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DMS Reproduction, resistance and gender
in educational discourse: the role of
Critical Discourse Analysis

Victoria L. Bergvall
MICHIGAN TECHNOLOGICAL UNIVERSITY

Kathryn A. Remlinger
GRAND VALLEY STATE UNIVERSITY

ABSTRACT. Classrooms provide lessons not only in subject content but also
in socially approved forms of academic discourse. Moreover, they may
function to reproduce normative social values, attitudes and beliefs. This
paper focuses on the reproduction of and resistance to traditional gender
roles in the classroom discourse of university students. By some measures
(turn and word counts), women appear to have achieved an equal access
to the public floor in these academic exchanges, yet a closer examination
of the content and contexts of their discourse reveals complex struggles for
control of the conversational floor. Women’s control may be contested by
task-divergent behaviors (such as derisive asides) that uphold the status
quo in which men control public space, yet women may also enact diver-
gent but essentially task-continuative behaviors that contest prevailing, re-
strictive norms by restructuring discourse to exercise other choices.
Critical discourse analysts may play an important role in challenging the
passive reproduction of repressive practices, by analyzing and promoting
the liberatory discourse choices that arise from non-elites who resist the
status quo in their conversation.

KEY WORDS: accommodation, classroom discourse, conversational floor,
critical discourse analysis, divergence, gender, power, reproduction,
resistance, turn-taking

INTRODUCTION

Classrooms are sites for multiple lessons: they provide instruction not only
in the content of a subject (called the ‘instructional register’ by Bernstein,
1990; Christie, 1995) but also in the forms of speech deemed appropriate in
classrooms (Bernstein’s and Christie’s ‘regulative register’). Moreover, as
classroom talk models and reproduces those forms of language deemed ap-
propriate for education, it also enculturates participants into the conver-
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sational roles and styles sanctioned by the greater society. These two types
of lessons may be subordinate to what Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue
is the real purpose of education: to reproduce the present social system and
fix students in their respective social positions. However, many contempor-
ary educators are not content with reproducing restrictive, traditional pat-
terns of classroom talk (e.g. Freire, 1983; Nystrand and Gamoran, 1991,
1992) but instead seek to break these patterns and enact a more liberatory
pedagogy; they intervene in the usual process of educating passive students
by engaging them in active, problem-solving interaction, a discourse open
to dissensus (Trimbur, 1989).

Discourse analysis can aid these educators as they challenge restrictive,
reproductive pedagogies. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) can be a useful
tool in challenging passive acceptance of the status quo. CDA aims to re-
veal how texts operate in the construction of social practice by examining
the choices that discourse offers (Kress, 1991). However, the direction of
CDA research may be problematic: in focusing on the construction of
power by elites (Van Dijk, 1993) and the analysis of written texts and
scripted talk (e.g. Hodge and Kress, 1993; Van Dijk, 1988), critical dis-
course analysts may overlook critical challenges that arise from non-elites
who resist the restrictive reproduction of power. Real challenges to the
status quo may be discernible not so much in edited, published prose
(which is often controlled by the elites) but in the less controlled arena of
oral conversation. Our studies indicate that there is critical resistance in
classes and in other academic conversations that bears further study
(Bergvall, in press; Remlinger, 1995).

This paper examines the reproductive and resistant academic discourse
of teachers and students as they engage in classroom conversations, focus-
ing on the role of gender in such exchanges. We began our study with
counts of turns and words spoken to determine if the commonly noted gen-
der imbalances (see Kramarae and Treichler, 1990; Sadker and Sadker,
1994; Swann, 1989) were replicated in our population of students at a tech-
nological university, where women are outnumbered four-to-one by men.
We found that women, as a group, held their own by these measures.
However, upon closer inspection we discovered that a discourse analysis
that relies upon simple counts of turns and words may give a distorted pic-
ture: these measures do not reveal the problematic discourse imbalances
that continue to reproduce a biased status quo of male dominance in this
public conversational domain. The numbers also masked critical resistance
strategies that arose in these conversations. In the analysis presented here,
we consider why it is necessary to examine not just the structures of con-
versation (counts of zow much) but also the content and context of those
conversations in order to gain a clearer understanding of both reproductive
practices and the potentially liberatory uses of dissensus. We also argue
that it is important in this use of CDA not merely to report results in aca-
demic journals; it is vital to return the analysis and results to participants
themselves (as argued by Cameron et al., 1992) to enact real change.
Critically reflective discourse analysis may thus transform harmful practices
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by informing us and our students about such problematic, repressive forms
of discourse and showing us how to practice more liberatory strategies.

We focus on two types of conversational practice in the classroom, which
we call task-continuation and task-divergence. There is an important dual
nature of divergence: divergent talk may constitute a useful challenge to re-
pressive content and structures when it is itself task-based, but it may be
harmful when it arises as ad hominem attacks aimed at silencing voices. A
closer examination of the context of conversations reveals complex inter-
actions of power and resistance on the conversational floor as students
enact a variety of task-continuative and task-divergent behaviors. In inter-
preting these data, we see gender as a particularly significant factor because
of the historical and contemporary male dominance of much educational
practice. Our data challenge present theories of CDA and of gender in the
classroom and highlight the need for more contextualized studies of not
only those elites who control discourse, but also those who contest the pre-
vailing norms by restructuring discourse to exercise other choices.

REPRODUCTION AND CHANGE

There are several possible models of power and authority in the classroom.
Traditional classes all too often view students as passive receptacles, wait-
ing to be filled; Freire (1983) calls this the ‘banking’ system of education, in
which teachers make deposits of knowledge and students are limited to
making withdrawals. In Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture,
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) describe how schools function in filling stu-
dents with messages about their appropriate social roles:

The educational system ... is for bourgeois society in its present phase
what other forms of legitimation of the social order and of hereditary
transmission of privileges were for social formations differing both in the
specific form of the relations and antagonisms between the classes and in
the nature of the privilege transmitted: does it not contribute towards per-
suading each social subject to stay in the place which falls to him by nature
to know his place and hold to it... ? (p. 210)

This bleak view of the reproduction of power conflicts with the view of
discourse analysts who advocate a critical approach to understanding texts
and the social processes that create them (e.g. Hodge and Kress, 1993;
Kress, 1991; Van Dijk, 1993). While Kress (1991) acknowledges that under
great asymmetries of power, freedom of expression might be severely
limited, he argues that, in most cases, speakers have real choices:

On the one hand, CDA attempts to describe structurings of power and
domination, their reproduction in and through texts, and their effects on
the possibilities of individual action. On the other hand, CDA prac-
titioners wish to point out precisely what possibilities of real freedom of
action—that is, not fully determined, not fully constrained—is [sic] open
to the individual speaker/writer or hearer/reader. CDA does not paint a
picture of unremitting determinism. Theoretically, it cannot do so; the dif-
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ferential placing of social individuals ... inevitably leads to degrees of
openness, and to relatively unpredictable outcomes, in discursive interac-
tions. (p. 87)

An important avenue for research lies in determining just how partici-
pants in discourse are limited by external social configurations and expec-
tations, how much choice the participants in a discourse situation actually
have and how choices are manifested as discourse possibilities.

