14, with the fact now established and agreed upon – that princesses are 

not real – Robin shares his incriminating evidence: Ravenn’s mom said they are real (turn 

29). As he begins with “she- her mom,” Robin accentuates each word by tapping his pencil in 

the air toward Ravenn. Ravenn shifts her gaze to Ava.  

As he continues in Figure 7.15 with the incriminating action – “said princesses are 

real” – he taps once to the front of his body on “princesses” and then raises his pencil and 

taps on his chin a few times as he completes his utterance, then rests his pencil on his lips. 

Ravenn’s gaze shifts from Robin to Ava as Robin is telling Ava “She- her mom said.” 
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Figure 7.14 
 
Justifying Stance with Evidence 
 

 
“She-“ 
 
 
27  Ava [I kno:w ((to Robin))   

28  Ravenn  [You know what- I have to tell you something    

29  Robin She- her mom said princesses(.) are real 
 X    x   x              x            xxxx 
((tapping pencil))  

  

 
 
 

      
 “Her-“               “-mom” 
 
 
  

1

2 3

Ravenn leans forward w/ her arm still 
extended out to Robin in her effort to “tell 
him something.” Her gaze is directed toward 
Robin. Robin points his pencil toward 
Ravenn, tapping to accentuate his words.  
 
 
 
 
Ravenn leans backs into her seat as her 
gaze shifts to Ava. Robin directs his gaze 
toward Ravenn. 
 
 
 
Robin shifts his gaze to Ava as he 
continues, still pointing to Ravenn. 
Ravenn has moved back further away from 
the table. 

1 

2 

3 
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Figure 7.15 
  
Making a Case 
 

   
“…said Princesses are real.” 
 
 
29 Robin She- her mom said princesses(.) are real 

 X    x   x              x            xxxx 
((tapping pencil))  

 

 

 
Robin rests his case. 
 

To justify his stance, Robin has constructed his argument by first establishing that 

princesses aren’t real as a foundational “truth” (turn 25). Ava has claimed epistemic 

awareness of this, with “I know” (turn 27). With this settled, Robin delivers his incriminating 

evidence: Ravenn’s mom said that princesses are real (turn 29). This is his justification for 

challenging authority by “not listening to your mom.” Because X is not true, and because Y 

1

2

Robin completes his incriminating 
evidence on Ravenn’s mom, 
accentuating the words by tapping 
his pencil. He again employs the 
Not Face. Ravenn’s gaze is 
directed toward Ava, as she 
reaches up for the top of the 
teacher’s chair. The lower portion of 
her body is torqued toward the chair. 

Robin rests his case, bringing the 
pencil to first tap and then rest 
on his chin as he directs his gaze 
toward Ava. There is a slight 
expression of contempt that 
punctuates his point, and his 
disapproval of Ravenn’s mom’s 
epistemic authority. Ravenn has 
pulled the teacher’s chair slightly 
toward herself and pivoted the 
lower portion of her body toward the 
table. 
 

1 

2 
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says X is true, disregard Y. Or in other words, truth trumps parental authority. Robin does not 

explicitly state this conclusion (that truth trumps authority), but it is implied in the 

construction of his argument as he justifies his claim. (See Figure 7.16.) 

Figure 7.16  
 
Constructing an Argument and Justifying a Claim 
 

 
 
 

In coordination with Robin’s completion, Ravenn, at long last, finds the opening to 

modify her claim with “except for mermaids because they’re in our imagination.” (See 

Figure 7.17.) Her hand, already stretched above her to reach the top of the teacher’s high-

backed chair, uses this as leverage as she pulls herself up into a standing position and then 

pulls her legs up under her into a curled seated position on the table. As she begins her 

utterance, her gaze is directed at Ava. This fully incorporates Ava as a ratified participant in 

the disagreement of whether princesses are real. As she completes the last word of her 

utterance, Ravenn shifts her gaze by fully torqueing her head toward Robin. (See Figure 

7.18.) In synchrony, Robin shifts his gaze toward Ravenn and they achieve mutual gaze 

orientation. Robin, still holding his pencil on his mouth, nods in agreement.  

Princesses 
aren't real

Her mom 
said 

princesses 
are real

She shouldn’t 
listen to her 

mom
Truth trumps 

authority
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Figure 7.17 
 
Clarifying a Stance  
 

  
“Except for mermaids…” 
 
   
             
29 Robin She- her mom said princesses(.) are real 

 X    x   x              x            xxxx 
((tapping pencil))  

30 Ravenn Except for mermaids because they’re in our imagination  

 
 
   

 
“because they’re in our “  

1

2

As she begins her utterance, 
Ravenn uses the teacher’s chair 
as leverage to pull herself into a 
standing position. Her gaze is 
directed toward Ava. 
 
Ava and Robin are oriented toward 
each other. 

As she continues, Ravenn pulls 
both feet up under her into a 
seated kneeling position, 
balanced partially on the table, 
and partially on her chair.  
 
Ava’s gaze shifts slightly toward 
Ravenn. Ravenn and Ava 
achieve mutual gaze. 
 
Robin’s gaze is directed into the 
space in front of him. 
 

1 

2 
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Figure 7.18 
 
Constructing Meaning and Establishing Agreement 
 

    
Imagina-      -tion 
 
 
 
29 Robin She- her mom said princesses(.) are real 

 X    x   x              x            xxxx 
((tapping pencil))  

 

30 Ravenn Except for mermaids  
because they’re in our imagination  

 

29  Robin ((nods, holding pencil on mouth))   

 
 
 
 

 
Nodding in agreement 
 
  

1 2

3 Ravenn’s gaze begins to shift toward 
Robin as she begins to utter 
“imagination.” 
 
 
As Ravenn torques her head and shifts 
her gaze toward Robin, in synchrony, 
he also shifts his gaze toward her. 
 
 
 
With the completion of “imagination,” 
Ravenn and Robin have achieved 
mutual gaze orientation. Ava and 
Raven look on silently as Robin nods 
his head with eyes closed. 

1 

2 

3 
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At long last, Ravenn has added her disclaimer. Ravenn’s shift in gaze at the end of 

her turn nominates Robin as next speaker. Robin nods in agreement. It is not clear that this 

resolves the initial query: are princesses real? But they are in agreement that mermaids exist 

only in our imagination. Ravenn’s contribution not only modifies her claim about princesses, 

it also serves to preemptively ameliorate for Robin’s accusatory argument that may cast a 

shadow on her mom’s integrity. 

Preceding this juncture, Robin had temporarily suspended his interaction with Ravenn 

in order to respond to Ava’s challenge. In the process of defending his stance, Robin 

presented the contents of the dispute for Ava’s consideration. Ravenn’s timing is impeccable 

as she latches her clarifying exception onto the end of Robin’s telling of the “facts.” As she 

begins her turn, repositioning her body on top of the table where she is now slightly elevated 

above the others, Ravenn’s gaze is directed at Ava, incorporating her as a ratified participant 

in the dispute. It is only at this point that the three engage together in a shared space, forming 

a triadic F-formation (see Figure 7.19).  

 
Figure 7.19 
 
Triadic F-Formation 
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But what is the connection between princesses and mermaids? Disney. When Robin 

claims that princesses aren’t real, I suspect he’s locating princesses as part of the fairytale 

genre, referring to “Disney princesses” as not real. Ravenn seems to make this same 

intersubjective interpretation, and recognizing this as a trouble source, she modifies her claim 

that princesses are real by identifying mermaids as the exception. In that light, her 

contribution is quite sophisticated.  

With the disagreement now settled and Ava’s attention directed toward something 

Gavin has come to show her, Ravenn returns to the idea that sparked her interest at the start: 

“imaginary friends” – or as she says here, “I have imagin-air-ee friends” (turn 32). (See 

Figure 7.20 for transcript of ending sequence.) This is nearly identical to her initiating claim 

in turn 14: “I have lots of imaginary friends. They’re all girls.” This time she goes on the 

make an incredulous claim: “sometimes I- I get to meet them” (turn 32). Robin objects, as he 

tells Ravenn that would “just be in your head” (turn 33). She concurs with “yeah, I know” 

(turn 34) as she gazes into space. She then makes an interesting gesture. Holding her hands in 

front of her, as if holding a space, she jumps over to a space immediately adjacent to where 

she was standing. While I have no solid evidence to support this inference, it seems to be as 

if she’s indexing these two spaces as the two worlds coexisting side by side: the real world 

and her imaginary world. The teacher returns to the table, and the encounter is terminated. 
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Figure 7.20 
 
Transcript: Ending Sequence of Dialogic Encounter 
 

32  Ravenn I have imagin-air-ee friends 
Sometimes I- I get to meet them  

33  Robin That- That’s the- that would just- that would just be 
in your head  

34  Ravenn Yeah, I know ((gazing into space)) 
This would be my (imaginary world. This would be (    ) 
Tap, Tap 

 
What is real? This question is the thematic thread that runs throughout this encounter. 

Interestingly, Ravenn never contrasts real with not real. Rather, through her language choice, 

she presents an alternative category: the imaginary world. She never concedes that this 

imaginary world is not real, but does recognize that real and imaginary are separate 

dimensions of experience. Entangled with this inquiry was a secondary question: If we 

determine what is real – what is true – what kinds of stances and practices does this “truth” 

warrant? The questions students are grappling with are fundamental questions: questions that 

I continue to encounter as I move through the world as a “grown-up.” These are substantive 

questions worth exploring and wondering about.  

