More than learning. Parent-assisted homework
as an arena for moral education

Vittoria Colla”

Abstract

Pedagogical research has long and extensively investigated homework as a
parent-involvement activity characterized by ‘teacher-like’ educational prac-
tices aimed at fostering children’s subject-related knowledge and academ-
ic success. However, little is known about the educational relevance of this
activity beyond formal learning and academic-related instruction. Drawing
on video-recorded parent-child homework sessions, this conversation analy-
sis-informed study illustrates that homework is a vebicle of knowledge far
beyond the academic subject-matters. In subtle yet pervasive ways, homework
provides parents and children with moments of ‘ethical reflexivity’, occasions
to evoke and educate each other into moral ideologies concerning a variety
of topics such as virtue, autonomy, the existence of social roles and related
duties, rights, and responsibilities. Illustrating how moral talk is afforded by
contingent, homework-related interactions, this article promotes parents’
awareness of the moral and educational relevance of the often unnoticed and
deemed-as-irrelevant conversations that sprinkle ordinary family life.

Keywords: Parent-child interaction; assignments; morality; ethical refle-
xivity; informal education.

1. INTRODUCTION

In the last few decades, the idea that parents should get involved in chil-
dren’s school life and formal learning activities has gradually become an
unquestionable “educational postulate” (Gigli, 2016: 135, our translation;
Kremer-Sadlik & Fatigante, 2015; Colla, 2022a). Based on early studies
on parental involvement (e.g., Booth & Dunn, 1996; Epstein, 1990, 2001;
Henderson & Berla, 1994; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001)!, policies in
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1  Early studies on parental involvement have particularly stressed the positive out-
comes of parents’ participation in children’s school-related activities, whereas later
studies have also identified the negative consequences and problematic dimensions of
parental involvement (Blackmore & Hutchinson, 2010; Contini, 2012; Weininger &
Lareau, 2003).
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many western countries like Italy have recommended that parents should
act as involved members of the school community, educators’ supporters,
and “quasi-literacy teachers” at home (Blackmore & Hutchinson, 2010:
503). Home-school relations have therefore gradually increased to the
point that ‘good parents’ are nowadays expected to play an active role
in children’s school-related education and experiences (Caronia & Dalle-
donne Vandini, 2019; Forsberg, 2009; Gottzén, 2011; Kremer-Sadlik &
Fatigante, 2015; Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 2013). Being a school activity
carried out in the domestic space, homework is considered a key arena
for implementing parental involvement, a daily and precious occasion to
take part in children’s school-related activities and promote their formal
learning (Colla, 2022a; Bolognesi & Dalledonne Vandini, 2020; Montal-
betti & Lisimberti, 2020; Pontecorvo et al., 2013). Research shows that
parental assistance with homework has increased in recent years and com-
pleting the assignments has become a constitutive component of family
routines (Izquierdo et al., 2006; Kremer-Sadlik & Fatigante, 2015)%. Not
surprisingly then, a considerable amount of pedagogical research has fo-
cused on homework and offered guidelines on how to support children in
this activity (see among others, Epstein, 1995; Meirieu, 2002; Walker et
al., 2004). For example, Epstein (1995) suggests that parents should take
part in homework by discussing what children are learning in class and by
helping them acquire new skills. In a similar vein, Hoover-Dempsey et al.
(2001) and Walker et al. (2004) propose a series of actions that parents
should carry out to improve students’ motivation and performance, such
as providing general oversight of the homework activity, doing exercises
with the student, and creating ‘a fit’ between learning tasks and students’
skills through the deployment of scaffolding practices. Beyond their spec-
ificities, these and similar guidelines share the intent to foster parents’ ca-
pacity to serve as “surrogate teachers” (Popkewitz, 2003: 37), i.e., parents’
capacity to promote children’s subject-related learning and skills in solving
school tasks. Throughout the years, these guidelines have become part of
common sense: the idea that parents should engage in teacher-like activi-
ties during homework is nowadays widely spread, taken-for-granted, and
put into practice in everyday family life (Cunha, 2015; Kremer-Sadlik &
Fatigante, 2015). Research has documented that, when doing homework
with their children, parents adopt a ‘teacher-like’ behavior and deploy a
series of intentional, learning-oriented practices aimed at developing the
child’s competences and knowledge in directions that are consistent with
the school curriculum. For example, parents test children, do scaffolding,
explain concepts, and rely on ‘school-like’ question formats such as the
initiation-reply-evaluation sequence (Colla, 2023; Caronia et al., 2023;
Bolognesi & Dalledonne Vandini, 2020, 2021). The deployment of such
practices demonstrates that parents are mindful of the crucial effects that

2 Tltalian parents spend about eight hours a week doing homework with their children
(Di Cristofaro, 2018).
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their involvement in homework can have on children’s formal learning,
school results, and academic career.

