
15 August 2026

Alma Mater Studiorum Università di Bologna
Archivio istituzionale della ricerca

Colla, V. (2023). Teacher Martina wants you to write in cursive’ : parents invoking school morality in
directive sequences during homework. RESEARCH ON CHILDREN AND SOCIAL INTERACTION, 7(1), 65-91
[10.1558/rcsi.23595].

Published Version:

Teacher Martina wants you to write in cursive’ : parents invoking school morality in directive sequences
during homework

Published:
DOI: http://doi.org/10.1558/rcsi.23595

Terms of use:

(Article begins on next page)

Some rights reserved. The terms and conditions for the reuse of this version of the manuscript are
specified in the publishing policy. For all terms of use and more information see the publisher's website.

Availability:
This version is available at: https://hdl.handle.net/11585/953809 since: 2024-01-24

This is the final peer-reviewed author’s accepted manuscript (postprint) of the following publication:

This item was downloaded from IRIS Università di Bologna (https://cris.unibo.it/).
When citing, please refer to the published version.

http://doi.org/10.1558/rcsi.23595
https://hdl.handle.net/11585/953809


This item was downloaded from IRIS Università di Bologna (https://cris.unibo.it/) 

When citing, please refer to the published version. 

 

 

 

 

 

This is the final peer-reviewed accepted manuscript of:  

Colla, V. (2023). ‘Teacher Martina wants you to write in cursive’: Parents invoking 
school morality in directive sequences during homework. Research on Children and 
Social Interaction, 7(1), 65–91. 

The final published version is available online at: https://doi.org/10.1558/rcsi.23595 

 

Terms of use: 

Some rights reserved. The terms and conditions for the reuse of this version of the manuscript are 
specified in the publishing policy. For all terms of use and more information see the publisher's 
website.   

 

https://cris.unibo.it/
https://doi.org/10.1558/rcsi.23595


1 
 

“Teacher Martina wants you to write in cursive”: Parents invoking school morality in 
directive sequences during homework  

Article for the Special Issue “Talking to and about children: Studies of child-centered 
interaction across contexts” 

Vittoria Colla 

University of Modena and Reggio Emilia 

Department of Studies on Language and Culture – Via Sant’Eufemia, 19, 41121 Modena (Italy) 

v.colla@unimore.it 

 

 

Abstract  

The concept of ‘family-school partnership’ has been extensively investigated from a macro and 
theoretical perspective, but it is still little explored at the micro level of interaction. Based on video-
recorded homework sessions collected in Italian family residences and drawing on conversation 
analysis, this paper shows how parents enact what constitutes the core meaning of the family-school 
partnership, i.e., the sharing of values between home and school. The analysis shows that parents 
invoke what they frame as ‘school morality’ as an account in directive sequences. It is argued that, in 
so doing, parents increase their own entitlement while reducing the assertiveness of their directives. 
At the same time, they display their orientation toward aligning with school morality and discursively 
construct a moral order common to family and school.  

Keywords: Parent-child interaction, directive sequences, account, homework, family-school 
partnership  
 

Introduction 

Since the eighties, several socio-pedagogical studies have investigated the effects of parental 
involvement in children’s education (Booth & Dunn, 1996; Castro et al., 2015; Epstein, 1990, 2001; 
Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001). Early studies on this topic have particularly stressed the existence of 
positive correlations between parental involvement and children’s learning outcomes, motivation, 
and attitudes toward schooling (see among others, Epstein, 1990; Henderson & Berla, 1994). Even 
though research in recent years has significantly contributed to nuancing such a positive conception 
of parental involvement1, the idea that parents should play an active role in children’s education is 
still largely held (Colla, 2022; Kremer-Sadlik & Fatigante, 2015; Wingard & Forsberg, 2009). This 
is ascribable to long-established education policies that propose the so-called ‘family-school 
partnership’ as a means to improve children’s academic results and recommend that parents get 
involved in children’s school-related experiences (Kremer-Sadlik & Fatigante, 2015; Wingard & 
Forsberg, 2009). The family-school partnership has thus become a taken-for-granted target in 
education: institutional occasions for parent-teacher encounters have been established, and ‘good 
parents’ are nowadays expected to be active members of the school community and “quasi-literacy 

                                                           
1 Research has indicated a variety of problematic aspects and negative effects that parental involvement can have on 
children, parents, and society more in general (Baquedano-Lòpez et al., 2013; Blackmore & Hutchinson, 2010; Lareau, 
1987, 2003). 
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teachers” at home (Blackmore & Hutchinson, 2010, p. 503; Forsberg, 2009; Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 
2013).   