Princesses are, of course, real. It could be argued that if an adult had been present to 

guide this interaction, students could have been guided to this truth, or outright informed of 

their error. Of course, the adult’s epistemic authority would have terminated the inquiry that 

drives this dialogic encounter. The reality is that almost exactly one year later, in 2018, there 

was the highly celebrated grand spectacle of the royal wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan 

Markle – when Meghan becomes a princess. Given the vast media coverage and associated 

talk surrounding that event, truth (“princesses are real”) would have revealed itself to the 

students. I’m imagining that revelation would be a tantalizingly delicious aha moment. This 
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might then open the possibility for further inquiry: If wrong about this, what else might I be 

wrong about? 

Still, Robin’s position makes sense, even if erroneous on the surface. Fairy tales about 

princesses are not real (aka Disney princesses). It is not uncommon for little girls to delight 

in imagining that they will grow up to be a princess. Some may even believe and aspire to 

this. Even when they leave this notion behind, remnants of these beliefs can show up in 

problematic ways, such as a disempowering belief that a female must be rescued by a knight 

in shining armor. When Robin said that ponies aren’t real, he was specifically referring to 

Ravenn’s notion of “pony-humans.” He spoke in shorthand that was understood by Ravenn. 

Similarly, here he may be using shorthand in his communication about princesses to 

specifically refer to fairy tale princesses. At the very least, Ravenn takes it up this way. This 

is the context where mermaids are made relevant. And nobody questions the relevance of 

Ravenn’s concluding remark.  

Discussion 
 

Is This Dialogue? 
 

This interaction had many of the markers of a dialogic encounter. Students 

demonstrate sustained attention to the topic on the floor and to one another. They exhibit 

uptake and responsiveness to other students’ ideas or stance-taking, and sequences across 

turns of talk are chained coherently and meaningfully. There is evidence of explicit 

reasoning, as students take positions, construct an argument, and justify or modify their 

claims. These are some (but perhaps not all) of the features we’d expect to find in the context 

of dialogic interaction.  
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The content of talk was substantive as students negotiated meaning around “what is 

real.” Despite the juggling of two threads of meaning (whether princesses are real, and 

whether its acceptable to not listen to one’s mom), no threads are left dangling, or at least, 

there is uptake and responsiveness to all contributions. The questions themselves may be 

resolved differently for each student. Ava confirms alignment with Robin’s epistemic claim 

that princesses are not real, but she never explicitly states agreement with Robin’s stance of 

challenging authority. Robin agrees with Ravenn’s ending claim that mermaids are in our 

imagination, but he does not explicitly link this back to his claim about princesses.  

What we can know is that there were noteworthy disagreements about beliefs and 

values, topics often entangled with our identities in ways that can break down interaction. 

These disagreements were fundamentally different than disagreeing over which chair is 

biggest (see Chapter 4). There is much more at stake here. In essence, participants have a 

personal stake in the ground. 

For Ravenn, what is at stake involves not just the challenge to the accuracy of her 

beliefs, but potentially even more piercing, her mom’s integrity and the legitimacy of her 

epistemic authority have also been challenged. Robin has formed a negative moral judgment 

of her mom. 

For Robin, however, his own integrity has been challenged by Ava. From the 

perspective of a young person, not listening to mom is a serious infraction of the moral order. 

To encourage this rebellious behavior would be considered contentious. At stake is the 

judgment that his moral compass is faulty.  

Yet, even in the face of these challenges, there is a turning toward the other.  An 

alternative could have been a defensive move of turning away from the challenge, avoiding 
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the risk of social appraisal. To turn toward the other in moments of challenge requires more 

of us: Taking a stand always involves risk-taking, but the willingness to stand one’s ground 

yet also listen deeply when this stand is challenged is dangerous. As Garrison (1996) warns, 

“Dialogues across difference are disturbing. Listening is dangerous. It places us at risk and 

leaves us vulnerable, so why listen?... Because others may have what we need in thought, 

action, and feeling, and we might not even know it” (p. 450). 

My original question – “Is this dialogue?” – no longer seems like the right question to 

be asking. While it may not have all the qualifications of the prototypical version of dialogue, 

it is at the very least an embryonic form of dialogue: a “dialogic moment” (Cissna & 

Anderson, 1998), where meaning emerges unexpectedly between self and other. 

Comparing & Contrasting: Commoning Encounter versus Dialogic Encounter 
 

The commoning encounter (Knowing a Lily) and the dialogic encounter (Princesses 

Aren’t Real) occurred only moments apart, so one might conclude that I’ve made an artificial 

boundary and that this is a single encounter. This may be true. My analytical decision to treat 

these as two separate encounters is based on the disruption of attention that occurred with the 

teacher’s return to the table in between these two encounters. Goffman (1967) argues that a 

“naturally bounded unit… consists of the total activity that occurs during the time that a 

given set of participants have accredited one another for talk and maintain a single moving 

focus of attention” (p. 35). Because the shared focus of attention was terminated when the 

teacher returned and a renewed shared focus ignited when she left again, but with a shift in 

focal content, I am treating these as two separate encounters.  

Students inhabited different interactional practices across different encounters. For 

instance, when comparing Knowing a Lily with Princesses Aren’t Real, there is a stark 
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contrast in the interactional patterns of Ravenn and Robin. In the former, Ravenn often 

claims the floor in overlap with Robin, who can’t seem to find the right rhythm to get in. 

Ravenn’s contributions often directed the flow of the interaction including across topic shifts. 

Consequently, Robin engaged in much self-repair as he attempted to gain recipiency in the 

rapidly moving interaction. Contrastingly, in the latter encounter, Robin seems to be 

directing the flow of interaction. He is at the center of two interrelated topical threads. He 

holds the floor, suspending the disagreement with Ravenn to attend to the moral challenge 

presented by Ava. Ravenn acquiesces and does not claim speakership rights. She does quietly 

attempt to modify her claim which is not heard initially. She then seeks to gain recipiency 

from Robin by reaching out to him so she could “tell him something.” She ultimately finds 

the rhythmic downbeat in which to get in.   

In both of these encounters, enacted participation was fluid and responsive to the 

unfolding interaction. Despite differences in individual participation patterns across 

encounters, there were some distinct ways in which the participants jointly conducted their 

shared activity. This joint activity shaped the distinctly different qualities of the encounters 

that could be described using musical terms: tempo, tone, and texture. (See Table 7.1.)  

Table 7.1 
 
Comparing Musical Qualities of Commoning Encounter vs. Dialogic Encounter  
 
 Commoning Dialogic 
 
Tempo 

 
Upbeat, fast-paced 
Overlap 
Collaborative floor 
 

 
Slower, deliberate 
Punctuated w/ pauses 
One-at-a-time floor 

Tone Joyful 
Playful  
 

Critical, skeptical 
Challenging 

Texture Polyphonic 
Bubbly, bouncy 
Effervescent 

Homophonic 
Focused, serious, bumpy 
Measured, steady 
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The tempo in Knowing a Lily was fast-paced with much overlap and a collaborative 

floor. In contrast, the tempo in Princesses Aren’t Real was slower, punctuated with pauses, 

and mostly a one-at-a-time floor (the exception would be the overlap that occurred on 

Ravenn’s first two attempts to modify her claim, which were spoken quietly). In Knowing a 

Lily, the talk was infused with playfulness and bodies bounced in excitement. In Princesses 

Aren’t Real, students spoke slowly and deliberately, in ways that reflected a seriousness in 

their attitude for the importance of the question and challenges on the floor. These 

characteristic qualities of the episode were reflected in the embodied activities of both 

Ravenn and Robin. 

While there are some distinct differences between the encounters, they also share 

several features in common. Table 7.2 compares key features identified in the commoning 

encounter versus the features identified in the dialogic encounter. There is overlap in these 

defining features. 
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Table 7.2 
 
Comparing Features of Commoning Encounters vs. Dialogic Encounter 
 
 
Defining Features 

Commoning 
Encounter 

Dialogic 
Encounter 

   
Defining Features of Commoning Encounters   
Echoing of Utterances X  
Joint Gaze X X 
Circling Up/Turning Toward X X 
Back-and-Forthness X X 
Animated Discovery X  
   
Defining Features of Dialogic Encounter   
Personal stake in ground (value, belief, assumption)  X 
Tension: Change & being changed  
“Letting other happen to me while holding my ground” 

 X 

Reasoning- Justify/Modify Claim  X 
Using others’ utterances as thinking devices ? X 
Cumulative progression \ X 
   
Intersubjectivity X X 
Uptake/Responsiveness X X 
Chained Sequences X X 
Embodied Mutual Involvement & Shared Attention X X 
Fullness of Encounter X X 

 
Among the defining features of the commoning phenomenon, two features remain 

distinctly in the commoning domain: Echoing of Utterances, and Animated Performances of 

Discovery. While there were hints of echoing, particularly in the early invitational phase of 

the dialogic encounter, echoing was not a prominent feature. Animated performances of 

discovery were completely absent.  The remaining three features of commoning were also 

features of the dialogic encounter: Back-and-Forthness, Circling Up and Turning Toward, 

and Joint Gaze. In both dialogic encounter and the commoning encounters, embodied mutual 

involvement, including shared focus of attention, is an interactional accomplishment.  