Yet, parents are probably less aware that parent-assisted homework
is far more than a learning-oriented activity characterized by intentional
teaching practices. Indeed, pedagogical research has not yet sufficient-
ly explored parent-assisted homework as an activity whereby children
acquire not only subject-related knowledge, but also a culture-specif-
ic moral expertise, which allows them to navigate the ordinary expe-
riences in the socio-cultural communities they belong to. As this study
shows, homework constitutes an ‘ethically dense’ activity providing par-
ents and children with a relevant arena for moral education. Adopting
a phenomenological approach to the study of educational events (Ber-
tolini, 1988; Caronia, 2011, 2018, 2020), and relying on the analysis of
naturally occurring parent-child conversations, the present article illus-
trates that homework provides precious moments of “ethical reflexivity”
(Kremer-Sadlik, 2019: 195; Keane, 2014a, 2014b, 2016), i.e., unique oc-
casions for parents and children to make moral claims and educate each
other into taken-for-granted moral ideologies (Colla, 2022a, 2022b).
By zooming in on everyday family conversations during homework, the
article shows how this apparently banal and routinary activity affords
practices of “informal education” (Tramma, 2009) promoting children’s
socialization into morally competent subjects. Shedding light on the mor-
al density of a formal, subject-related learning activity like homework,
the article also illustrates the deep intertwining of school-related learning
and cultural education. In this perspective, the present work challenges
traditional pedagogical categories such as ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ learn-
ing, ‘intentional’ and ‘non-intentional’ education, questioning the possi-
bility of conceiving them as neatly separate and separable phenomena. In
promoting a rethinking of such categories and the acknowledgement of
the moral and educational import of ordinary family activities like home-
work, the present study will offer precious insights for parents’ reflexivity
as well as for pre-service and in-service teacher training.

The article is structured as follows. The next section (n. 2) provides a
review of literature on morality in everyday family life, with a particular
focus on homework as a morality-building activity. After a brief descrip-
tion of the corpus and methodology of the study (section n. 3), we will
present a series of excerpts that demonstrate the moral density of par-
ent-child homework interactions (section n. 4). The analyses illustrate that
homework provides parents and children with occasions to evoke, nego-
tiate, and appropriate moral beliefs and expectations concerning a variety
of topics such as virtue, autonomy, the existence of social roles and related
duties, rights, and responsibilities. As delineated in the final section (n. 5),
the results of this study constitute a valuable resource for both parent edu-
cation and teacher training. Showing how practices of formal and informal
learning co-exist and shape each other, the present article can foster par-
ents’ “epistemic vigilance” (Caronia, 2020: 60), helping them become more
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aware of the enormous moral and educational work they carry out in the
unfolding of homework and, more broadly, in everyday family activities.
At the same time, by illustrating how homework is actually done inside the
home, the present study can increase teachers’ awareness of and critical
reflections about the educational impact of such an ordinary — and often
taken-for-granted — practice.

2. MORALITY AND EDUCATION IN EVERYDAY PARENT-
CHILD INTERACTIONS. THE CASE OF HOMEWORK

Studies in fields as different as psychology (Pontecorvo & Arcidiacono,
2007; Fasulo & Pontecorvo, 1999), linguistic anthropology (Ochs &
Kremer-Sadlik, 2007, 2013; Duranti et al., 2012), and of course pedagogy
(Caronia, 2012, 2021; Caronia et al., 2021; Vassallo, 2016) have long in-
vestigated everyday family life as “a uniquely fertile arena for moral think-
ing and moral development” (Wainryb & Recchia, 2014: 5). In this rich
and interdisciplinary line of inquiry, morality is examined as “a discursive
practice, inextricably linked with the social and cultural contexts in which
it is produced” (Sterponi, 2014: 136). By resorting to different interactive
resources and formats, such as threats and summons (Hepburn & Potter,
2011), requests for account (Sterponi, 2003, 2009), directives (see among
others, Kent, 2012; Goodwin & Cekaite, 2012), activity contracts (Ar-
onsson & Cekaite, 2011), and even embodied resources such as gaze and
touch (Cekaite, 2010, 2015, 2016), parents signal their children’s misbe-
haviors, making salient culture-specific moral orders and promoting the
development of the child’s moral agency (Sterponi, 2014). Family activities
and the ‘small talk’ that underpins them are thus conceived as moral are-
nas: by taking part in ordinary conversations, parents and children have
the chance to evoke, convey, discuss, and appropriate ethical worldviews
made of assumptions, norms, and expectations, thus gradually becoming
morally competent members of their communities.