 Two interactive activities are typically considered the building blocks of the family-school 
partnership: parent-teacher conferences and homework. While parent-teacher conferences have been 
extensively investigated as an interactive achievement and conversational site for enacting cultural 
standards of ‘good parenting’ (see among others, Caronia, 2022; Pillet-Shore, 2003, 2012, 2015, 
2016), homework interactions have received less attention (but see Forsberg, 2007; Goodwin, 2007; 
Pontecorvo, Liberati & Monaco, 2013; Wingard, 2006; Wingard & Forsberg, 2009). Previous 
research on homework in an interactional perspective has analysed the sequential unfolding of parent-
child homework conversations, showing how such ordinary interactions are imbued with moral 
assumptions, rules, and expectations that concern both parents and children’s conduct and contribute 
to the local construction of family members’ identities (Colla, 2020; Forsberg, 2007). This paper adds 
to this line of inquiry by illustrating how the standard of the family-school partnership is visibly 
assumed and achieved through ordinary homework conversations. Based on video-recorded 
homework sessions collected in Italian, middle-class family residences and drawing on conversation 
analysis, this paper shows how parents enact and ‘put into words’ what constitutes the core meaning 
of the family-school partnership, i.e., the sharing of values between home and school2. Considering 
morality as the recursively achieved product of social interaction (Heritage, 1984; Sidnell, 2010; 
Stivers, Mondada & Steensig, 2011), this paper shows how parents create a moral order common to 
home and school by invoking what they frame as ‘school morality’ in directive sequences during 
homework.  

The paper is structured as follows. The next section provides a review of literature on morality 
as an interactively achieved product of everyday activities, with a particular focus on parent-child 
interactions, directive sequences, and accounts. After the description of the corpus and methodology 
of the study, we analyse a series of excerpts of parent-child directive sequences during homework. In 
these excerpts, parents account for their directives by invoking what they frame as ‘school morality’, 
i.e., parents explicitly present the rules, obligations, expectations, and requests they utter as 
‘established by the school’. Including a contrastive excerpt, the analyses illustrate that parents’ 
invocation of school morality is functional to increasing their entitlement while reducing 
assertiveness in directive sequences. In the conclusion, we argue that parents’ invocation of school 
morality deserves attention not only because it constitutes a means to claim authority and entitlement 
in homework directive sequences, but also because it demonstrates parents’ orientation to the concept 
at the basis of the family-school partnership, i.e., the idea that family and school should have the same 
moral orders. 

 
Morality in everyday activities and parent-child interactions 

In ethnomethodological and conversation analytic traditions, morality is conceived not as an objective 
social ‘fact’ or a set of “seductively unattainable ideal[s]” (Eagleton, 2009, p. 302) stored in people’s 
minds. Rather, it is viewed as the interactionally constructed product of everyday social activities 
(Garfinkel, 1967; Goffman, 1955, 1983; Sacks, 1984). By ordering their mundane lives according to 
taken-for-granted moral orders (i.e., beliefs, values, rules, etiquette, and ideas regarding what is right 
vs. wrong, good vs. bad, appropriate vs. inappropriate), social actors demonstrate their orientation to 

                                                           
2 Pedagogical research and education policies concur in framing the family-school partnership as based on shared values 
between family and school. In order to build and maintain the partnership with the school, parents should make their 
homes “school-like” (Epstein, 1995, p. 83), that is they should duplicate the school and promote children’s school-aligned 
learning by articulating school rules, expectations, and standards (Epstein, 1995, 2001; Walker et al., 2004; see also the 
document issued by the Italian Ministry of Education “Nota Miur 22/11/2012, Trasmissione linee di indirizzo”).  
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morality, they give social existence to it, and (re)affirm its validity “for another next first time” 
(Garfinkel, 2002). In line with this theoretical perspective, a significant amount of research has 
focused on morality as an interactive accomplishment, i.e., a dimension emerging from and 
(re)constituted in social interactions (Bergmann, 1998; Linell & Rommetveit, 1998; Sidnell, 2010; 
for an overview, Robles, 2015). Works in this stream of research have shown that morality is 
displayed and ‘made’ in a variety of interactive ways. As Heritage and Lindström (1998) contend, 
not only is the interaction order (i.e., the set of cultural norms regulating who has the right or 
obligation to speak when and about what) a moral order in itself, but also the content of talk is 
endowed with moral meanings and displays the speakers’ orientation to moral values. Morality is 
encoded in the pragmatic dimension of language too. Activities like evaluations, compliments, 
critiques, blamings, advice, and accounts interactively establish participants’ agency and 
responsibility, conveying a moral assessment of the object of these activities (Aronsson & 
Osvaldsson, 2013; Stokoe & Edward, 2015). A further dimension of morality-in-interaction can be 
traced in the management of epistemic and deontic stances (Heritage & Raymond, 2005; Stevanovic 
& Peräkylä, 2013). When people display and negotiate their respective areas of knowledge and 
authority, they ratify (or challenge) implicit rights and responsibilities, thus implicating social 
expectations and moral judgments (Stivers et al., 2011). In sum, the ways in which social actors talk 
and interact constitute the visible demonstration as well as the local reproduction of taken-for-granted 
moral orders.  