There were several features found exclusively in the dialogic encounter. While 

disagreements could occur in a commoning encounter, they were not a defining feature. And 

the disagreements that did occur were of a different nature. In the context of the dialogic 



 297 

encounter, the disagreement took on a personal dimension: there was more at stake for the 

participants. Tensions were evoked by challenges to beliefs, values, moral judgment, and 

authority.  If dialogue is to provide opportunities for changing and being changed, these 

kinds of tensions seem an essential ingredient. Likewise, it is only in the context of these 

dialogues across difference that justifying or modifying a claim has relevance. It is in the 

midst of these confrontations with difference that our understandings of the social world are 

broadened and deepened.  

Gadamer (1965) describes this process as a “fusion of horizons,” with each 

interlocutor bringing a unique perspective, or “horizon of assumptions, prejudices, 

expectations and ideas” (Lefstein, 2010, p. 6). One’s personal horizon is both an anchor to 

guide thinking and a barrier that limits thinking. Encountering others’ horizons illuminates 

the boundedness of and limitations to my own thinking. To engage dialogically requires a 

moving back and forth between these horizons: my own and the Other’s perspective. This 

creates a tension between openness to Self and openness to Other; between speaking my truth 

(asserting my assumptions) and listening to the Other’s truth (suspending my assumptions) 

(Leftstein, 2010, pp. 6-7). It is in the context of participants’ personal investment triggered by 

having a stake in ground – and in the bumping up against Others’ horizons – that 

intersubjectivity is given relevance.  

This intersubjectivity is at the heart of what Stewart & Zediker (2000) describe as 

“the central dialogic tension… of letting the other happen to me while holding my own 

ground” (p. 224). And in essence, this is what constitutes the dialogic relation. This mutual 

act of turning fully toward the Other is at the heart of Buber’s (1965) conceptualization of the 

I-Thou relation as a “living mutual relation” (p. 19) between Self and Other. It is in this 
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regard that I have also relegated “intersubjectivity” as a feature of the commoning encounter 

too. Intersubjectivity is not the solitary act of deciphering the contents of another’s mind, but 

rather, it is an “embodied process of generation of shared meanings, made of reciprocal and 

continuous interactions between at least two agents” (Candiotto, 2019, p. 245). 

Dialogic openness requires authenticity, trusting relations, and a willingness to be 

vulnerable. The commoning event that preceded the dialogic encounter helped open a shared 

space for this dialogic encounter to emerge and unfold. Through their embodied mutual 

involvement and shared attention, students were engaged in co-constructing a shared “we-

space” – and in the process, they were collectively weaving the social fabric of dialogic 

relations. It is in this sense, that both encounters share a particularly salient core feature: the 

fullness of the encounter. It is the reciprocal and mutual fullness of “being with.”    
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Chapter VIII  

Final Discussion 

One of the most terrible responsibilities in the world  
is that of really being present,  

of being a presence for the other.  
We cannot achieve dialogue by an act of will,  
for dialogue is a genuinely two-sided affair...  

We cannot will that the other respond,  
nor can we even will our own presence and presentness...   

To meet others and to hold our ground when we meet them  
is one of the most difficult tasks in the world.  

We tend, as a result, to alternate between two opposite forms of not meeting:  
'meeting' others through leaving our ground -  

taking on other people's thoughts and feelings while losing our own -  
and 'protecting' our own ground  

through closing ourselves off and holding others at arm's length.  
(Friedman, 1974, The Partnership of Existence) 

 
I began this study in a search for dialogue, guided by three orienting questions: 

 
1. What does a dialogic encounter among kindergartners look like? 

2. Where and under what conditions do dialogic encounters emerge? 

3. What are the barriers to the emergence of dialogic encounters? 

In many ways, these questions have been answered along the way. Here is a summary of 

those findings. 

Question 1: What does a dialogic encounter among kindergartners look like? While I 

attempted to make this visible to the reader in very specific detail through my descriptive 

analysis, here are some snapshot descriptors. The dialogic encounter was a serious affair: 

Students were invested and there was much at stake. They attended closely and listened 

deeply. When their personal values and/or beliefs were challenged, they did not turn away. 

They stayed the course. This sort of commitment to the encounter involves risk-taking and 

being vulnerable in the presence of one’s peers. Unlike many interactions across difference 
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among adults, there was no animosity among the students. But there was also no 

indifference. Students demonstrated concern for the perspectives of others. And there was 

movement: Students demonstrated what it means to “hold your ground while letting others 

happen to you.” This embryonic example of a dialogic moment was inspiring and insightful. 

There is much we can learn from the example set forth by these young persons.  

Question 21: Where and under what conditions do dialogic encounters emerge? First 

and foremost, there must be the possibility of “back-and-forthness” (Cissna & Anderson, 

1998) between students, although this alone is not enough. The dialogicality of the encounter 

was emergent in the presence of a disagreement or dispute where participants were 

personally invested and had a stake in the ground. It was emergent in the absence of an 

authority figure, at a table that afforded the possibility of an “eye-to-eye ecological huddle” 

and “mutual perceivings” (Goffman, 1963) of embodied activity. In the absence of the 

teacher, authority was distributed across participants and turn-taking was self-organized in an 

egalitarian manner.  

Question 3: What are the barriers to the emergence of dialogic encounters? The mere 

presence of an authority figure was found to inhibit the emergence of dialogue in several 

ways. While seated at the table, which is intentionally designed with an opening for the 

teacher to fill, the teacher’s body was in the “O-space” (Kendon, 1976), physically 

obstructing the orientation of bodies into an “F-formation” (Kendon, 1976).  It was only 

when the teacher had left the table that this “focused gathering” (Goffman, 1961) was 

physically possible. The teacher’s return to the table consistently marked a termination of the 

 
1 Interestingly, as I have realized over time, responses to questions #2 and #3 are tightly 
intertwined, but I will attempt to make distinctions in these responses.   
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F-formation as students reoriented their bodies and attention toward the teacher. In addition, 

when a dispute did arise in the presence of the teacher, students immediately oriented to the 

teacher as the “primary knower” (Nassaji & Wells, 2000), expecting her to resolve the 

dispute. 

Answers to these questions do not mark the end of the inquiry, but rather an inflection 

point.  In my search for dialogue, I discovered a separate but related phenomenon, which I’ve 

named commoning. Through the process of investigating and exploring this phenomenon, 

this study has been (trans)formative for my own learning, including my theoretical and 

ontological understandings and commitments. This includes ontological positions and 

theoretical concepts derived from the literature that have been reaffirmed through the process 

of inquiry and analysis. It also includes new understandings discovered in the process of 

analysis that then drove me back to the literature to better conceptualize what was happening 

in the lived experiences of my participants.  

Ontological and Theoretical Reaffirmations 

Social Relations as the Primordial Human Reality 
 

While many have argued for the for the primacy of social relations, both Buber and 

Gergen have taken an even stronger ontological position. For both, we are first and foremost 

“relational beings” (Gergen, 2009) – and social relations are the primordial human reality. 

Rather than possessions of the individual, social relations are the source, or origin, that 

precedes the individual and on which the individual depends for development. As Buber 

(1958) claims, “In the beginning is relation” (p. 18). And Gergen (2009) writes, 

“Independent persons do not come together to form a relationship; from relationships the 

very possibility of independent persons emerges” (p. 38).  
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The ontological position that social relations are the primordial soup implies that 

social relations are singularly important as content and context for learning. We are already 

always involved in relational processes, but not all relational processes are good for learning 

– or our larger project of human becoming.  

Participation in Relational Processes Shapes Being and Becoming  
 

There is a tendency to conceive of identity as the acquisition of stable traits. There is 

debate as to whether stable traits actually exist (Jones & Nisbett, 1972; Mischel, 1968). The 

conception of identity intended here is more fluid and dynamic. Constituted in relations, 

identity is emergent and in motion. As Gergen (2009) explains, “Through co-action we come 

into being as individual identities, but the process remains forever incomplete. At any 

moment there are multiple options, and self-identity remains in motion” (p. 44). In this sense, 

we are always in the process of human becoming (Ingold, 2018).  

Gergen (2009) argues we exist within a “confluence—an array of mutually defining 

relationships with each other and our surrounds” (p. 56) and our actions are made intelligible 

within that context, rather than for private reasons existing within us or external pressures 

from outside of us.  And in the context of these mutually defining relationships, “we exist in 

a state of inter-animation” (Gergen, 2009, p. 34). This is not dissimilar to Goffman’s and 

Collins’ ontological stance that pushed back against the “cult of the individual” (Collins, 

2004, p. 4) as well as structuralism as explanations for interactional constraints, by 

prioritizing the situation over the individual as the causal force. Yet, in this move from 

causal to confluence, the relational perspective adds a more nuanced dimension to consider, 

particularly in the ways that these relations are “mutually defining.”  
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This stance has implications for what we ought to be up to in terms of education. As 

Gergen (2009) surmises, “Education is not, then, a process of producing effective 

individuals; it is one of fostering processes that indefinitely extend the potentials of 

relationship” (p. 243). It is in this sense that Gergen (2009) recommends we should shift our 

attention to relational pathways:  

If one is concerned with creating positive futures, concern should be directed to 
relational pathways. How can forms of confluence be linked, such that the pathway 
from one to another leads in a positive direction? …If we wish to generate more 
promising futures, the major challenge is that of collaboratively creating new 
conditions of confluence. (p. 58)  
 

Nourishing Relational Processes that Are Good for Learning and Becoming 
 

Not all relational processes are equally good for learning. Gergen (2009) 

distinguishes between relational processes that are degenerative and corrosive versus those 

that are generative and catalytic, in that “they inject relations with vitality... [where] new and 

enriching potentials are opened through the flow of interchange… [stimulating] the 

expansion and flow of meaning” (p. 47).  