Freire (1983) criticizes the limited and limiting view of reproductive edu-
cational systems, arguing instead for the ‘revolutionary futurity’ of engag-
ing students in problem-solving education. Nystrand and Gameron (1991,
1992; see also Gamoran and Nystrand, 1992) call their goal ‘substantive en-
gagement’, which challenges ‘the motions of schooling’ of the ‘typical, life-
less classroom’ (Nystrand and Gamoran, 1992: 259). They urge students
and teachers alike to work to make classrooms student-centered and to
draw all students into an active, real conversation that transcends mere dis-
cussion of procedural matters or short student responses to teacher-in-
itiated questions. Substantive engagement also presents a critical setting for
students to practice the control over the floor that is essential to much of
public discourse. In substantive engagement, students challenge the restric-
tive reproductive view of education with its one-way flow of information,
becoming empowered members of the class through their involvement in
work that focuses on the task of education. We refer to this as task-contin-
uative behavior.

However, no matter how engaged students are, rarely are they equal
partners in the construction of classroom discourse. Typically, the class-
room agenda is established by the teacher, who has the institutional power
and duty to select texts, schedule topics and tests, evaluate students ver-
bally and in writing and manage day-to-day discussions by initiating topics
and questions and orchestrating student interactions. Thus, students also
engage in task-divergent behaviors which may establish a topic or task that
differs from the one set by the teacher. Some forms of this divergence are
positive, as when students challenge restrictive authority in the classroom
that dismisses their perspectives and denies their voice. Trimbur (1989) ar-
gues that such divergence or, to use his term, dissensus ‘offers students a
powerful critical instrument to interrogate the conversation—to interrupt it
in order to investigate the forces which determine who may speak and what
may be said, what inhibits conversation and what makes it powerful’ (p.
612). Task-divergence may thus empower speakers when it gives space to
new voices and raises significant new ideas for consideration: by challeng-
ing control of the floor, a student may refuse passive acceptance of in-
terpretations and knowledge. This divergence is essential to challenging
reproductive models of education.

However, some forms of divergence are less constructive. Derisive or
mocking humor, metacommentary on the personal attributes of classroom
participants, and other off-task behaviors can be negatively task-divergent
when they reinforce the status quo by undermining the attempts of the ten-
tative or the newly empowered to gain and hold the conversational floor.
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Asides may be used to belittle or distract attention from the student or
teacher who currently holds the floor, and derisive comments may silence
a speaker and close down conversation. Judging whether task-divergent
behavior is liberatory or repressive requires viewing students’ com-
ments in their immediate conversational as well as their broader social
contexts.

SHARING THE CONVERSATIONAL FLOOR

In an engaged classroom, all students should have equal opportunity—and
responsibility—to talk. However, equal access to the floor does not guar-
antee equal participation. Students come to class with different interests
and different degrees of preparation: some are reticent or otherwise social-
ized to be silent; others are gregarious and willing to venture swift answers
(Scollon, 1985; Scollon and Scollon, 1983; Tannen, 1981, 1984). Further-
more, as the number of students in the classroom increases, an individual
student has to compete more vigorously with others to gain access to the
conversational floor. Unless carefully structured and skillfully led, class-
room discussions are usually dominated by just a few voices (Bergvall,
1995), primarily that of the teacher.

One social variable that may contribute to unequally distributed conver-
sation among students is gender. Gender roles in the classroom have been
historically and institutionally constructed (Connell, 1987); students learn
ways of being gendered as well as ways of practicing gender through their
interactions within the educational (as well as greater social) systems.
Numerous ethnographic studies support the view that educational institu-
tions are sites of cultural reproduction and practice of gender (e.g. Arnot,
1982; Foley, 1990; Holland and Eisenhart, 1990; Kelly and Nihlen, 1982;
Remlinger, 1995; Spender, 1992; Swann, 1992; Thorne, 1993; Weiler, 1988).
These studies argue that the school’s influence on the construction of gen-
der roles arises through staffing patterns in which women typically occupy
low-status positions; through classroom materials that reinforce gender bi-
ases and stereotypes; through extracurricular activities that privilege male
sports and hobbies; through students’ lexical choices—which commonly
derogate females (judging them on the basis of appearance and sexual
availability) while empowering males (judging them on the basis of action);
and through classroom interaction strategies where boys and young men
tend to dominate both talk and teacher attention. Edelsky (1981) and
Woods (1989) argue that gender creates an uneven conversational floor, so
that turn-taking becomes a tool in the hands of the already powerful—
often males.

Research on academic talk indicates that girls and women generally con-
trol proportionately less floor time than boys and men and receive less at-
tention than other participants; males typically take more and longer turns
at speaking and teachers tend to maintain more eye contact with male stu-
dents and ask them more content questions (see Cameron and Coates,
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1989; Hall and Sandler, 1982; Kramarae and Treichler, 1990; Sadker and
Sadker, 1990, 1994; Sarah, 1980; Spender, 1980a, 1980b, 1985; Swann 1989).
Many of these studies rely on counts of turns, words or seconds, or inter-
ruptions to demonstrate that females have less access to classroom talk
than their male counterparts and, thus, fewer opportunities to practice one
form of the powerful public voice.

Carefully examining both the content and contexts of academic dis-
course, Cheshire and Jenkins (1991) and Jenkins and Cheshire (1990) ob-
served that boys often benefited from the linguistic strategies of girls: girls
performed critical support work in conversation with others (see also
Fishman, 1983), asking questions that drew other speakers into the conver-
sation and making fewer remarks that closed down conversation. Jenkins
and Cheshire concluded that girls’ cooperative social skills raised the level
of conversation for the whole group. Holmes (1992) praised such skills, not-
ing the important ‘facilitative’ nature of women’s talk, which engenders
more exploratory talk, resulting in more extensive analysis of the issues
under discussion. These researchers argue that the many positive attri-
butes of women’s talk and their general contributions to formal talk have
been historically overlooked; hence, they attempt to reclaim these under-
valued traits and accord them greater status.

Contrary to previous findings that women talk less in the public arena of
the classroom, our data on counts of words and turns at talk show that some
women are controlling significant floor time in classroom conversations.
However, a closer examination of the context of these conversations re-
veals that counts of turns and words oversimplify the nature of this class-
room discourse. An examination of how turns are taken reveals different
strategies for achieving power and control in the classroom. Students may
secure a place on the conversational floor through their task-continuative
behaviors, contributing thoughtful responses and posing their own ques-
tions. But students may also challenge another speaker’s hold on the floor
through task-divergent behaviors, such as off-task asides that are intended
to open a second (usually local) conversational floor. Such behavior can
create autonomous avenues for expressing power and challenging control
of the dominant floor but it may also be used to maintain the status quo
(e.g. of male domination) by undermining the attempts of the newly em-
powered (such as women) to gain and hold the conversational floor.

Methodology and background

The data examined here are drawn from an ongoing examination of aca-
demic interaction at a mid-sized (7000-student) technological university, lo-
cated in the midwestern US, where about 25 percent of the students are fe-
male. Over 85 percent of the students have declared majors in engineering,
science or technology.! In the past 5 years we have examined conversations
in several engineering, science, social science and humanities classrooms.
The data were collected in humanities courses, where lower enrollment
caps allow for more interactive conversation than is possible in the large
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lecture halls where the science and engineering classes generally occur. The
classes we observed were composed of 18~35 students, with 11-40 percent
women.