Research on morality in family interaction has focused on a variety of
family activities in and through which children are educated “to think-
ing and feeling in ways that resonate with notions of morality” (Ochs
& Kremer-Sadlik, 2007: 5). These include mealtimes (Ochs et al., 1996;
Blum-Kulka, 1997; Pontecorvo & Arcidiacono, 2007; Galatolo & Caro-
nia, 2018; Caronia et al., 2021), sports (Gottzén & Kremer-Sadlik, 2012;
Kremer-Sadlik & Kim, 2007), media-consumption activities (Caronia,
2012), and cleaning practices (Fasulo et al., 2007). However, among the
activities that make up the fabric of ordinary family, there is at least one
that has been scarcely explored as a morally dense educational arena:
homework.
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2.1 Homework as a morally dense accomplishment

Like other family activities entailing interactions between parents and
children, homework can be considered a moral site, an opportunity for
locally (re)affirming and conveying “implicit and explicit messages about
right and wrong, better and worse, rules, norms, obligations, duties, eti-
quette, moral reasoning, virtue, character, and other dimensions on how to
lead a moral life” (Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 2007: 5). As stressed by Pon-
tecorvo et al. (2013), parent-assisted homework features “a complex hy-
bridization of different practices”, promoting both formal and informal
learning, and including socialization into culture-specific dimensions like
“norms, values, and beliefs enacted within the family” (Pontecorvo et al.,
2013: 14). Put another way, in and through the unfolding of homework
conversations, children do not merely learn subject-related contents. They
are also pervasively educated into the pillars of the “small culture” of the
family (Holliday, 1999) as well as the larger cultures of the communities
they belong to. Recent research on homework has started illuminating the
pervasive process of moral education afforded by parent-child homework
interactions. For example, Wingard (2007) and Colla (2020) have illus-
trated that conversations during and about homework feature references
to time, its value, as well as rules for its management, thus constituting
a fundamental arena for children’s ‘temporal socialization’ (Elias, 1992;
Daly, 1996). Considering homework as a “zone of [...] double-belonging”
(Marsico, 2013: 367), i.e., a bridge between family and school cultures,
Kremer-Sadlik & Fatigante (2015) and Colla (2022b) have shown that
parent-child homework conversations give parents the chance to make ex-
plicit and negotiate moral standards, beliefs, and rules concerning the ways
in which homework and school-related activities should be done. By doing
homework with their parents, children are thus exposed to ‘teacher-like’
standards and expectations, gradually learning school-appropriate ways
of behaving.

Building on these works, and contributing to the still-underexplored line
of inquiry of ‘homework-related morality’, this article illustrates how this
routinary activity is pervaded by parents’ and children’s moral talk. The
analyses below show how moral horizons concerning topics as different as
children’s duties and autonomy, the imperative of striving for excellence,
the existence of social roles and related rights and responsibilities are made
relevant, discussed, and conveyed in the unfolding of ordinary parent-child
interactions during homework.

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The data presented in this study are drawn from a corpus of 62 video-re-
corded homework sessions. The 19 families involved in the project lived
in two regions in the north of Italy and were composed of two working
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parents and at least one child attending primary school (i.e., 6-10 years
old). Among the nineteen families involved, three families have a migratory
background; in all families, parents and children speak Italian when doing
homework. Participants were recruited by the author and their colleagues
through their personal and work connections. To reduce the potential im-
pact of the researcher and the video-recording tools, the video-recording
process was self-administered by the parents in compliance with the in-
structions provided by the researcher (e.g., information about when to
turn on/off the camera, where to place it etc.). Participants’ consent was
obtained according to Italian and European laws regulating the handling
of personal and sensitive data (i.e., Italian law n. 196/2003 and EU Regula-
tion n. 2016/679). For the sake of anonymity, all names have been fiction-
alized and references to people and places have been modified or omitted.