The practices in the classroom have a direct consequence on the kinds of relational 

processes that are enabled or inhibited. Participating in these practices affords and constrains 

different modes of affective relatedness – ways of regarding one another. As Slaby (2016) 

argues, “Participants in a domain – such as… members of a school class… -- find themselves 

in a conspicuous atmosphere that inheres in the domain and that contributes to preparing, 

structuring, and enabling certain modes of affective relatedness while making other such 

modes less likely, in ways that are often not reflectively conscious, let alone explicitly 

articulated” (p. 17).  
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In many classrooms, students are inadvertently organized into relational processes of 

a corrosive nature. This should be cause for alarm. There are hidden consequences of a 

student’s ongoing participation in monologic classrooms, for instance, when students learn 

that what counts most is being “right” (Nuthall, 2007). As Gergen (2009) warns, “Teaching 

practices that focus on the individual mind invite a classroom in which every student is out 

for him or herself” (p. 255). By organizing student participation in ways that encourage such 

a disposition, we inadvertently create the conditions for corrosive relational processes to 

emerge between students. As Skidmore (2006) elaborates:  

Over-reliance on recall and display questions in teaching furnishes a school uniform 
for the mind, confining students’ emotional involvement to an impoverished set of 
available affective positions, such as rivalry fostered by competing for the teacher’s 
attention, the disappointment (or relief) of being ignored, or the shame of being put in 
the spotlight and giving the wrong answer. (pp. 512-513) 
 

This impoverished set of affective positions that Skidmore describes are in essence relational 

positions. It is in this context that we learn not only what counts in terms of learning, but how 

to regard self and others. When others are set up against us this way as opposing forces who 

must compete for success, we learn to scorn the success of others and revel in their failure. 

These relational positions become habits in the ways we learn to regard others and their role 

in our own learning. What we do not learn is that at its core, learning is a collaborative, 

relational process. 

Conversely, when students are invited into more dialogic participation practices, and 

authority is more distributed, there is greater potential for the emergence of more generative 

relational processes. For instance, when students are invited to share epistemic authority in 

sharing knowledge and expertise with others, these practices invite different ways of being 

with and regarding others. As Gergen (2009) argues, “Student sharing enables one to learn 
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new identities, to forge a way of being adequate to the other” (p. 256). In this sense, identity 

is not so much a stable trait as it is an expanding repertoire in ways of relating and being with 

others.  

The kinds of relational processes that are engendered in the classroom have 

immediate and long-term consequences.  Ultimately, what develops are well-grooved habits 

and dispositions in our ways of seeing and being with others. We carry this with us as we 

move through the world. The responsibility of finding ways to nourish relational processes is 

a daunting task, yet to do so opens up new worlds of possibility. As Gergen (2009) advises, 

“To nourish relational processes among students is to bring multiple worlds into 

coordination, and to replace divisive hierarchies with mutual appreciation. Students also 

acquire potentials to become border-crossers in an ever-splintering world of meaning” (p. 

255). This seems a worthy pursuit.  

New Discoveries and Understandings 
 

Commoning: Creating a “We-Space” 
 
 In my search for dialogic encounters, I discovered something else that students were 

up to, a phenomenon I have named as commoning. This phenomenon was characterized by 

mutual embodied involvement, as students shifted their orientation to a shared space. 

Students moved their bodies into an F-formation, which afforded mutual perceivings of their 

embodied activity. Collectively, they opened a shared space in which to inhabit together.  

Gaze played a significant role in the interaction. As a conduit of perception, gaze both 

enables and communicates the act of attending. My gaze shifts to the speaker so I can better 

attend to the speaker’s words, and it communicates to the speaker and others that I am 

attending (or at least displaying attending).  The combination of gaze and coordinated 
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activity between students made visible a heightened level of mutual awareness and shared 

focus of attention to the unfolding activity.  

Not only was there a high level of joint gaze orientation, mutual gaze between 

participants served special communicative functions. Goffman (1963) argues that mutual 

gaze functions by “ritually establishing an avowed openness” (p. 92). While fleeting in time 

and leaving no trace, the activity of mutual gaze between persons “signifies a wholly new 

and unique union between them” (Simmel, as cited in Goffman, 1963, p. 93). In this sense, 

mutual gaze is instrumental in establishing the mutual, reciprocal awareness so essential for 

the achievement of a “We.” As Heron (1970) argues, “In the strict sense of the term, actual 

encounter occurs only in mutual touching and mutual gazing, for it is only in these instances 

that each meets the other meeting him” (p. 243, emphasis added). 

In coordination with other embodied activity, mutual gaze also functioned in the 

communication of relational messages between participants: messages of regard, 

acknowledgement, appreciation, inclusion – and messages of shared delight and joy. Through 

fleeting micromoments of mutual gaze, students confirmed one another. This act of 

“confirming” the other is significant. As Buber (1966) argues, “society may be termed 

human in the measure to which its members confirm one another” (p. 67). He goes on to 

explain: 

The basis of man’s life with man is twofold, and it is one – the wish of every man to 
be confirmed as what he is, even as what he can become, by men; and the innate 
capacity in man to confirm his fellow men in this way. That this capacity lies so 
immeasurably fallow constitutes the real weakness and questionableness of the 
human race: actual humanity exists only where this capacity unfolds. On the other 
hand, of course, an empty claim for confirmation, without devotion for being and 
becoming, again and again mars the truth of the life between man and man. (Buber, 
1966, pp. 67-68, emphasis added) 
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The commoning episode had consequences for the who students could be for one 

another, and this opened a space for the emergence of a dialogic moment. Through their 

participation in a shared “we-space” – and in the activity of confirming their mutual, 

reciprocal involvement with one another – students opened the possibility for the kind of 

risk-taking and vulnerability that was required to navigate the emergent dialogic tensions. 

While this opening of a shared space that created the grounding for dialogue to emerge is a 

particularly salient function of the commoning phenomena, the phenomena also has merit or 

value in and of itself.  

What makes it a fascinating and worthwhile phenomenon is that it is both special – 

and not uncommon. Krueger (2011) argues that “the focused encounters that create we-space 

are the foundation of social interaction and the basis of interpersonal understanding” (p. 645). 

It is an activity that we all have engaged in from time to time, even if fleetingly. Like 

dialogue, we are “caught up and carried away” (Burbules, 1993) in the moment. And also 

like dialogue, it is an interactionally accomplished way of “being with” the Other that both 

requires more of us and affords more between us.  

These moments were infused with vitality and collective effervescence, including 

moments of shared delight and shared rhythm of movement. Together, students were 

weaving a shared social tapestry. This interactional achievement transcends the exchange of 

spoken words into something more meaningful. Words are, of course, symbols used in the 

service of the larger project of meaning-making. But much of the meaning flowed through 

the embodied relational messages in the space between participants. 
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Transitional Threshold: The Movement(s) and Meaning(s) of Turning Toward 
 

When we encounter another individual  
truly as a person, not as an object for use,  

we become fully human. 
(Martin Buber) 

 
Integral to the commoning and dialogic encounters was the movement of turning 

toward. This represents a transitional threshold necessary for either kind of encounter to 

emerge. Turning toward can be understood both figuratively and literally; physically and 

metaphorically. In this study, the movement of turning toward was physically visible in the 

embodied activity of participants. Turning toward was visible in the initiating phase of 

inviting involvement, as well in the activities of sustaining mutual involvement. It was 

visible in the repositioning of bodies, including circling up in an F-formation and leaning 

into the interaction. It was also visible in gaze, tone, pause, and facial expressions. It was 

visible in the movements in and out of a shared rhythmic flow of embodied attunement. 

These embodied activities have relational connotations that add depth to Buber’s proposal of 

the I-Thou relation – which is the essence of the dialogic relation. 

Describing the reality of humans as twofold, Buber (1958) distinguishes between two 

possible ways of relating with the world. He explains these as two different “attitudes” that 

call forth two different “modes of existence.” By “attitudes,” Buber is referring to postures or 

ways of positioning self in relation to the world. These attitudes take the form of two 

“primary words”: I-Thou versus I-It.  For Buber, both of these worlds are necessary, but the 

very essence of being human is found in the act of participating in the I-Thou relationship.  

As Buber (1958) explains, “The primary word I-Thou establishes the world of relation” (p. 