We have employed quantitative methods to survey student attitudes on
campus as well as to tally turns of talk per participant and numbers of
words spoken. However, quantitative methods alone lack the insights pro-
vided by in-depth observation of individual classrooms, the fuller contexts
of which may tell us more about the variety of social factors that influence
classroom interaction. Thus, we have relied primarily on ethnographic
methods, including participant observation; audiotapes and coded
transcriptions of classroom conversations; maps of class settings; observa-
tional field notes; and tapes and/or transcriptions of interviews with profes-
sors, graduate student observers and students. Other artifacts we have

-examined include student papers, readings, journals, peer- and self-evalua-
tions, assignment sheets and grades.

We were interested in determining how class conversations evolve, par-
ticularly who participates in and controls the class conversation and what
role gender plays in such participation. We asked: Who is engaged? How
are they engaged? What other kinds of interaction are taking place? and
How do these factors affect power relationships and learning experiences
in the classroom?

Counts: turns at talk and words spoken

One way to address the question of who is engaged in classroom discourse
is to determine who occupies the conversational floor: who takes turns, and
how many words are spoken? In the close analysis of one class session (in
which the teacher, students and researchers all judged the students to be ac-
tively engaged), we found that females appeared to fare quite well at taking
their share of the conversational time. The class had 12 male and six female
students and was led by a male instructor. Although the students were ac-
tive participants, the instructor still took 30 percent of the turns and spoke
45 percent of the total words (Table 1).

TABLE 1. Counts of instructor and student turns at talk and
words spoken

Turns Words
n % n %
Instructor 116 30 2350 45
Students 273 70 2857 55
Total 389 100 5207 100

Table 2 details the breakdown of student involvement by gender and
demonstrates that the women in this class took turns in proportion to their
numbers in the class (34% of the student turns taken); however, since
women spoke more words per turn than men, by this measure, they occu-
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TABLE 2. Counts of student turns at talk and words spoken

Students Turns Words
n % n % n %
Female students 6 33 93 34 1209 42
Male students 12 67 180 66 1648 58
Total 18 100 273 100 2857 100

pied proportionally more of the conversational floor, uttering 42 percent of
the total student words.

By both of these measures women appear to be doing quite well: they not
only hold their own in terms of turns at talk but, word for word, they out-
talk the men. From this, we might conclude that, contrary to previous re-
search, women have succeeded as conversational partners in this class-
room. However, on closer examination of the content and style of these
turns, we found that women were not doing as well as these quantitative
measures might suggest.

Contexts: task-continuative language behaviors

We found that classroom behaviors among the participants we studied
could be sorted into two basic types: task-continuative behaviors supported
and extended the classroom discussion, expanding upon the academic task
established by the professor or other students. Task-divergent behaviors
departed from the pursuit of the academic task, often sidetracking or de-
railing the classroom discussion. We later examine conversational samples
that illustrate these different behaviors in action. The first three examples
illustrate various task-continuative interactions.

Example 1 is drawn from a literature and composition class, in a se-
quence of questions in which the instructor is trying to elicit students’ reac-
tions to the names of characters in Joyce Carol Oates’s short story “Where
Are You Going?’. This dialogue occurs only a few minutes into the class
and illustrates one means by which the instructor engages class members in
the class discussion (see Appendix for transcription conventions):

(1) Questions and answers (drawing out and affirming ideas)

1 M Prof: What else about Os, Ellie Oscar? [Does it remind you

2 Veronica: [Why does he have a girl’s name?

3 M Prof: Why does he have a girl’s name?

4 Veronica: I 'mean Ellie. Ellie is, like (.) a feminine name.

5 M Prof: Okay, it’s, most often, it’s that way.

6 So it has a kind of androgynous aspect to it, right?

7 Don: Yeah, but I know, I know girls’ names that ... Geri

8 ’nd, 'nd, 'nd, that’s just an example of the girls’ names that are [(there)

9 Class: [((laugh))
10 M Prof: Well, would you expect this kind of name for that character?

11 Veronica:  Perhaps.

12 M Prof: Perhaps? . .. Why? (2.7)

13 Veronica:  [((softly)) I dunno

14 Evan: [Might be a nickname/

15 M Prof: /Might be a nickname.
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This question-and-answer sequence contains elements of the typical
teacher-student interactions in which the teacher controls the discourse:
usually the teacher Initiates a question, the student Responds and the
teacher Evaluates that response (IRE; see Cazden, 1986; McHoul, 1978;
Mehan, 1985; Stubbs, 1983). In line 1, the instructor poses a question to
which Veronica responds in line 4 and the instructor evaluates her response
in line 5. (Note that a student, Veronica, injects a non-procedural question
in line 2, one sign of an engaged class; see Nystrand and Gamoran, 1991,
1992.) This instructor validates student comments both by saying ‘Okay’
(line 5), and also by repeating students’ comments (lines 3 and 12) and ask-
ing them to expand upon their answers (lines 6 and 12).

Sometimes, the teacher and students struggle to construct meaning in a
discussion. Example 2 shows the instructor engaged in what we call ex-
tended development with a student about the significance of the name
Arnold Friend; both student and instructor take long, multi-clausal turns:

(2) Extended development (drawing out and formulating ideas)

1 Don:  You know, if you want to look at it from a poetry context, point of view,
2 you could try be, try to get a cover for him,

3 depending on how you, if want to look at it that way or not.
4 That’s what these guys,

5 [I mean

6 M Prof: [He’s behaving that way

7 or at least he’s saying that that’s the [case].

8

Don: [We] could read into it and say,
9 ‘Ah yeah, that, that’s not true’, and all,
10 but [there’s] a meaning to it [there.
11 M Prof: [Okay] [Yeah, umhmm.
12 So his words then have double meanings to them?
13 He’s a double-edged person as well, these two sides to Arnold? Okay?
14 ‘What about Ellie Oscar? Ellie Oscar.
15 That’s the guy who’s his cohort in the car, right? (2)
16 Anything strike you about that name? (3.5)
17 Don: ~ Well, Oscar that, that reminds me of (.) going back many years ago,
18 Sesame Street, was an Oscar.
19 M Prof: Okaly/ ((laugh))
20 MSs: /((laugh))
21 Don: [who, who climbed through a garbage can all the time, uh (.)

22 MS: ((laugh))
23 M Prof: Well that’s an interesting thing.
24 It, uh, does it predate, though, the story, the Sesame (Street)?

The multiply hedged speech starting in line 1 indicates that Don has dif-
ficulty formulating his analysis; the instructor attempts to assist him
through this extended interaction. Several turns illustrate what we call
internal extended development, which occurs when one speaker holds the
floor through several possible turn-transition points in order to clarify or
develop an analysis or a response. This example also illustrates what we call
interactive extended development, where the exchange cycles back and forth
among a limited number of participants (usually, the teacher and one stu-
dent) who together build a more complex analysis; both these strategies
contribute to the development of the discussion and are therefore task-con-
tinuative behaviors.
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In lines 17-18, when Don raises the example of Oscar from the children’s
television program Sesame Street, the instructor and class respond with
laughter. The instructor reins in this potential task-divergence in lines 23—4.
Foley (1990) suggests that although such humor momentarily diverts the class
from the discussion, from the students’ point of view, it has the positive (and
appreciated) function of leavening the serious pursuit of the classroom task.