Data have been transcribed and analyzed adopting a conversation anal-
ysis informed approach (Sidnell & Stivers, 2013; Sacks et al., 1974; for
transcript conventions see the Appendix). This methodological approach
has been chosen because it allows to identify and analyze the micro and
multimodal details of parent-child conversations. Indeed, in line with the
phenomenological approach in pedagogy (Bertolini, 1988; Caronia, 2011,
2018, 2020), investigating the situated unfolding of parent-child interac-
tions is viewed here as a way to discover and describe the unnoticed educa-
tional events that sprinkle ordinary family life. In line with the multimodal
approach to social interaction (Goodwin, 2000), transcripts have been en-
riched with notations for gaze, gestures, body movements, and orientations
to objects when treated as relevant by the participants. The transcripts in
this article are presented in two lines: the original Italian transcript is fol-
lowed by an idiomatic translation in American English.

For the aims of this study, data were first observed on the basis of a
broad definition of ‘moral talk’, i.e., any instance of implicit and explic-
it conversations about good and bad, right and wrong, appropriate and
inappropriate, values, obligations, prohibitions, general principles, and
duties (see Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 2007). After repeated observation, 58
occurrences of moral talk have been identified. In these conversational se-
quences, parents visibly assume and evoke in more or less explicit ways a
series of moral beliefs, norms, and expectations that concern not only the
ongoing activity of homework, but also related issues like learning, school-
ing, and education, as well as topics that are more distantly related to the
specific activity at hand, such as children’s duties, the management of time,
the notion of autonomy, the existence of social roles and related responsi-
bilities. Illustrating some of these sequences, the analyses presented in the
next section show that parent-child homework interactions, despite being
characterized by learning-oriented exchanges and practices of formal ed-
ucation, also afford moments of ethical reflexivity (Kremer-Sadlik, 2019;
Keane, 2014a, 2014b, 2016) whereby parents and children evoke, co-con-
struct, and educate each other into morally appropriate ways of thinking,
feeling, and behaving.
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4. PARENT-ASSISTED HOMEWORK AS AN ARENA FOR
MORAL EDUCATION

The examples in this section show how everyday homework conversa-
tions between parents and children constitute a fertile soil for moral talk.
In the unfolding of didactic sequences, in-between school-like activities
geared toward producing subject-related learning and formal education
(e.g., explanations, tests, and quizzes), parents and children interrupt the
accomplishment of the task at hand and indulge in the formulation and
discussion of morally relevant topics emerging from the contingencies of
the specific interaction. Ex. 1 below perfectly illustrates this phenome-
non. It occurs just at the end of a quiz activity whereby the mother has
tested Tania’s knowledge of the history lesson due the next day. Since
Tania has failed to answer most of the quiz questions, the mother in-
structs her on what to do next (i.e., revising the lesson). What follows
is a sequence of moral talk whereby mother and child discuss rights and
responsibilities related to different social roles, more specifically those of
‘teacher’ and ‘pupil’.

Ex. 1 — “She’s the teacher. She can”
F5SH4 (12.20 - 12.55)
Mother; Tania (nine years old, fifth grade)

1 Mother allora secondo me bisogna che lo riguardi eh (.) perché=
ok, in my opinion you need to look at it again eh (.) because=

2 Tania =si ma non ci pud dare [all’inizio della scuola qua-]
=yes but she can’t give us [at the beginning of the school fo-]

3 Mother [no lei puo.]
[no she can.]
4 lei puo.
she can.
5 Tania quattro pagine

four pages ((in an irritated tone))

6 Mother sl te ne pud dare anche dieci “perché lei & 1’insegnante.
yes she can even give you ten “because she’s the teacher.

7 Tania ~((takes the history book closer and starts reading

i)