6), “while the primary word I-It is the ‘word of separation’ that evokes a barrier between 

subject and object” (p. 23).  
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These two worlds of I-Thou and I-It do not signify that there are two kinds of people, 

but rather two poles of humanity: We all oscillate back and forth between these 

postures/modes of existence. These are not static relations. As Buber (1958) explains, “the 

particular Thou, after the relational event has run its course, is bound to become an It. The 

particular It, by entering the relational event, may become a Thou” (p. 33). It is not possible 

to continuously be present in the I-Thou relation – yet the promise of its possibility remains 

ever potent. Buber (1958) describes this as an eternal and sometimes entangled dance: “The 

It is the eternal chrysalis, the Thou the eternal butterfly—except that situations do not always 

follow one another in clear succession, but often there is a happening profoundly twofold, 

confusedly entangled” (p. 17-18).  

For Buber to “meet” is to fully encounter the other with one’s whole being. This is 

the essence of the I-Thou relation. It is only through the meeting or encounter that the 

possibility of the I-Thou relation emerges. This relation with the other is only a possibility, 

not a certainty. This is central to Buber’s (1958) formative claim: “all real living is meeting” 

(p. 11). To achieve this “meeting” requires a depth of mutual involvement that is only 

enabled through the movement of turning toward. This represents a transitional threshold 

between the I/It and I/Thou modes of existence.  

To turn toward the other is to give fully of oneself to the encounter. Buber (1955) 

argues, “The life of dialogue is no privilege of intellectual activity like dialectic… There are 

no gifted or ungifted here, only those who give themselves and those who withhold 

themselves” (p. 35). It is to stand fully with the other. It is to open oneself up to the other and 

be fully present. It is the turning of minds to the same single focus of attention. In describing 

how participants turn their minds to a shared focus of attention, Goffman (2008/1963) 
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suggests that a precursor to this kind of mutual involvement is the requirement that 

participants have “opened themselves up to one another” (p. 95). He writes: 

Once a set of participants have avowedly opened themselves up to one another for an 
engagement, an eye-to-eye ecological huddle tends to be carefully maintained, 
maximizing the opportunity for participants to monitor one another’s mutual 
perceivings. The participants turn their minds to the same subject matter and (in the 
case of talk) their eyes to the same speaker, although of course this single focus of 
attention can shift within limits from one topic to another and from one speaker or 
target to another. A shared definition of the situation comes to prevail… Often a 
group atmosphere develops – what Bateson has called ethos. At the same time, a 
heighted sense of moral responsibility for one’s acts also seems to develop. A ‘we-
rationale’ develops, being a sense of the single thing that we the participants are 
avowedly doing together. (Goffman, 2008/1963, p. 95, emphasis added) 
 

The movement of turning toward must include this opening of self to others. This “being 

with” of the I-Thou relation demands nothing less than full presence of our whole being. As 

Buber (1958) advises, “The primary word I–Thou can only be spoken with the whole being. 

The primary word I–It can never be spoken with the whole being” (p. 3). 

It not just a turning of the mind and attention, but the sustaining of shared attention. 

This requires a simultaneous turning of the heart. “In dialogue, we endeavor to be fully with 

our partner and to engage him or her with us, because we recognize that something more is at 

stake than simply the topic at hand” (Burbules, 1993, p. 36).  It is to stand with our whole 

being in relation with the Other as a whole being, versus objectifying the Other by perceiving 

him as a “mere sum of qualities, strivings and inhibitions” (Burbules, 1993, p. 132). It is to 

stand with uncertainty on the narrow ridge of the space between.  

While turning toward represents the transitional threshold of movement into a “We-

Space,” this is a two-part movement. It is a call that requires a reciprocal response to be 

whole. It is this reciprocal movement by the Other that actualizes mutual involvement 

between participants. This is why turning toward involves risk and vulnerability. To turn 
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toward another and not have that movement reciprocated in kind can be destabilizing. This is 

further complicated when in the company of others in a multi-party interaction. The presence 

of others amplifies the risk. Yet the presence of this risk may also amplify the intensity and 

collective effervescence of the shared encounter. 

Moving Together: Coordination and Co-Regulation of Bodies 
 
 In the movement of turning toward, it is not just the physicality of the bodies. One 

can turn toward another physically yet not fully with one’s whole being. And one can turn 

toward another with one’s whole being yet not in such physically visible ways as these 

students enacted. Yet it is more than just an activity of the mind – again, it is with one’s 

whole being. In the requisite process of opening of oneself to the other, something else 

happens in the reciprocality between bodies.  

 In Goffman’s description of the focused encounter, he emphasizes the interactive 

processes of openly cooperating and attending: “persons gather close together and openly 

cooperate to sustain a single focus of attention” (Goffman, 1963/2008, p. 24).  What is 

striking is that this process of open cooperation is at the same time a process of coordination 

and co-regulation, where each participant is shaped by the expressive activity of the other, in 

a continuous loop of reciprocal confluence. According to Krueger (2011), “Co-regulation 

thus occurs when both partners are responsive to mutual influence, resulting in the 

emergence of new information not previously available prior to their joint engagement” (p. 

645). Taken together, there is open cooperation, shared attention, mutual influence, 

responsivity, coordination and co-regulation. 

 This co-regulation occurs not just in the exchange of words but in the movements of 

bodies. There is “interbodily resonance” which Fuchs and Koch (2014) describe as “dynamic 
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mutual feedback between bodies” (p. 5).  In my study, the interbodily resonance of 

participants was visible in moments of synchrony and rhythmic entrainment between 

students. I described this with terms such as tuning in and synching up and harmonic 

resonance. I described an emergent dynamic coupling between pairs, where participants were 

looped in or mutually incorporated. Curiously, as Lewis, Amini, and Lannon (2001) explain, 

this dynamic interbodily resonance has significance in terms of less visible human 

physiological systems: 

Because human physiology is (at least in part) an open-loop arrangement, an 
individual does not direct all of his own functions. A second person transmits 
regulatory information that can alter hormone levels, cardiovascular function, sleep 
rhythms, immune function, and more – inside the body of the first. The reciprocal 
process occurs simultaneously: the first person regulates the physiology of the 
second, even as he himself is regulated. Neither is a functioning whole on his own; 
each has open loops that only somebody else can complete. Together they create a 
stable, properly balanced pair of organisms. And the two trade their complementary 
data through the open channel their limbic connection provides. (p. 85) 
 

It seems that human bodies have evolved sensitivities to other co-present bodies that enable 

us to co-create and inhabit a shared reality. The ways our bodies are communicating and 

mutually responding go beyond the verbal content of the interaction. Even if elements of this 

co-regulation are beyond our direct conscious awareness, there is meaning in the movement. 

Through participation in this co-created reality, “the space between [participants] starts to 

come alive” (Parlett, 1991, p. 76). 

Space Between: The Meeting Place of “We” 
 

Our relationship lives in the space between us –  
it doesn’t live in me or in you or even in the dialogue between the two of us –  

it lives in the space we live together and that space is sacred space.  
Martin Buber 

 
Buber (1955) argues that to understand human existence, we must recognize that 

there is a third dimension beyond the poles of individualism and collectivism. He 
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conceptualizes this as a third “interhuman” dimension which he calls the “sphere of the 

between.” Buber argues that understanding of this third dimension is essential to our 

understanding of the foundation of human reality, because “the fundamental fact of human 

existence is man with man” (p. 203). In other words, the fundamental reality is the relation 

between persons. This relation is not localized inside the individual person, nor externally in 

a surrounding world. This relation lives between persons. As Buber (1955) goes on to 

explain: 

[This interhuman dimension] is rooted in one being turning to another as another, as 
this particular other being, in order to communicate with it in a sphere which is 
common to them but which reaches out beyond the special sphere of each. I call this 
sphere, which is established with the existence of man as man but which is 
conceptually still uncomprehended, the sphere of ‘between.’ Though being realized in 
very different degrees, it is a primal category of human reality. (p. 203) 
 
Because it lacks continuity, this space between receives no special attention – it is a 

fleeting, transient dimension accessible only to participants. Yet this space between is where 

the I-Thou relation emerges. As Buber (1955) explains, this space between “is not an 

auxiliary construction, but the real place and bearer of what happens between men… and is 

ever and again re-constituted in accordance with men’s meetings with one another” (p. 203). 

The space between comes alive in the moments of our turning toward, those moments of 

mutual involvement in genuine encounter. 

To stand in the I-Thou relation demands more of us. As Buber explains, “On the far 

side of the subjective, on this side of the objective, on the narrow ridge, where I and Thou 

meet, there is the realm of ‘between’” (Buber, 1955, p. 37). This metaphor of a “narrow 

ridge” invokes a feeling of precariousness to this act of “meeting.” A narrow ridge requires 

vigilance, caution, careful attention. He describes this as a place of uncertainty in our 

knowledge, where persons “happen” to one another. When later asked by Aubrey Hodes to 
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clarify, Buber explained: “In order to avoid losing the I-Thou, we must make our stand on a 

narrow ridge, and as you have asked me for a clearer definition, I will say, the narrow ridge 

is the meeting place of the We. This is where man can meet man in community” (Hodes, 

1971, p. 57).  The “We” that emerges in this space between is more than an aggregate of 

individuals. Perls (1969) describes this “We” as “an everchanging boundary where two 

people meet. And when we meet here, then I change and you change, through the process of 

encountering the other” (as cited in Parlett, 1991, p. 76). 