Examples 1 and 2 illustrate how the students become engaged in the con-
versation, even though the instructor still controls much of the dialogue.
Example 3 shows this same class later in the hour, when the students are ac-
tively engaged in raising issues and evaluating answers. In discussing Toni
Cade Bambara’s short story ‘Blues Ain’t No Mockin’ Bird’, they explore
one student’s analogy between the story’s poor, rural, African American
family—who are preyed upon by a group of film-makers who come onto
their land without permission—and hawks that prey on the family’s chick-
ens. This short example shows one-third of the 18 students contributing
within just 17 turns:

(3) Active engagement (students carry conversation)

1 M Prof: Does anybody else have anything to//

2 Louis: [(I think they’d be like?) hawks too.
3 M Prof: And so what would that make that family then?
4 Shankar: ((quietly)) Chickens/
5 MS: /Kinda like
6 Class: ((several MS and FS laugh, continuing into Randy’s first sentence, line 8))
7 M Prof: Would they necessarily have to be chickens?
8 Randy: I think they were kinda like taking from them,
9 ’cause I don’t think they’re selling food stamps.
10 [I think they were just telling [(a, like a deceit?)
11 FS: [Right.]
12 MS: [Yeah, I think they were lied to

13 Randy: [like they were telling a suave thing that]
14 Veronica: [I, yeah, I think that they had ulterior] motives,

15 and I think that was just a story to make themselves look good.

16 Randy:  Like chicken hawks,

17 they take the chickens but they don’t give anything in return.

18 M Prof:  So do you think the family then perceived these moviemakers as, like, hawks . .
19 just preying upon them?/

20 Marie: [Yeah, walk in

21 MS: [(unclear)

22 Don: I mean somebody just walks right onto your property,

23 starts taking pictures without any permission or anything like that.
24 They’re some sort of predator or something,

25 you can look at it that way.

This example illustrates various means by which students and teachers
can mutually facilitate a discussion, continuing the task by interactive ex-
tended development of the topic. In the terms of Nystrand and Gamoran
(1992), this class is ‘substantively engaged’ in conversation: the instructor
asks real (not simply procedural, rhetorical or self-answered) questions in
lines 1, 3, 7, and 18-19, and the students break the typical IRE pattern by
providing their own positive evaluations in lines 11, 12, 14 and 20. Students
respond to each other and extend each others’ ideas without waiting for the
instructor’s intervention. The instructor takes only four turns to the stu-
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dents’ 13 and six different students speak: two of the six women and four of
the 12 men. The interruption in line 1 and the overlaps in lines 10 and 13
appear to be instances of supportive and simultaneous talk (Tannen, 1984,
1994), intended to develop the topic rather than to wrest the floor away in
order to introduce a new topic.

Examples 1-3 illustrate task-continuative behaviors: task-oriented ques-
tions and answers or IRE sequences initiated by either the teacher or stu-
dents, and continuous development by students or teacher of their own
topics (internal extended development) or of others’ topics (interactive ex-
tended development). These exchanges can include feedback mechanisms,
such as back-channel comments, validations, repetitions and extensions of
previous turns, and supportive laughter. When distributed among several
students, these behaviors combine to create a class substantively engaged
in academically sanctioned, on-task discussion.

In our data, both women and men participated actively in such dis-
cussions, with women frequently leading the conversation. But the fol-
lowing examples show that on-task, active participation is not always
supported by all students. Example 4, which follows directly after example
3, again shows extended development. Don dominates the floor across sev-
eral turn-transition points, even reintroducing a topic dropped some 65
turns earlier. Although class members challenge his control of the floor via
resistance to his interpretation—expressed by outright negation or laugh-
ter—Don still persists in his explanation:

(4) Dominating the floor (via internal and interactive extended development)

1 Don: I mean somebody just walks right onto your property,
2 starts taking pictures without any permission or anything like that.
3 They’re some sort of predator or something,
4 you can look at it that way.
5 M Prof: That they were kind of condescending toward them?
6 Don: Yeabh, but, I don’t know if you want to look at ’em like they’re (really?) like that.
7 In a real sense, I (didn’t feel) that they are evil, you know, or anything like that.
8 I mean, somebody walks in on my yard and started taking pictures,
9 and I probably wouldn’t say anything.
10 I’d let them go about their business as long as they didn’t hamper me.
1 But now, like I say, maybe these people,
12 maybe they’ve got a different opinion about their property,
13 maybe you need to get their permission if you even wanna walk on it.

((56 turns ensue. Discussion moves through several topic changes covering, for example, the
film crew’s names, the treatment of the family as objects, the actions of an intrusive neighbor,
the family’s moving around and the family’s poverty))

14 M Prof:  These people are poor, [right?

15 MS: [((laugh at a side comment))

16 MS: Uh huh.

17 M Prof:  Are they depressed?

18 FS: Mmm ((consideringly))

19 MS: I don’t know./

20 MS: [It seems to me that they are./

21 MS: [Yeah.
22 MS: [You can tell by the yard.

23 Veronica: [You don’t really know they’re depressed though.
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24 Don: I mean, like, that goes back to my point, you know.

25 Somebody comes on your property, (gradually), without permission

26 and they’re taking pictures, um,

27 so right away the parents and grandparents think they’re going out and screaming
at them.

28 I'mean, the grandfather, he would have been going out and kicking them off the lot.

29 I mean, now, if someone had a rich estate or something, uh,

30 maybe, I guess, this is too far to the extreme,

31 but I mean, if you owned a fairly nice house or something,

32 and somebody came up and started taking pictures of it, behind it, and all,

33 wouldn’t that make you feel, uh, I mean, decent on the inside,

34 I mean, wouldn’t you let them go about their business?/

35 Veronica: [No. ((laugh))

36 FS: [((Unclear about 3 words before overlapped by Don))/

37 Don: [I mean,

38 you might even want, some,

39 somebody in the family might even go out and smile for them,

40 [I mean, especially]

41 MS: [((laugh)), ((one or two MSs talking softly))

42 Veronica: [No because if I didn’t like what they were taking that, I mean,

43 if I didn’t like the cause of their reasoning behind wanting pictures of my home,

44 then I wouldn’t want to humor their cause by letting them do it.

45 Don: Well, they’re depressed because they’re poor then. ((challenging))

46 Shankar: Bullshit!

47 MS: ((One or two MSs, maybe M Prof, speak about three words, laugh))

48 Veronica: I didn’t say that.

49 Don: Well, [you're saying that

50 MS: [They didn’t even know what they wanted pictures for, originally,

51 she just said, ‘yeah, both of those guys get out of here’ as soon as she saw them
coming.

52 MS: Yeah.

53 Class: ((Three people together laugh.))
54 Veronica: You're right.

55 It’s her house.

56 Don: An’, then, like I say, that goes back to my, um,

57 if you’ve got a beautiful house,

58 wouldn’t you want it to be known?

59 MS: I think you’ve got a good [point.

60 Veronica: [I don’t think that that’s something you can generalize.
61 Don: To me, some[one else

62 Veronica: [T can’t,

63 Idon’t think you can say that everybody that has a beautiful house logically wants

everybody to know it.

Don takes an extended turn in lines 1-4 and another in lines 6-13, then,
67 turns later, reintroduces a closed topic to reassert his perspective in
another extended turn, lines 24-34. He also takes five of the next 19 turns.
He persists in his analysis, despite the laughter of his classmates in lines 35,
41, 47 and 53, and the outright negation by Veronica in lines 35, 42, 60, 62
and 63. Even Shankar’s exclamation, ‘Bullshit!” in line 46 does not deter
Don. Don gets at least one endorsement in line 59.