8 Mother lei puo.
she can.

After quizzing Tania on the history lesson and ascertaining her very
scarce knowledge of it (not transcribed), the mother instructs the child
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on what she should do next, that is revise the lesson (line 1). Clearly
enough, with this turn the mother also conveys a negative evaluation of
the child’s performance in the quiz. However, note that such a negative
evaluation is delivered in a very indirect and mitigated way. Indeed, the
mother does not explicitly state the negative evaluation; rather, she puts
it across by suggesting that the child needs to revise the lesson. The use
of a suggestion framed as the mother’s personal opinion (“in my opin-
ion”, line 1) mitigates the negative evaluation of the child’s performance.
Furthermore, the mother words the action that Tania should carry out
as “looking at [the lesson] again”, and not, for example, as ‘revising’ or
‘studying’. By stating that the child needs to merely ‘look again’ at the
lesson, the mother further minimizes the negative evaluation of her per-
formance. With such a mitigated instruction, the mother appears oriented
to protecting the child’s “face” (Goffman, 1955) while still conveying a
negative evaluation of the child’s knowledge of the history lesson. In her
reply, Tania initially accepts the mother’s instruction and implied neg-
ative evaluation (“yes”, line 2). Yet, immediately after that, she starts
complaining about the teacher’s homework-related behavior. More spe-
cifically, Tania denies the legitimacy of the teacher’s homework-related
conduct (“she can’t give us”) in the light of the specific time of the year
(“at the beginning of the school”, line 2). Interestingly, Tania’s complaint
constitutes an occurrence of “polyphonic repetition” (Bazzanella, 1993):
it resonates with a series of discourses against homework that circulate
as ‘conversational routines’ in the cultural-linguistic community. These
discourses evoked by the child argue that homework is a source of stress
for children and advocate for its reduction or elimination, especially at
specific times such as the beginning/end of the school year and during
holidays (Bennet & Kalish, 2006; Kralovec & Buell, 2000, 2001; Parodi,
2016, 2018). The evoking of these discourses allows Tania to present her
claim as a socially shared belief, thus making it more reliable. It is worth
pointing out that, by questioning the legitimacy of the teacher’s home-
work-related conduct, Tania does at least two things. First, she claims
the right to evaluate and even criticize the teacher’s behavior. Second, she
implicitly provides a justification for her scarce knowledge of the history
lesson. In a few words, Tania attributes to the teacher the responsibility
for her own poor performance in the quiz.

The mother rejects Tania’s complaint in a totally unmitigated way
(lines 3 and 4). Not only does she produce her turn immediately, in
interjacent overlapping (Drew, 2009) with Tania, but she also blunt-
ly rejects the child’s claim (“no”), and then partially recycles Tania’s
words in a reversed polarity (“she can. She can.”, lines 3 and 4). In this
way, the mother displays all her disagreement with the child’s claim.
With this turn, and especially through the repetition of the concise de-
ontic claims “she can” uttered in a final intonation (lines 3 and 4), the
mother discursively constructs the teacher as an unquestionable, almost
almighty authority over homework, in clear opposition with Tania’s
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previous turn. In addition, in rejecting the child’s complaint about the
teacher’s homework-related conduct, the mother attributes to Tania
alone the responsibility for her scant knowledge of the history lesson
and poor performance in the home quiz.

In replying to her mother, Tania further pursues her complaint trajec-
tory, this time by questioning the legitimacy of the amount of homework
(“four pages”, line 5). Yet, the mother bluntly confirms the teacher’s au-
thority (“yes”), then she provides a conforming extreme example (“she can
even give you ten”, line 6) followed by a quasi-tautological account (“be-
cause she’s the teacher”, line 6). In this way, the mother further presents
the teacher as an almighty authority over homework: she can do anything
by virtue of her teacher status and the child is not entitled to question her
choices. Even after Tania has visibly abandoned the complaint trajectory
(she takes the history book and starts revising, line 7), the mother affirms
the teacher’s authority once again through the repetition of the deontic
claim (“she can”, line 8).

In sum, this episode shows how the mother interactively constructs the
unquestionable authority of the teacher and makes relevant the child’s duty
to respect such an authority. Underlying this exchange is the assumption,
visibly taken for granted and made relevant by the mother, that different
social roles (in this case, teacher and pupil) entail different rights, duties,
and responsibilities. By taking part in ordinary interactions like this one,
children like Tania are socialized into the existence of a culture-specific
social hierarchy, they are assigned a place in it, and they are educated to
complying with the duties, responsibilities, and moral expectations that it
entails. As this example clearly shows, such a morally dense topic emerged
in the unfolding of ordinary homework conversations and was triggered
by a school-like activity devoted to formal learning like testing (see Caro-
nia et al., in press).

The next excerpt further illustrates how morally dense conversations
between parents and children are afforded by an activity intended to pro-
mote subject-related learning, in this case homework correction. We join
the conversation when the mother is correcting the homework exercises
done by the child. This correction activity is deeply informed by teachers’
expectations and oriented toward fostering the child’s learning of school
assessment standards. However, there is more than this formal learning-ori-
ented talk going on. The entire exchange lies on the moral notion of ‘virtue’
(Lambek, 2010; Maclntyre, 1984), that is the assumption that one should
do their best and strive for excellence. Despite not being explicitly stated as
such, this moral imperative is taken for granted, made “actionable through
talk” (Heritage, 1997: 222), and put into practice by the mother first and
then by child as well.