 This space between is not only the locus of the dialogic relation, it is also the locus 

of shared affect and emergent meanings. In the commoning episode, the emergence of joy 

and delight was not a possession of individual participants: it was emergent in the space 

between participants.  As Fuchs (2013) argues, “affects are not enclosed in an inner mental 

sphere to be deciphered from outside, but come into existence, change, and circulate between 

self and other in the interbodily dialogue” (p. 11).  The emergence of shared joy “arises in the 

‘in-between’ or from the over-arching process in which [persons] are immersed” (Fuchs & 

Koch, 2014, p. 7).  

 The meanings that are emergent in the space between include the coordination of 

embodied activity between participants. As Krueger (2011) explains… 

Coordination is the realization of synchronized patterns of relations between 
entities… In the context of social cognition, coordination refers to the temporally-
configured alignment of movements, gestures, and vocalizations that allow 
participants to share intentions and construct felt contexts of sympathetic attunement. 
However, this coordination is not merely a physical process. It essentially involves 
embodied subjects, and thus within these couplings there is also a coordination of 
meaning—meanings which emerge, align, transform, and evolve via interaction.  
(p. 649)  

 
It seems then that the embodied activity, which may not be cognitively planned and directed, 

not only works as a supplement to meaning-making, but as a conduit. And while we may not 
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be planful in the movements required to convey meaning, those movements are enmeshed 

with our intended meanings.  

As I found in my study, much of the emergent meaning seemed to also carry 

relational messages. The relational messages were emergent in the space between 

participants. The content of these relational messages seemed to provide meaning in terms of 

immediacy cues that shifted relational proximity, enabling participants to close the distance 

and open the space between. 

Aspelin (2010) argues that from an intersubjective perspective, the focal point of 

education is bound up with this concept of “between.” Occurring against the backdrop of 

interaction, it is a relational realm shared in and through the encounter accessible only to the 

participants. The encounter transcends the duality between individual and society. In this 

perspective, focus of interest shifts from separate isolated individuals and social systems 

toward interhuman relations.   

Implications for Teachers 
 

Engaging in dialogic encounters is a precarious endeavor, fraught with uncertainty. It 

requires the willingness of participants to stand on that “narrow ridge” of the space between. 

This is a place of openness – a sort of nakedness that begets vulnerability. To rise to this 

occasion, participants need opportunities to build trusting relations. As teachers, we can 

provide the threads of meaning, but students must do the weaving, together, to build those 

kinds of generative relations.  

Intention is necessary but not sufficient in fostering space for dialogic encounters to 

emerge. We can create the conditions to prepare the way, but dialogue cannot be forced. It is 

not enough to decide “today we will do dialogue” and expect that with the properly designed 
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techniques or protocols for interaction, dialogue will simply emerge. Dialogic moments can 

emerge spontaneously and unannounced. Vigilance is required in noticing and seizing the 

moment when it arrives.  

Even this emergence does not guarantee the dialogic moment will be sustained.  

These moments are often temporary and fleeting, particularly if the teacher is insistent on 

directing the course on a certain path that doesn’t have time and space for detours. In such 

cases, teachers will be reluctant to relinquish control of topic and turn-taking mechanisms.  

Yet, these are the moments we yearn for as teachers and as learners – those moments when 

we are “caught up” and “carried away” (Burbules, 1993). Beyond the simplest implication of 

creating opportunities for back-and-forthness between students, there are a few implications 

for teachers interested in fostering the kinds of relations that will open the space for the 

emergence of dialogic encounters. 

Relevance to Learning Intended Subject Matter 
 

In this study, students were engaged in what might be considered “off-task” behavior. 

The question then arises how this study is relevant to the school agenda: learning intended 

subject matter.  Yet, engaging in relational processes is at the core of all our interactions, and 

hence, at the core of all learning. It is hard to imagine any content that would not benefit 

from our attending to the fostering of relations that are generative rather than corrosive. The 

very best learning happens in an environment where we feel safe to be open and vulnerable 

in our turning toward the other. This is key to Buber’s distinction between “collectivity” vs. 

“community.” As Buber (1955) explains: 

Collectivity is not a binding but a bundling together: individuals packed together, 
armed and equipped in common, with only as much life from man to man as will 
inflame the marching step. But community, growing community (which is all we 
have known so far) is the being no longer side by side but with one another of a 
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multitude of persons. And this multitude, though it also moves toward one goal, yet 
experiences everywhere a turning to, a dynamic facing of, the other, a flowing from I 
to Thou. Community is where community happens. Collectivity is based on an 
organized atrophy of personal existence, community on its increase and confirmation 
of life lived towards one another. (p. 31, emphasis added) 
 

In many educational circles, the concept of “community” is valued as relevant to learning. 

Yet it is not often clear what we mean by community, nor how to achieve it in the classroom. 

Buber suggests it is achieved in turning toward and being with the other – in the achievement 

of dialogic relations. 

How is learning intended subject matter enhanced by opening space for dialogic 

encounters between students? To answer this question, I will start by posing a different 

question: When is learning not enhanced by opening space for dialogic encounters?  There 

are many instances where direct instruction – simply “telling” in a monologic fashion – is 

much more appropriate. At such times, the good lecture may be just what is called for. If 

students need verbatim information, dialogue is not an appropriate pathway. If the learning 

aim is defined as simply memorizing and regurgitating bits and pieces of importation as a set 

of facts, dialogue is not the solution. If the aim is to test student knowledge or retention of the 

“right” answer, dialogue should definitely not be pursued. But if what we want is for students 

to participate meaningfully in generative relational processes, including the co-construction 

of knowledge and meaning-making, opportunities to participate in dialogic encounters are 

essential.  

Dialogic encounters afford possibilities for deeper learning through inquiry and 

exploration of subject matter. When students grapple with ideas together, using each other’s 

utterances as “thinking devices” (Knuth & Persinni, 2001), the process if more generative 

and collaborative. It is in these moments that “thinking enters the room” (Hobson & 
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Morrison-Saunders, 2013) and the result of the encounter is more than any one participant 

could have contributed alone (including the teacher). For Freire (1970/1996), not only is 

inquiry essential for authentic knowledge construction, it is essential to the human 

experience. As he writes, “For apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot 

be truly human. Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the 

restless, impatient continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the 

world, and with each other” (Freire, 1970/1996, p. 53). 

When we open up space for dialogic encounters, the process of learning subject 

matter becomes infused with vitality. When students become invested in the process, learning 

becomes more meaningful and more relevant. Learning in this way is at the heart of Dewey’s 

(1938/1988) conception of democracy as the educative principle. To requote Dewey 

(1938/1988):  “Enlightenment comes from the give and take, from the exchange of 

experiences and ideas… without which individuals cannot come into the full possession of 

themselves nor make a contribution, if they have it in them to make, to the social well-being 

of others” (p. 296, emphasis added). If we wish our students to come into “full possession of 

themselves” and make meaningful contributions to society, students must have opportunities 

to participate in dialogic practices. 

Dialogic encounters open up possibilities for more generative relational processes 

between students. Through the “give-and-take of experiences and ideas” (Dewey, 1938/1988) 

students learn in ways that not only expand possibilities for generative thinking, but in ways 

that expand possibilities for generative relations – ways of regarding one another. Dialogue 

opens up new possibilities for who we can be for and with each other.   
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Opening Space for Disagreement by Planting Seeds 
 

A key distinction in the dialogic encounter, Princesses Aren’t Real, is the presence of 

a dispute (actually two). Not just a simple disagreement, but a dispute where students were 

invested in the outcomes of the tensions that emerged. These tensions revolved around issues 

entangled with our identities: beliefs, values, and sensibilities about right and wrong action. 

To engage in such tensions can feel uncomfortable, risky, even dangerous. As Garrison 

(1996) warns, “Dialogues across difference are disturbing. Listening is dangerous. It places 

us at risk and leaves us vulnerable, so why listen?... Because others may have what we need 

in thought, action, and feeling, and we might not even know it” (p. 450). Disagreements in 

the classroom can make teachers – and students – nervous. Engaging in these disagreements 

requires exercising humility in our uncertainty, vulnerability in our risk-taking, and openness 

in our willingness to listen deeply. Such activities both require and provide opportunities for 

students to weave trusting relations.  

The spark of disagreement requires that we plant seeds: Teachers must provide 

material worth exploring – and tasks or questions that present possibilities for meaningful 

disagreements to emerge. Several authors have argued for the importance of engaging 

students in discussion around controversial topics (e.g., Diana Hess, 2011, 2009, 2008, 2004; 

and also Walter Parker, 2010, 2006). They argue this practice of engaging in tough topics is 

essential for future civic engagement. Controversial topics, by definition, do not have a 

definite “right” answer – that’s what makes them controversial. Topics could be drawn from 

very real issues in current events, but they could also be derived by reconfiguring instruction. 

Instead of presenting material as a bundle of facts, for instance history or nutrition, the focus 

can be shifted to the inherent controversies surrounding the “facts.” (As we know, history is 
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always hotly contested.) Not only would this enable students to engage with different 

perspectives, controversies are interesting.  