The resistance expressed to Don might at first appear to be task-diver-
gent: some of the simultaneous commentary (e.g. in lines 15 and 41) may
suggest that the class members’ attention is drifting or that they are com-
menting among themselves on Don’s answers. However, the overt, nega-
tive commentary of Veronica and Shankar is actually on-task: they do not
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critique the speaker but instead focus on his ideas. This divergent talk is
thus task-continuative, illustrating a useful way of expressing opposition
within a class.

Examples 1-4 show a variety of means by which students can take and
hold the conversational floor: through answering questions; posing their
own questions; responding to, validating and critiquing others’ comments;
and maintaining their hold on the floor through internal or interactive ex-
tended development. This behavior is oriented to the academic task at
hand and hence is task-continuative.

Contexts: task-divergent language behaviors

Students may find other ways to enter the conversation or command the
floor—in some cases by challenging the person who presently holds it.
Some of the behaviors that we have identified as task-divergent include
asides made to peers, and humor, laughter, and comments that are disre-
spectful or derisive of other speakers. These behaviors diverge from the
task at hand by being largely (though not exclusively) phatic (aligned more
with social than academic goals), tangential, disruptive, locally directed (fo-
cusing attention away from the speaker who holds the main floor), resistant
and autonomous. (Of course, the classroom is rarely democratic: these be-
haviors are ‘tangential’ or ‘disruptive’ to the agendas set by the professor.
Students may have their own agendas and goals, which may conflict with
those of the professor and other students; if the students’ comments sup-
ported a relevant—possibly alternative—academic topic, we coded them as
task-continuative.) This identification process is obviously reliant upon
more than simple counts: we consulted the participants for their interpret-
ations of the context and significance of these exchanges.

In example 5, a female professor enters a history of the English language
class where the expected overhead-projection equipment is not ready,
and asks for assistance. One student, Dave, jokingly resists and verbally
challenges the professor’s authority by orally refusing—though physically
complying with—her request for help. Another student, Rita, issues a sug-
gestion to the professor in a pair of direct commands:

(5) Contention and cooperation

1 F Prof: ((pointing to a table and an out-of-reach cord to a retracted projection screen))
2 ((to Dave)) Could you climb up there and grab that and bring it down?
3 Dave: ((staged heavy sigh))
4 F Prof: I'm wearing a skirt today so (I can’t reach it).
5 Dave: Isay no. ((climbs on table, pulls down screen))
6 F Prof: Do you get hazard pay for doing this if you fall off?
7 Dave: ((returning to his seat right in front of the screen)) I suppose I'll have to move, eh?
8 F Prof: ((suddenly noting absence of projector)) Well, there’s no overhead projector so/
9 Class: /((laugh))/

10 F Prof: /I can’t do this. ((holding overhead slide of a map in her hand))

11 Dave: Oh. You made me do it for nothing.

12 F Prof: Yeah, I know, it’s a tough life.

13 I'll let it sit there. ((referring to screen))
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‘14 ((addressing the class)) I want to point out to you two more things about the history
of the English language.

15 And that is as people moved into the British Isles,

16 there were couple of (important) changes.

17 Rita: Just hold that. ((to professor, referring to the map slide))
18 F Prof: ((not having heard Rita)) My map-drawing is so bad.

19 You really don’t (want me to draw it on the board).

20 Rita: ((louder)) Just hold it up for everyone.

Dave physically assists the professor, yet he asserts his independence by
verbally resisting the professor’s request in lines 3, 5 and 11. His verbal
challenges, supported by laughter from the class in line 9, are mitigated
both by his humorous tone and his actual assistance; that mitigation allows
him to assert his autonomy safely, while divergently controlling the floor
momentarily to provoke a response to his humor. Hence, even though his
physical actions are aimed at helping the professor, we code his verbal
moves as task-divergent because they are socially directed, not directly sup-
portive of the academic task.

Compare his autonomous resistance with Rita’s turns: she seizes the class
floor to issue commands to the professor in lines 17 and 20. These discourse
moves are potentially both very powerful and tangential. However, in her
turns, she offers suggestions on how to accomplish the task of showing the
prepared overhead slides, and her assertive tone is mitigated with the word
‘just’; hence, she supports the professor and her academic goals. Thus,
while Dave’s conversational turns are task-divergent, Rita’s are task-con-
tinuative, in a gender-based pattern we found replicated in other conversa-
tions.?

Example 6, drawn from the literature and composition class of examples
1-4, shows another way in which humor may be used in a class conversa-
tion not only for relief from a serious topic but also to challenge another’s
hold on the conversation floor:

(6) Divergence through humor

1 MS: I probably had to read the story about twelve times (just to get ahold of it.)/

2 Greg: /That’s why it’s so short.

3 Class: ((laugh ))

4 M Prof:  That’s what careful reading is all about.

5 Some people just do it for enjoyment,

6 and with something like this, you probably want to look at it [more than once.]
7 Greg: [Well, I don’t]

8 I couldn’t see myself reading that more than once. ((loudly))

9 Class: ((laugh, louder))

10 M Prof: You didn’t like it, that’s all.

11 [That] happens.

12 Greg: [I know]

13 M Prof:  But to do a journal entry you probably have to read it more carefully than that,

14 even if you don’t like it./ )
15 Greg: /Why?

16 Veronica: Because he sa:ys so:. ((creaky voice))

17 ((laugh, continuing throughout the next turn))

18 M Prof:  Well, just because you have to, y’know,

19 make assignments for people who go to classes.

20 It’s not just a power trip.
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In lines 2, 7-8 and 15, Greg employs humor, apparently to avoid the task
of interpreting the story. The content of Greg’s turns indicates (here and
elsewhere in the data) that he is not prepared for on-task discussion; his
humor may be a habitual response to deflect the instructor’s attention away
from his lack of preparation. Although Greg is not fully prepared to discuss
the reading, he still participates, though in a task-divergent manner. His
turns provoke laughter from the class in lines 3, 9 and 17, and he seems to
take the class laughter as a reward for his divergent participation. (Both the
instructor and the researcher observing the class felt that Greg reveled in
acting as the class clown.)

In a later interview, the instructor of this class pointed out that the com-
ment in line 1 was itself potentially divergent, which afforded Greg the op-
portunity for his humorous divergence. However, this instructor noted that
the male student in line 1 actually raised a point that the instructor could
turn to task-continuative purposes, at the same time addressing Greg’s hu-
morous divergence: it provided an opportunity for the instructor to reiter-
ate the importance of close, careful reading and class assignments.
Nonetheless, Greg’s responses in line 7 and especially his ‘Why?’ in line 15
momentarily disrupt the task-continuation by their focus on challenging the
authority of the instructor and the necessity of doing the academic work.
We coded them as task-divergent because they do not assert a viable
alternative academic task; their function is more phatic and expressive than
academic.