Ex. 2 —“You can color a bit better”
F1H1 v.2 (08.45 - 10.35)
Mother; Vale (six years old, first grade)
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1 Mother qui hai colorato abbastanza bene, qua:, “secondo me:,
here you have colored quite well, he:re, "“in my opinio:n,

2 ~((turns the page and points to a
picture))

3 Vale ihiih([ihihih

4 Mother [puoi colorare un po’ me:glio. mi sbaglio?

[you can color a bit be:tter. am I wrong?

5 Vale ((takes a crayon))

6 Mother fai a modo.
do it properly.

While correcting the homework exercises done by the child, the mother
issues a negative evaluation of the child’s coloring (“here, in my opinion,
you can color a bit better. Am I wrong?”, lines 1 and 4). Similarly to what
we have seen in ex. 1, the mother’s negative evaluation is very mitigated.
Indeed, the mother begins with the positive evaluation of a picture colored
by the child (“here you have colored quite well”, line 1), then she makes
relevant another picture through the deictic “here” uttered in a continuing
intonation (line 1). However, before saying anything about it, she frames
what she is about to say as her own personal opinion (“in my opinion”, line
1). Only after that, the mother finally produces a very mitigated negative
evaluation: she affirms the child’s ability to slightly improve her work, ask-
ing for the child’s confirmation (“you can color a bit better. Am I wrong?”,
line 4). Despite this mitigation, the mother’s negative evaluation is morally
saturated: by stressing that the child could improve her work by coloring
“a bit better”, the mother makes relevant the taken-for-granted belief that
the child should do her best in completing the assignments. The imperative
of striving for excellence, which is at the basis of the notion of virtue, is
thus visibly assumed and made “actionable through talk” (Heritage, 1997:
222) by the mother.

Vale immediately complies with this ought-to-be horizon as she displays
her intention to start coloring (she takes a crayon, line 5). Before Vale be-
gins, the mother issues a ‘morally dense’ directive: “do it properly” (line
6). The adverb “properly” encodes all the moral relevance of the mother’s
intervention: with this directive, the mother communicates that there is a
‘proper’ way to do homework, a moral standard of ‘appropriateness’ that
the child should meet when doing homework. The right way of behaving
when doing school-related activities like homework entails improving the
work and striving to do one’s own best.

The development of the exchange shows how the child herself orients
to the moral imperative of striving for excellence and puts into practice.
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14 seconds omitted: Vale colors the picture requested by the mother

7
8 Vale ((takes another crayon and starts coloring another picture))
9 Mother quello va gia bene
that one is already ok
10 Vale no no meglio

no no better ((coloring))

11 Mother ((smiles))

After coloring the picture requested by the mother (line 7), Vale takes
another crayon thus displaying her intention to color another picture
(line 8). At this point, the mother communicates that there is no need
to color that picture since it is “already ok” (line 9). However, Vale ex-
presses her disagreement with the mother’s assessment by saying that
it can be improved (“no no better”, line 10) and concurrently starts
coloring. This brief exchange demonstrates the child’s orientation to the
moral imperative previously evoked by the mother: Vale is not satisfied
with her homework being “ok” and works to make it “better”. In so
doing, the child demonstrates she has been socialized into pursuing vir-
tue (i.e., striving for excellence) in doing homework. By replying with a
smile (line 11), the mother treats the child’s conduct as morally appro-
priate and therefore ratifies the assumption upon which it is based: the
child must strive for excellence when doing the assignments. Similarly
to ex. 1, this excerpt shows that parent-child conversations centered on
homework exercises and intended to foster children’s formal learning
are in fact sprinkled with moral messages that educate children into
culture-specific ethical horizons.

The ethical density of homework dialogues and their constitutive role in
the process whereby children become morally competent subjects is further
exemplified in the following excerpt. Here, mother and child are doing a
math assignment together, which consists of a series of calculations. Since
neither the child nor the mother know how to do it, the mother looks at
the calculations that the child did earlier that afternoon, without the moth-
er. When the mother sees that these calculations are correct, she asks the
child how she did them. This question originates a long sequence where the
child’s conduct is treated as an object of moral assessment and the ethical-
ly dense notions of ‘cheating’ and ‘autonomy’ are discussed by all family
members and given a situated meaning.
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Ex. 3 — “Then it’s cheating”
F8H3 v. 2 (06.20 — 06.50)
Mother; Father; Carolina (eight years old, third grade)