Topics need not be controversial in ways that feel personally threatening (such as 

current events), but they should be “debatable” – worth exploring together. By “debatable,” I 

am not encouraging debate explicitly: This can be useful, but can also lead students to dig 

their stake further into the ground. If not implemented carefully, debate can invoke the need 

to be “right” – which is inherently a barrier to movement, including openness to listen deeply 

to perspectives that don’t align with our worldview. One example of engaging students in 

exploring multiple perspective-taking that seems particularly powerful is “Philosophy for 

Children.”2 Children as young as kindergarten explore philosophical ideas – in a back-and-

forthness with each other.  

An aversion to disagreement is a barrier to the emergence of dialogue. This aversion 

could manifest in problematic ways. In a preference for consensus, discussion will be limited 

to topics that feel “safe.”  If we all agree, there is no movement possible. It is only when we 

bump up against differences of perspective that we have the possibility of expanding our 

horizons. These are the moments – found in the sprouting seeds of disagreement – that we 

must listen for and exploit. This process of learning to disagree – to “hold my ground while 

letting the other happen to me” (Buber, 1955; Skidmore, 2006) – is at the heart of dialogue – 

and democracy: “Democracy is not about agreement but largely how to disagree in a venue 

of contestation and equality” (Burch, 2000, p. 180).  

  

 
2 Several universities are involved in this effort, most notably from my own observations is University of 
Washington’s Center for Philosophy for Children, where they engage with many of the local schools. Research, 
nationally and internationally, has shown a remarkable effect on education outcomes, including simplistic 
measures such as standardized tests. 
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Sharing Authority and Vacating the Floor 

The teacher’s enactment of authority can be another barrier to the emergence of 

dialogue.  In classroom interactions, the teacher has both content authority (determining the 

topic of interaction) and process authority (directing the flow of interaction).  In controlling 

the flow of the interaction, she constrains the direction it might take, and she controls who 

talks to whom and when. This often means that the teacher does the vast majority of the 

talking, asks the most questions, selects who will respond to those questions, and then 

evaluates or comments on students’ responses. This, of course, makes sense given the 

teacher’s responsibility for proceeding purposely toward specific learning goals. 

When disagreements do emerge, the teacher will often intervene to circumvent and 

diffuse. Any intervention by the teacher will result in the reins of the interaction being 

handed over to her. As “primary knower” (Nassaji & Wells, 2000), the teacher’s response 

settles any dispute. But it is not just when she verbally takes a position with one side or the 

other. Her position may be visible in the kinds of questions she asks next, or even in her 

gestures and facial expressions. Students learn to look for such cues – so they can choose the 

“right” answer in alignment with the teacher.  When a conflict of ideas emerges and the 

teacher is present, students will orient to the teacher first. 

To make space for disagreement between and among students, teachers should 

practice sharing authority.  One essential vehicle for sharing authority is creating space for 

and following student initiations (Oyler, 1996). Teachers can invite students to initiate across 

both process and knowledge levels of authority.  Oyler (1996) identified several types of 

student initiations in a first-grade classroom: directing process (how to hold book, what to 

read, suggestion of follow-up activity), questioning for understanding, sharing understanding 
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of text, making connection to personal experience or intertextual link, claiming expertise, 

sharing an affective response.   

Question-asking is often a role reserved for the teacher, as “whoever asks questions is 

dictating how the listeners will spend their ‘next few cognitive moments as well as what they 

will say’” (Oyler, 1996, p. 153).  Contrastingly, the students in Oyler’s (1996) study felt 

comfortable interrupting the read-aloud to ask questions, and interestingly, these questions 

were frequently answered by other students. Students confirmed and challenged the authority 

of the text and the teacher by connecting to their personal experience or consulting other 

textual sources, described as a “negotiated dance of student/teacher/textual authority” (Oyler, 

1996, p. 157). The teacher did not withdrawal her authority, but actually extended her 

authority as she actively engaged with her students in negotiating their initiations and 

understandings. By opening the conversational floor to student initiations, students are 

afforded opportunities to participate in the production of knowledge versus just passively 

consuming the information as transmitted by the teacher. Conversely, the teacher is afforded 

opportunities to deepen her knowledge of students’ understandings.  

Even when sharing the authority with students to initiate contributions and direct the 

flow of interaction, students will look to the teacher to gauge the teacher’s evaluation of their 

response. This is when the teacher will want to practice “vacating the floor.” To practice 

“vacating the floor” does not necessarily mean the teacher leaves the room or abdicates her 

authority, but rather, she holds back. Rather than adhering to the traditional teacher-student 

interactional structure where the teacher evaluates, the teacher does not directly respond, but 

turns the student’s contribution toward the entire class to respond to. This creates “new paths 

for the flow of authority” (Oyler & Becker, 1997, p. 461). This could mean simply asking 
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“what do others think?” But this can’t be done in a way that would lead students to interpret 

this as a trick of deception – where they feel misled into being wrong in the eyes of others.   

Agreeing that teachers need to listen and make space for students to initiate their own 

contributions, Mayer (2009, 2012) saw this as an essential aspect in granting “interpretive 

authority” to students, which she believed was necessary for the development of “intellectual 

authority.” She explains that “to possess intellectual authority means to be able to represent 

one’s own knowledge in personally and culturally meaningful terms and also to be willing 

and able to understand the divergent views of others” (Mayer, 2012, p. 2).  In order to 

develop intellectual authority, students need opportunities to exercise intellectual agency: 

opportunities to ask questions, explore ideas, and reason in their own terms. Interpretive 

authority is conceptualized as a way to think about intellectual agency. Mayer (2012) argues 

that “students need to be granted interpretive authority in order to be able to develop 

intellectual authority” (p. 9). 

Mayer’s (2009) findings are informative, particularly the relationships she found 

between teacher and student interactional moves. The evaluating move was particularly 

relevant when employed by the teacher: “when any teacher evaluates a student’s 

contribution… the teacher necessarily sanctions or precludes specific strands of interpretive 

authority” (Mayer, 2009, p. 204).  Teacher evaluation levels were inversely correlated with 

student initiations as well as percentage of student turns and words spoken. In other words, in 

classrooms with lower levels of teacher evaluation, students spoke more often, for longer 

duration, and made more initiations. In classrooms with higher levels of teacher evaluation, 

students waited for the teacher to orchestrate turn-taking and initiate topics. This contrast was 

also reflected in the number of consecutive student turns of talk: In classrooms with lower 
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levels of teacher evaluation moves, the number of consecutive student turns reached into the 

teens or more. There was one finding that I find particularly fascinating: “Generally, when 

students spoke consecutively for more than four turns, they began to speak to each other… 

generally taking issue with each other or seeking to establish some understanding jointly” 

(Mayer, 2009, p. 205). Instead of directing their comments to the teacher, students addressed 

each other.  

This place of shared authority is also a place of shared vulnerability and risk-taking – 

for teacher as well as students (Oyler & Becker, 1997). We become accustomed to safe 

structures and the certainty of known answers. Students must be open to making their ideas 

public and open to their peers’ challenges to these ideas. As teachers encourage student 

initiations, they are encouraging challenges to their authority: “We are inviting our students 

to question us—even as we wish them to critique the institutions that have granted us our 

authority” (Oyler & Becker, 1997, p. 463). Initially, a shift away from traditional models of 

teaching are initially uncomfortable for both teacher and students (Mayer, 2012).  Students 

may initially resist the unfamiliarity they feel with the kinds of participation required in a 

shared and distributed form of knowledge construction. It may feel easier to just “know” the 

right answer. Participation in these practices takes time – and, well, practice. This requires 

that these practices be incorporated as a regular pattern of participation.  

Reflecting on their struggles to share authority with their own students, Olyer & 

Becker (1997) advise, “To create opportunities for students to initiate… demands that we be 

‘wide awake’… inviting, acknowledging, and frequently following initiations” (p. 460).  This 

seems to demand a dialogical and even improvisational approach that opens up a space for 

student contributions to be taken seriously. In the forward to Mayer’s (2012) book, Catherine 
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O’Connor suggests, “student engagement with interpretive authority is the fulcrum on which 

the effects of a classroom discussion depend” (p. xiv). 

Authority has the power to “compel trust or obedience” (Starr, 1982). In the context 

of educational authority, compelling obedience without engendering trust may be deleterious 

to the learning process. While the dependence on the teacher as a gatekeeper may influence 

the student’s obedience to authority, learning depends on the development of trusting 

relations “achieved and managed through interaction” (McDermott, 1977, p. 199). As an 

encounter, dialogue is a vehicle for the interactional achievement of these trusting relations, 

even as it is these very relations that foster the potentiality for dialogue to emerge. 

Limitations and Future Directions 
 

There are limitations to this study. The context was limited to one kindergarten 

classroom.  The findings may not be generalizable to children of other ages, nor to all 

kindergarten classrooms in general. The context for the findings was further limited to times 

when students were participating in learning centers, with no authority figure present. Not all 

classrooms necessarily provide these kinds of situational opportunities. And of course, these 

situated opportunities were located inside the contextual surrounds of other classroom 

activities and ongoing social relations that create a general classroom ethos. 

There were limitations to what was available on the video and audio recordings. No 

matter where the camera was positioned, it was inevitable that some activity was obscured. 