Example 7 represents another type of divergent behavior: tangential
asides. This example, from a discussion of an irregular verbal paradigm in
a linguistics class, shows how students can challenge authority by launching
a locally directed discussion that diverts attention from the professor and
the academic task at hand:

(7) Divergence through an aside

1 F Prof: ‘What’s the past tense of drink?

2 I drink. I/

3 Sarah: /Drank

4 F Prof: Drank. I have/

S Sarah: /Drunk

6 Jim: [((audible whispering to Steve)) I have been drunk.
7 F Prof: [I have drunk. Okay.

Digressive turns can function as a means of asserting personal power: in
line 6, Jim (who also identified himself as the class clown during an inter-
view) undermines the power of the female professor and asserts his auton-
omy by locally refocusing attention on himself and diverting the attention
of his addressee, Steve, and other students sitting within range of his half-
voiced comment. Such humorous asides may seem to be natural extensions
of the task, but they are actually task-divergent because they establish
individual power and open a limited second floor rather than foster group
norms of cooperation and accommodation to the main floor’s task-
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continuation.

The pursuit of the academic task continues in the conversations that fol-
low examples 5-7 because the professor and instructor have sufficient in-
stitutional power to deflect students’ challenges and maintain or reassert
control of the conversation.

However, when task-divergent behavior is directed at other students, the
result may be quite different. Some assertive students may be able to main-
tain their authority and regain control of the floor; however, other stu-
dents—even ostensibly self-confident ones—are derailed by task-divergent
asides and laughter directed against them.

Compare Don’s persistence in developing his topic in example 4 with
Veronica’s reaction to others’ laughter and negative comments in example
8. In discussing Bambara’s story a few turns earlier, Veronica has expressed
her revulsion at the way in which the family’s grandfather dealt with a hawk
that had been preying on the family’s chickens: he nailed it to the barn door
alive, in order to attract and kill its mate. Here, Veronica attempts to relate
what she sees as the brutal slaughter of the hawk to the slaughter of dol-
phins in the tuna-fishing industry:

(8) Challenges to domination of the floor

1 Veronica: Well, wait a second.
2 All right, this is an example.

3 I’m not trying to make a judgment or anything

4 but, look at the whole debate about, you know, right now, like about tuna

5 and they’re talking about the drift nets that kill dolphins and whatever,

6 you know, when they, I mean it’s like

7 well, do people need those tunas to,

8 you know, produce food, 'n’, and all that kind of stuff for people?

9 But, you,
10 but we don’t think that it’s right for them to, to kill the dolphins along with ’em.
11 So, how is it right to, you know, [to kill the hawks.
12 Marie: [(Who’s killing?)

13 Class: ((extended laugh, 5+ seconds, with several bouts of laughter by different people,
including Marie. More asides underneath))

14 Marie:  (inaudible aside)

15 Louis:  All riz:ght

16 Marie:  [(words) ((laugh))]

17 M Prof:  [Are these people environmentalists?]

18 Greg: Not really. I [don’t think they [really care./

19 MS: [It’s good for her [(unclear)/

20 Marie: [((laugh))

Veronica’s comparison of the hawks with dolphins is complex and not
clearly expressed, and it is lost on the class, as evidenced by Marie’s com-
ment in line 12, ‘Who’s killing?’” The extended laughter in line 13 of this
example sounds, on the tape, particularly harsh—quite different from the
brief chuckles of previous examples. It grows in volume and extends for
over 5 seconds as it ripples through the class. This negative interpretation
of the class laughter is supported by the verbal reactions of the students.
The students’ asides to their peers, by their content, clearly constitute a
challenge to Veronica’s hold on the floor. Note especially the derisive aside
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made by a male student to Marie in line 19: ‘It’s good for her’, directed at
Veronica and supported by Marie’s laugh in line 20. In contrast to example
4, where Don was undeterred by the brief laughter and the negative evalu-
ation of his analysis (‘Bullshit’), the derisive laughter and ad hominem at-
tack in the asides in example 8 derail the usually assertive Veronica, who
never finishes explaining her analogy. Though usually a frequent contribu-
tor to the class discussion, she is virtually silent for the next 67 turns (except
for two half-voiced sardonic remarks). Thus, while Veronica’s classmates
generally engage in task-continuative behavior, they also limit the turns of
others with derisive laughter and commentary and with asides that diverge
from the pursuit of the academic topic.

The class’s instructor, in a later interview, pointed out that Marie’s com-
ment in line 12 may be read as an interesting case of a student asserting
task-continuation after an extended divergence by Veronica. That is,
Veronica has not made her point clearly by the point in line 12 where she
appears to be winding up her analogy, and Marie may be attempting to
bring the conversation back to an earlier topic that she did see as relevant.
The instructor’s comment in line 17 serves the same function more overtly.
But the critical evidence for us in coding the student responses in this com-
plex example as task-divergent came from the unusually long series of
bouts of student laughter in line 13, followed up by the derisive comment
in line 19. :

ANALYSIS

Table 3 summarizes some of the linguistic behaviors that we have noted as
task-continuative and task-divergent.

TABLE 3. Classroom discourse behaviors

Task-continuative behaviors Task-divergent behaviors
* questions and answers (IRE) e asides
e validation e derisive comments
e back-channel comments e derisive laughter
¢ repetition ® ad hominem humor
e extension
* supportive laughter
e extended development
—internal
—interactive

Students in a classroom become actively engaged in task-continuative
behavior by answering and initiating questions; validating others’ turns;
using back-channel comments; repeating others’ words; extending others’
turns; or laughing along with humorously intended, on-task analyses and
comments. Students and professors develop their ideas by taking long turns
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(internal extended development) or by interacting with limited numbers of
others (interactive extended development).

Other students engage in task-divergence by making asides to their peers
seated nearby (though often audible to large segments of the class), thus
diverting attention from the main speaker. These students diverge from the
discussion of the academic task by commenting on, laughing at, or other-
wise belittling other class members: commentary more ad hominem than
academic in nature.

The majority of the conversations we examined were task-continuative,
illustrating a jointly constructed or collaborative floor (Edelsky, 1981), with
the participants engaged in conversations that facilitated discussion of the
topic (Holmes, 1992) and accomplishment of the academic task. This form
of talk is not exclusively the domain of women: men also engaged in task-
continuative talk as they collaborated with the professor and with other
students.

At least some of the women in these classes escaped the often-reported
patterns of women’s silence in public domains, such as classrooms, to ac-
tively share the conversational floor—as evidenced by the number of their
turns at talk and words spoken. However, simply taking long or frequent
turns does not establish power or domination of the floor. Content analysis
suggests that these women’s attempts to assert themselves were resisted by
other students, male and female. While men were also subject to resistance,
as in example 4, note that Veronica’s resistance of Don is task-continuative
in that her commentary addressed the academic discussion. Compare
examples 5, 7, and 8, which show men challenging women’s control of the
floor in task-divergent ways. In example 5 Dave overtly challenges the fe-
male professor with his (teasing) spoken refusal to assist her, though he
physically complies. In example 7 Jim’s joke to Steve about being drunk
arises from the class material but it is clearly tangential and functions to di-
vert attention from the female professor’s questions. In example 8 a male
student directs an ad hominem derisive aside (‘It’s good for her’) against a
female student, Veronica.