1 Mother come le hai fatte?
how did you do them?

2 Carolina eh:: ((looking at the subtractions))

3 Mother le hai 1COPIATE?
did you t1COPY them from someone else?

4 Carolina no: | :: ((looking at the mother))

5 1’inizio 1’ho fatto i:o=
the beginning I did myse:1f=

6 Mother =1’inizio, e la fine?
=the beginning, and the end?

7 Carolina °mi ha aiutato un po’ la Sara®
°Sara helped me a bit° ((laughing))

8 Mother ah si? ah:::: ecco dicevo che brava
oh really? oh:::: that’s why I was saying to myself how well
((smiling))

9 le ha fatte tutte bene oggi [quelle 1i

she* did them all well today [those there ((smiling))

10 Father [allora c’e 1'imbroglio
[then it’s cheating ((smiling))

11 Mother c’é 1’imbroglio
it’s cheating ((laughing))

*She = Carolina

Having seen the calculations that Carolina did correctly earlier that af-
ternoon (not transcribed), the mother asks the child how she did them
(line 1). After the child’s failure to provide an answer (line 2), the moth-
er asks whether she copied them (“did you COPY them from someone
else?”, line 3). By emphasizing the word “copy” (see the higher volume
and pitch), the mother conveys the problematic nature of this action. The
belief that copying is a morally inappropriate practice is also displayed by
Carolina who straightforwardly rejects the mother’s hypothesis through
a prolonged, prosodically marked occurrence of the token “no” (line 4).
After that, Carolina specifies that she did the beginning of the calculations
(line 5). Pressed by the mother’s further question (line 6), Carolina finally
admits that Sara (i.e., a family friend) helped her “a bit”. Note that, in re-
porting that she received help from a family friend, Carolina demonstrates
in various ways her orientation to the problematic nature of this conduct.
First, she maximizes her own contribution to homework (“the beginning I
did myself”, line 5); second, she does not reveal that she was helped until
explicitly asked by the mother. When she finally admits that she received
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help, Carolina minimizes the support provided by Sara (“Sara helped me
a bit”, line 7) and accompanies this disclosure with a light laughter, which
marks her turn as delicate, awkward talk (Haakana, 2001). With these
turns (lines 5 and 7), Carolina displays and “talks into being” (Heritage,
1984a: 290) the belief that homework should be done autonomously, with
no help, as well as the idea that her conduct is problematic from a moral
point of view.

The mother welcomes the information provided by Carolina with sur-
prise (see the request for confirmation “oh really?” with the prolonged
change of state token in line 8; Heritage, 1984b) while displaying affilia-
tion with the child through the smiling voice (Haakana, 2010). After the
mother acknowledges that Sara is responsible for Carolina’s good math
performance (lines 8 and 9), the father intervenes by describing the child’s
conduct as “cheating” (line 10). This definition of the child’s conduct is
ratified by the mother who repeats it in laughter (“it’s cheating”, line 11).
Even though both the father’s and the mother’s claims are accompanied
by laughter (lines 10 and 11), the Italian word “imbroglio” (“cheating”)
characterizes Carolina’s behavior in a morally dense and strongly negative
way. Receiving help and failing to be autonomous in doing homework is
thus unanimously treated by the parents (as well as by the child herself
first) as a problematic and deeply immoral behavior. This mundane, con-
tingent exchange occurring while mother and child are doing the math
assignment is extremely rich from a moral point of view. In this conver-
sation, Carolina, her mother, and her father momentarily suspend the on-
going accomplishment of the calculations to evaluate the child’s conduct
and negotiate the appropriateness of actions like ‘copying’, ‘cheating’, and
‘receiving help’. Furthermore, against the backdrop of this morally dense
conversation, mother, father, and child indirectly affirm the value of au-
tonomy in doing homework. Even though it is never explicitly stated as
such, the imperative of ‘doing homework autonomously’ is the founda-
tion of this exchange, and it is tacitly reaffirmed and conveyed as an un-
questionable moral principle.

5. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

Through a detailed analysis of the turn-by-turn unfolding of parent-child
interactions, this study has illustrated that parent-assisted homework is
far more than a learning-oriented activity whereby children acquire sub-
ject-related knowledge and develop academic skills. This routinary activity
constitutes an ethically dense accomplishment, an arena where parents and
children evoke, discuss, or even tacitly convey culture-specific moral as-
sumptions. Indeed, as the analyses have shown, homework is sprinkled with
moments of ethical reflexivity (Kremer-Sadlik, 2019; Keane, 2014a,2014b,
2016) during which family members suspend the ongoing formal-learning
tasks they are involved in to indulge in morally dense discourses. While
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doing homework with their parents, children have the chance to listen to,
discuss, and appropriate moral ideologies concerning topics as diverse as
the existence of social roles and related duties, rights, and responsibilities
(ex. 1), the notion of virtue (ex. 2), the value of autonomy (ex. 3), as well
as related moral imperatives such as avoiding complaining (ex. 1), doing
one’s best (ex. 2), and avoiding copying and cheating (ex. 3). As this article
has illustrated, these ethically dense topics emerge and are dealt with in the
unfolding of ordinary, learning-oriented activities like repeating the histo-
ry lesson or doing math calculations. In this perspective, parent-assisted
homework can be defined as a hybrid learning activity (Pontecorvo et al.,
2013), an interactive achievement whereby children are apprenticed into
a wide range of beliefs, notions, rules, and expectations. By participating
in parent-assisted homework interactions, children do not merely learn
subject-related topics (e.g., the history lesson) and the procedures for com-
pleting the assigned tasks (e.g., how to color pictures or how to do math
calculations). They also acquire the much more foundational and overar-
ching moral knowledge that structures their ways of being in the world and
making sense of it. In a nutshell, and similarly to other mundane family
activities (e.g., mealtimes, see Galatolo & Caronia, 2018; Caronia et al.,
2021; Vassallo, 2016), homework constitutes a privileged site for moral
education, an activity whereby children are apprenticed into ‘right’ ways
of thinking, feeling, and behaving.

In showing that and how a school-related, formal learning activity like
homework is imbued with moral messages that socialize children into cul-
turally competent social actors, this article demonstrates that practices of
formal and informal education coexist and co-constitute each other. As
argued by diverse scholars who intervened in the long-standing Italian de-
bate on the relationship between ‘socialization” and ‘instruction’, a neat
separation between formal and informal learning, intentional and unin-
tentional education, socialization and instruction, although useful from
a theoretical point of view, is not possible in concrete practice, because
any instructional activity, no matter how formal, intentional, and oriented
to producing subject-related learning, inevitably implies and contributes
to transmitting a series of cultural and deeply moral meanings (Bertolini,
1988; Massa, 1997).

By empirically illustrating to what extent parent-assisted homework is
pervaded by moral talk and events of moral education, this work consti-
tutes a valuable resource to foster educators’, particularly parents’, reflex-
ivity and “epistemic vigilance” about their own mundane — and largely
unnoticed — educational praxis (Caronia, 2020: 60). Indeed, this work
sheds light on the huge and pervasive moral work that parents and care-
givers carry out in the unfolding of everyday life. When talking with chil-
dren during everyday activities, even when deeply involved in apparently
mere ‘academic’, ‘subject-related’ talk, parents frequently create spaces of
informal education (Tramma, 2009). By delving into conversational ex-
cursus whereby moral values and assumptions are made relevant, parents



More than learning. Parent-assisted homework as an arena for moral education — V. Colla

convey such ethical systems, raising their children into morally competent
beings. Shedding light on the ordinary yet deeply moral conversations that
uphold mundane experiences, this article promotes parents’ awareness of
the educational density of everyday family activities, fostering their ability
to see, critically evaluate, and (re)orient their ordinary practices of moral
education. Last but not least, the present study offers relevant insights for
teachers’ praxis and training. By unveiling the concrete and mundane ways
in which homework unfolds as an ordinary family activity, and showing to
what extent this activity promotes practices of informal, moral education,
this study can contribute to raising teachers’ awareness of the educational
import of an ordinary, often taken-for-granted, and even ‘unseen’ activity
like homework.

APPENDIX

°word® talk that is markedly quieter than the rest of the talk

WORD talk that is markedly louder than the rest of the talk

[word] overlapping talk

(.) pause shorter than 0.2 seconds

(1.5) pause measured in seconds and tenths of a second

= absence of any discernable silence between two turns

- prior word or sound is cut off

((word)) description of nonverbal events (e.g., gestures, gaze direction)

wo:rd prolongation of the sound

, slightly rising intonation

? strongly rising intonation (typical of questions)

. falling intonation

1 higher pitch

i) lower pitch

A moment when nonverbal event begins with respect to uttered
words
translator’s notes
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