Using two cameras would better capture all the people in the scene. This is especially 

relevant to tracking participants’ gaze orientation and facial expressions, and it is also helpful 

to watch a speaker’s lips when their utterances are not clearly audible. However, setting up a 

second camera next to the learning centers in the kindergarten class could have been 
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problematic.  The camera already got jostled occasionally by students moving around in a 

very active classroom.  A second camera would likely have been a safety concern as it would 

have limited accessibility and movement to and from the table.   

One additional limitation of the camera angle was not being able to capture a visual 

image of what students were working on. This would have required positioning a camera 

above students’ heads pointed downward toward the table, which would not have been 

feasible in this classroom.  Most often, the work in front of them was not relevant to the 

interaction in the episode.  On the occasions where the work was a point of mutual focus 

(i.e., artwork), I was often able to capture an image by moving frame by frame – if the 

student happened to hold their work up in display to others.   

Audio recordings would have been of better quality with the addition of a portable 

microphone on the table.  In whole-group interactions, where students spoke one at a time 

(mostly), participant’s utterances are predominantly discernible.  During small group 

interactions at learning centers, many students are speaking at once across multiple centers: 

the volume of background noise makes it sometimes difficult to discern parts of the speech.  

In addition, when attempting to capture the milieu of the classroom, it would be interesting to 

use Mehan’s (1980) approach of placing a wireless microphone on the back of different 

students for an hour each day.  This enabled him to capture some of the obscured interactions 

between students and include a different angle on students’ perspectives in the classroom.  

However, this may prove problematic if it feels more invasive to participants’ privacy.  And 

recordings of only audio would obscure the embodied activity that accompanied the words, 

so partly obscuring the relational messages that provide meaning. 
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Despite these limitations, the interactional and relational phenomena that were 

observed and analyzed are not unique to this classroom or to the participants who were 

featured in this study. In that sense, this study has a broad range of applicability to very 

different kinds of classrooms or other focused encounters. This opens up multiple 

possibilities for future directions. I will illuminate a few of those possibilities that I find most 

exciting. 

One future direction that I find exciting would be to conduct this same kind of close 

analysis inside a classroom where one of the goals is to engage students dialogically. In this 

instance, it would be beneficial to look at changes in the groups’ capacity to engage 

dialogically over time, as teacher and students embarked on shifting their participation 

practices. Such an approach would be strengthened by involving the teacher as co-researcher.  

This would make the research actionable and responsive. Even more exciting, from my 

perspective, would be to also involve student-participants as co-researchers in this mission. 

By inviting students to participate as competent collaborators, this could both accelerate the 

process of change and open new kinds of relational pathways – between teacher-student, 

student-student, teacher-researcher, and student-researcher.  This approach to involving 

students in the process of change would be interesting to compare across classrooms and age 

groups. 

Another potential future direction connects with Deborah Ball’s recent work on 

“discretionary spaces,” representing the myriad micromoments of teacher-student 

interactions that cannot be governed by policy or other external forces. Ball identifies 22 

such micromoments in just 1.28 minutes of interaction in her classroom and zooms in on a 

moment where the consequences of the teacher response has implications for the not only the 
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development of a mathematical identity, but potentially a space where our biases leak into 

choices that lead to reproducing inequities. What Ball points to is the ways that these small 

interactional moments have consequences for who a student can be and become, as well as 

how students learn to regard one another.  

This puts teachers in a particularly consequential position of power – one that they 

will want to wield carefully. When we realize the power of our words to shape a student’s 

identity, aspirations, beliefs, regard for others – and that teachers make countless numbers of 

these tiny micro decisions every single day, it is humbling, challenging and overwhelming to 

consider the responsibility of the teacher.  Yet, given this grave responsibility, this seems a 

great avenue to further pursue this line of research.  To get a broader perspective on the 

classroom ethos and the multiplicity of relations, it seems essential to look not just at teacher-

student relations, but also at student-student relations. These two sets of relations are 

interdependent, particularly as enacted over time.  

One last idea for future directions involves our attempts to analyze and improve the 

emotional climate of the classroom. In many of these studies, there is already attention to the 

effect of teacher interactional moves on student engagement. But to truly understand the 

social-emotional-relational climate of the classroom, this research would benefit from 

examining how those whole-class interactions effect the smaller interactional moments 

between students.  

These two tendencies, that of the speaker to scale down his expressions and that of the 
listeners to scale up their interests, each in the light of the other’s capacities and demands,  

form the bridge that people build to one another,  
allowing them to meet for a moment of talk  

in a communion of reciprocally sustained involvement.  
It is this spark, not the more obvious kinds of love, that lights up the world  

(Goffman, 1967, pp. 116-117, emphasis added) 
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Appendix A 
 
Table A.1 
Inventory of Video Clips Collected: Sequence of Events and Focus of Learning Centers 
 
Date Clips Sequence of Events  Focus of Learning Centers 

 
April 10 
 

1-3 Calendar Time 
Description of Centers 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 
Dance Time 

Learning Centers:  
Tricky Teens 
w/ K 
 

April 17 1-6 Field Trip: 
Science Museum 
Park/Playground 

Field Trip: No Learning 
Centers 

April 21 1-16 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time  
Reading Book: Love Your World 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 
Circling up for lunch 

Learning Centers:  
Outside Play 
w/ K 
 

April 28 1-9 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Special Visitor: Lego Car 
Song/Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Center 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 
Circling up for lunch 
Talk about upcoming field trip 

Learning Centers:  
Parent Appreciation Books 
w/ teacher (1 & 2 & part of 3) 
STEM Play  (part of 3 & 4) 
 

May 1  Field Trip: Zoo Field Trip: No Learning 
Centers 

May 5 1-5 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 

Learning Centers:  
Clapping Syllables  (1 & 2) 
STEM play (2) 
Ipads (2) 
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Date Clips Sequence of Events  Focus of Learning Centers 
 

May 8 1-8 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Circling up to release butterflies 
Release butterflies & ladybugs 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 

Learning Centers: 
Giraffe Crews Projects 

May 12 1-3 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Description of Centers 
Guidance for Parent Appreciation 
Day 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Choice Center 1: STEM play 
Choice Center 2: free draw 

Learning Centers:  
Parent Appreciation Day 
“choice” Centers: 
STEM Play (1) 
Drawing Table (2) 

May 15 1-3 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle  
Learning Centers 3-4 

Learning Centers: 
STEM play (LCs 1-3) 
Drawing for Crews (LCs 2 & 4) 
Free Draw 

May 19 15-22 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time 
Watching Video 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 

Learning Centers: Subtraction  
w/ regular aide (1 & 2) 
w/ new aide (3 & 4) 
 

May 22 1-2, 
26-31 

Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 

Learning Centers:  
Chris teaches coding: “Xavi 
and Xoe Code the Cosmos” 
w/ Chris and K 
  

May 26 23-27 Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 
Giving back artwork 

Learning Centers: 
Ipads (Xavi & Xoe) 
Independent but w/ K help 
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Date Clips Sequence of Events  Focus of Learning Centers 
 

June 5 15-16 Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 

Learning Centers: 
Reading Aloud Together 
“my hat is ______” 
 

June 9 11-15 Transition Time 
Morning Meeting 
Calendar Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Center 1-2 
Magic Circle 
Learning Centers 3-4 

Learning Centers: 
Free Draw (no adult) (LCs 1-2) 
Writing/Drawing  (LCs 3-4) 
(w/ teacher):  
“The _____iest thing in the 
world” 
 

June 12 9-13 Morning Circle 
Isaiah’s Birthday Circle 
Dance Time 
Description of Centers 
Learning Centers 1-2 
Magic Circle 

Learning Centers: 
K’s questions 
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Appendix B 
 

Table B.1 
Jeffersonian Transcription Notation 
 

Symbol Name Use 

[ text ] Brackets Indicates the start and end points of overlapping speech. 

= Equal Sign Indicates the break and subsequent continuation of a 
single interrupted utterance. 

(# of seconds) Timed Pause A number in parentheses indicates the time, in seconds, of 
a pause in speech. 

(.) Micropause A brief pause, usually less than 0.2 seconds. 

. or ¯ Period or Down 
Arrow 

Indicates falling pitch. 

? or  Question Mark or 
Up Arrow 

Indicates rising pitch. 

, Comma Indicates a temporary rise or fall in intonation. 

- Hyphen Indicates an abrupt halt or interruption in utterance. 

>text< Greater than / 
Less than symbols 

Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered more 
rapidly than usual for the speaker. 

<text> Less than / 
Greater than 
symbols 

Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered more 
slowly than usual for the speaker. 

° Degree symbol Indicates whisper or reduced volume speech. 

ALL CAPS Capitalized text Indicates shouted or increased volume speech. 

underline Underlined text Indicates the speaker is emphasizing or stressing the 
speech. 

::: Colon(s) Indicates prolongation of an utterance. 

(hhh)  Audible exhalation 

? or (.hhh)  High Dot Audible inhalation 

( text ) Parentheses Speech which is unclear or in doubt in the transcript. 

(( italic text )) Double 
Parentheses 

Annotation of non-verbal activity. 

*Jeffersonian Transcription Notation is described in G. Jefferson, “Transcription Notation,” in J. 
Atkinson and J. Heritage (eds), Structures of Social Interaction, New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984. 
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