In example 6 Greg’s complaints about the material are lodged against a
male instructor; task-divergence is not aimed strictly at one gender.
However the professors in examples 5-7 have institutional power as class-
room controllers and are able to resist task-divergence and reassert task-
continuative discussion. Veronica’s situation is more tenuous. She displays
personal power in the frequency and length of her contributions but as a fe-
male student at a predominantly male technological university she lacks the
institutional power that might help her overcome task-divergent laughter
and asides. She loses control of the conversational floor in example 8 and
does not complete the development of her analogy. Her silencing is a
troublesome indicator of opposition to assertive, ‘substantively engaged’
female students that we have seen elsewhere in our data. (See also footnote
2; Bergvall, in press; Remlinger, 1995.) Although Veronica overcomes the
traditional female role of reticence or silence in public settings, she is re-
sisted and repressed by task-divergent derision and laughter.
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TABLE 4. Attributes of task-continuative and task-divergent behaviors

Task-continuative attributes Task-divergent attributes

e content-directed e phatic, socially directed

e focused ¢ tangential

e cooperative e disruptive

¢ aimed at group (primary floor) e aimed locally (secondary floor)

® acquiescent to authority ¢ autonomous, expressing personal authority
e accommodating e resistant

Table 4 summarizes the significant attributes of the linguistic behaviors
listed in Table 3. The attributes we found to contribute most to active, on-
task work that engaged all students were those directed towards relevant
academic content, focused on the group discussion and addressed to the
primary floor (e.g. the whole class); the discourse participants were coop-
erative and acquiescent to those who wielded authority via experience and
preparation—while not necessarily acquiescing to repressive authority.

However, other speakers pursue different goals and agendas that some-
time split the conversational floor or divert attention from the academic
task of the main floor. These task-divergent behaviors are largely phatic
and often directed at amusing one’s peers, rather than at extending the aca-
demic discussion. Such behaviors are tangential to the goals of accomplish-
ing group discussion in a public, single-floored forum, and disrupt that
single floor to open limited secondary floors. Discourse participants using
them may express their autonomy or personal authority in this way.

Divergence may have several useful attributes, including allowing tra-
ditionally disesmpowered groups access to the conversational floor. By this
means, they can challenge the powerful, gain access to and question the
premises of the discussion, and assert new agendas—all moves that support
the continuation of the greater academic task. However, when divergence
silences the newly or tenuously enfranchised, preventing them from hold-
ing the floor effectively, the effect is the less laudatory task-divergence.

Task-continuation and task-divergence are related to larger patterns of
accommodation and resistance in the classroom. Although the perform-
ance of these behaviors was not gender-exclusive in the classes we studied,
it was primarily men who engaged in asides audible to more than just their
immediate neighbors, thus challenging the present speaker’s control of the
main floor, sometimes with ad hominem rather than content-based cri-
tiques. Furthermore, in our data set, we found it was men who adopted the
class-clown roles that asserted personal authority and agendas via negative
comments, sometimes mitigated by acquiescent physical actions.

We regard such task-divergent behavior as reflecting some persistent yet
subtle gender differences in classroom discourse. In our studies, we saw
many instances where women’s frequent contributions to and control of the
floor were challenged by men, whose role as controllers of public discourse
draws support from historic, androcentric traditions and institutions. The
opposition that arose to women’s participation functioned to reassert the
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status quo of male dominance of the public floor. If our analysis stopped
here, it might suggest that women have struggled to make some gains and
acquire more choices in conversational strategies, only to be foiled in these
efforts.

However, while certain men may have asserted control over the floor via
task-divergent means, it is clear that women did make valuable positive
contributions in the conversations via their frequent task-continuative re-
sponses. Some of the women we studied resisted the reproduction of tra-
ditional gender norms by speaking out in class and by taking numerous
turns on the conversational floor. Although Veronica may have been
silenced when she attempted to draw analogy between the hawks and dol-
phins, she returned to class on other days to reassert her position as the
most active and engaged speaker in class. She persisted in the pursuit of
task-continuation; she offered negative and divergent, yet on-task com-
mentary on other speakers’ analyses and she generally persisted in the pur-
suit of her point. This reveals that she, like some other women in our study,
learned useful strategies of engagement in academic discourse, despite op-
position aimed at muting them.

CONCLUSIONS

Several conclusions may be drawn from this examination of classroom dis-
course. First, in contrast to previous studies that suggest that women take
fewer turns in the public domain, at least some women in these classrooms
spoke frequently. However, only counting the number of turns or words
spoken gives a distorted picture of equal access to the floor. If we look
closely at how and not simply how much talk occurs, traditional gender
roles become more evident, as some men function as autonomous agents,
resisting other speakers, the authority of the professor or the agenda set by
the rest of the class in order to pursue their own goals. Task-divergent be-
haviors, such as humorous asides or derisive commentary, may be em-
ployed to divert class attention from the main speaker and, thus, to resist
those empowered by task-continuative behaviors.

The role of gender in this analysis is complex and subtle. It is clear that
we cannot simply state categorically that women are task-continuative and
facilitative, while men are task-divergent and contentious; these behaviors
are not distributed exclusively by gender. Indeed, few language behaviors
are (Bing and Bergyvall, in press). Men also engage in task-continuative be-
haviors such as extended development and women both initiate and sup-
port task-divergent laughter and topics. However, because female students
lack a history of practice as powerful, public speakers and—particularly
within a historically androcentric profession—lack institutional power to
overcome opposition to their turns, their power is more easily subverted.

Understanding the complex interplay of gender and discourse requires
careful examination of the context of social roles. The variation evidenced
in these contextualized forms offers clues about a changing world and
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changing gender role expectations, where discourse participants are strug-
gling to challenge restrictive notions and pursue new choices. Un-
fortunately, such participants also struggle with the continuing forces of
traditional gender norms and the maintenance of the status quo by those
who oppose the loss of their power and privilege.

This is where CDA can play a pivotal role. If, as Kress (1991) claims,
critical discourse analysts wish to show the freedom of possibilities open to
discourse participants, it is important to identify those possibilities that
open discussion equally to all. CDA could become a critical educational
tool, revealing to discourse participants how conversations evolve and how
they might be improved. Educators could use CDA to teach students about
the positive aspects of task-continuative behavior and both the positive and
disruptive aspects of task-divergent behavior and they could moderate class
discussions to help students learn to overcome ad hominem, derisive, task-
divergent commentary.

Note that this proposal does not suggest, yet again, that women must
adopt the strategies of men in order to become competent speakers
(Jespersen, 1922). West (1995) demonstrates that women already function
as competent, skillful participants in discourse and, indeed, we found
women to be competent users of task-continuative discourse. Nor does this
proposal ask women and men to learn to accept and appreciate the differ-
ences that divide them (Maltz and Borker, 1982; Tannen, 1990). Instead,
our proposal suggests teaching students and teachers—both those who de-
sire equal access to the conversational floor and those who would deny such
access—how positive use of task-continuation and task-divergence can fa-
cilitate active, constructive conversation.

In ‘Principles of Critical Discourse Analysis’, Van Dijk (1993) suggests
that CDA should focus its attention on the discourse of elites:

Although we stressed that actual power relations are often subtle and in-
direct, and not simply top-down, the thrust of our argument has been to
focus on the elites and their discourses. This choice is not motivated by the
wish to picture these elites as the villains in a simplistic story of social in-
equality, but rather to focus on the unique access of these elites to public
discourse, and hence on their role in the discursive management of the
public mind. That is, they are the most obvious target of the critical ap-
proach in discourse analysis. (p. 280)

We argue that to understand the complex and changing nature of our
societies, critical discourse analysts must also examine how non-elites strug-
gle against simple reproduction of traditional power systems and role ex-
pectations (see also Remlinger, 1995).3 The decisions by critical discourse
analysts to focus primarily on written forms of communication and elites
may, in fact, lead to the failure of CDA’s political commitment to ‘bring
about change not only to the discursive practices, but also to the socio-pol-
itical practices and structures supporting these discursive practices’ (Kress,
1991: 85). Oral conversation contains significant clues about the means by
which to access and transform the prevailing power structures through con-
structive forms of task-continuation and on-task divergence. Such clues
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arise from those who challenge entrenched traditions and elites via a var-
iety of discursive practices. Critical discourse analysts should broaden their
focus to study more types of texts and conversations and they should care-
fully examine the broader social contexts surrounding particular speech
events and communities of practice. In doing so, they will encourage fledg-
ling attempts to resist restrictive discursive and social expectations and they
will help to create more liberatory discursive practices.

APPENDIX: TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS

FS Female Student (unidentified)

MS Male Student (unidentified)

F Prof Female Professor or instructor

M Prof Male Professor or instructor

/ Latching, where one speaker immediately follows another
speaker without pause

1 Interruption, where one speaker gives up the floor when
another begins

[ Overlap, where two speakers talk simultaneously
Endpoint of an overlap (not always marked)

underline Emphasis

: Lengthening of a syllable

Q) Stage directions, describing tone or nonverbal actions

O Unclear words (guesses noted within parentheses; if empty, the
words were indecipherable)
Pause of 0.5 second per period, up to three periods; if a single
period may be confused with punctuation, it is enclosed in
parentheses, i.e. (.).

2) Pauses of over 1.5 seconds; seconds counted and placed in

single parentheses
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NOTES

This paper is a revised version of a paper presented at the NWAVE (New Ways of
Analyzing Variation) XXI Conference, held in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in October
1992. We thank the members of the audience for their useful perspectives and sug-
gestions. We are also grateful for constructive comments on earlier drafts of this
paper by Helen Correll, Tim Fountaine, Allan Heaps, Craig Waddell, an anony-
mous D&S reviewer and the students in classes where we have presented and dis-
cussed this material.

We are greatly indebted to the professors and students who permitted us to ob-
serve their classes and discuss this material with us in interviews, and to a group of
researchers interested in issues of gender, discourse and education who shared their
data and insights with us: Betsy Aller, Rochelle Beckemeyer, Mabel Cadaret, Tim
Fountaine, Diane Molleson, Jerry Savage, Nick Schutt and Nicole Wertime. We
cannot repay our debts to them directly, so we hope to do so by passing along in-
sights gained from working with them to future students and colleagues.

1. Gender is a particularly relevant factor at this technological university (though
some students deny this; see Bergvall, in press and Remlinger, 1995, for further
discussion): in addition to the many gender imbalances in much of education
practice in general, engineering (the primary career choice of most of this cam-
pus’s majors) is still one of the most male-dominated professions (Fredrich,
1989; Hacker, 1989; Mcllwee and Robinson, 1992). The profession traces its
roots to the military (Florman, 1987; Hacker, 1989) and continues its androcen-
tricity in much of its present practice: a recent survey revealed that only 4 per-
cent of practicing US engineers are female (National Science Foundation, 1990).
Recent enrollment statistics show that this might be changing, with engineering
programs in the US now averaging between 15 and 20 percent women (see
Bergvall et al., 1994 and references therein for further discussion.)

2. Bergvall (in press) discusses another related example taken from a small aca-
demic group working on engineering plant design. Note that the woman, Olivia,
asserts herself only with mitigations of modals and questions (in lines 4, 7-10)
and an outright apology (line 12), in the face of overt negation by a man, Wayne
(line 6), who mitigates his own negation with humorous delivery:

1 Dylan: That’s not bad. We can pump ethyl benzene at five bars.
2 Wayne: So then you’re lookin’ at uh five bar, one thousand kelvin—
3 let me make sure that’s hot enough. (4)
4 Olivia: Can I interrupt for just a few minutes?
5 Wayne: No.
6 ((Then in a whispered, growling voice)) No::
7 Olivia: Fifteen minutes. Now do you still have that folder,
8 do you still have that folder?
9 ’cause that does have that article about capacities that are made in all the
10 companies in the United States.//
11 Dylan: [Lost that folder you’re in trouble]
12 Olivia: [Yeah, I'm sorry] I don’t mean to give you—
13 brag about it but//
14 Dylan: [Yes you do!
15 Olivia: ((laughing)) Yeah, I do.
16 Dylan: Don’t be sorry!
17 Wayne: Number of times ...

18 ((Dylan laughing))
19 Wayne: The number of times that you’ve assured me I didn’t mean to be cruel about this
20 but I'm gonna be.

21 ((papers shuffling. ?Wayne finds folder and gives it to Olivia?))
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22 Dylan: Get it now!

23 Wayne: ((to Dylan)) That’s enough?

24 Olivia: ((laughing)) You better have it!

25 Wayne: That’s enough, what’d we have?

26 thirteen oh nine you said you needed?
27 Dylan: Fifteen oh nine.

Wayne’s humorous tone here and his physical acquiescence to Olivia’s request
(cf. example 6) ameliorate what might be seen as an overtly hostile response; but
one effect of his conversational moves is that he affirms his control of the con-
versational flow. Nevertheless, there is a positive message in this example: Olivia
persists in her interruption and manages to get the men to attend to the issues
she raises. Thanks to Jerry Savage for providing this example: see Savage (1994)
for further discussion.

3. The question of what constitutes an ‘elite’ in a classroom is complex. The gen-
eral sense of elite we use here includes those who control discourse and social
situations through their power, which is socially acknowledged and supported by
a variety of implicit and explicit means.

There are several levels of ‘elites’ in classes: experienced instructors are fore-
most of these, through their institutionally granted authority and their own
ability to control the various discourses of the classroom (though gender cer-
tainly interacts with these factors to influence their students’ perceptions of their
abilities). As well, our still-androcentric greater society generally accords men
more authority in public interactions than women, though Josiah Heyman (per-
sonal communication) points out that some male students at this university and
elsewhere feel they are struggling for status against women whom they see as en-
joying unfair advantages under affirmative action programs (designed to redress
the historic imbalance of women in certain positions and professions, such as en-
gineering).

An anonymous D&S reviewer asked whether ‘in a sense, the people who are
quoted at length in the transcripts might be considered the “elites” of the class-
room’. Certain students do seem capable of controlling the classroom discourse,
primarily when they are well-informed and assertive of their positions. Veronica
and Don (the two most talkative students in one of the classes we studied) might
thus seem to be elites in this sense. But Don often struggled in his turns to for-
mulate his positions; and though Veronica was well informed, her control of the
class floor during her turns was subject to challenge, as discussed in this paper.
Moreover, the members of Veronica’s small peer discussion group (all women)
gave her the lowest grade in the class for her group and class participation (a
grade even lower than those of three class members who contributed virtually
nothing to class discussion). This indicates they did not hold her in the esteem
usually accorded elites, nor did they see her as a model for their behavior. We
see their negative evaluation as influenced by traditional gender role assign-
ments, which categorize assertive behavior as more naturally masculine and
cooperative, compliant behavior as more naturally feminine. Thus, ‘success’ at
controlling educational discourse must be seen within the complex context of
larger societal roles and expectations.
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