The moral density of mundane social interaction is particularly visible in parent-child 
conversations (Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 2007, 2013; Sterponi, 2009, 2014). What is peculiar to family 
interactions is that morality is not only present in the form of underlying taken-for-granted premises 
implicitly ordering activities and conversations, but it is also frequently brought to the surface of 
interaction and mentioned explicitly. This typically occurs in directive sequences, i.e., sequences 
geared toward getting someone to do something (Goodwin, 2006; Goodwin & Cekaite, 2013, 2014, 
2018)3. Directive sequences are constituted of different formats of directives (e.g., declarative 
directives, bald imperatives, embodied directives, Cekaite, 2010; Craven & Potter, 2010; Kent, 2012) 
as well as other “practices of control” (Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018) such as threats (Hepburn & Potter, 
2011), rules (Wootton, 1986), negative evaluations (Caronia, Colla, & Galatolo, 2021), requests for 
account (Sterponi, 2003, 2009), activity contracts (Aronsson & Cekaite, 2011), and reproaches 
(Sterponi, 2014). Through directive sequences, parents evoke norms, expectations, duties, 
prohibitions, right vs. wrong behaviours, thus demonstrating their own orientation to such culture-
specific moral orders, ratifying them, and conveying them to children as self-evident and 
unquestionable certainties.  

A further interactive site where morality typically emerges is accounts (Antaki, 1994; Antaki 
& Kent, 2012; Heritage, 1988; Sterponi, 2003, 2009). By making explicit “the social reasoning that 
people go through to make sense of their words” (Antaki, 1994, p. 1), accounts are fundamental sites 
where participants’ moral reasoning is made available to others. As illustrated by Sterponi (2009), 
parent-child discursive practices related to accountability are “an avenue for understanding how 
morality is enacted and negotiated in everyday […] interaction” (p. 442). In the unfolding of directive 
sequences, accounts have a key role in the constitution of participants’ deontic rights or ‘entitlement’ 
(Antaki & Kent, 2012; Svennevig & Djiordjilovic, 2015). By providing the reason why the requested 

                                                           
3 In line with conversation analytic research, this study differentiates “recruitments” from “directives”. The term 
“recruitment” (Kendrick & Drew, 2016) is used to analyse how interactants solicit help from one another in a perspective 
of social cohesion, solidarity, and affiliation (Kendrick, 2021). This term refers to actions through which speakers seek 
“the help of another in doing or managing things that [they] could not do, or could not so easily do, or would prefer not 
to do, by [themselves]” (Drew & Couper-Kuhlen, 2014, p. 2). In contrast, the term “directive” indicates “forms that have 
the pragmatic function of controlling the behaviour of another” (Drew & Couper-Kuhlen, 2014, p. 8). It is mainly used 
to analyse the ways in which participants control one another’s behaviour by making relevant the asymmetry of their 
relationship, as it is typically the case with parent-child interactions (Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018; Kent, 2012).  
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action needs to be performed, accounts typically moderate the assertiveness of the directive and 
address the speaker’s entitlement (Antaki & Kent, 2012).  

By examining morality as “a discursive practice, inextricably linked with the social and 
cultural contexts in which it is produced” (Sterponi, 2014, p. 136), this study investigates the 
interactive ways in which a shared morality between family and school is invoked and interactively 
constructed by parents in the unfolding of directive sequences, and particularly through accounts, 
during homework.   
 

Data and methods  

The data used in this study are drawn from a corpus of 62 video-recorded homework sessions totalling 
2440 minutes, collected in 19 Italian, middle-class family residences between 2018 and 2020. The 
families involved in the study lived in the north of Italy and were composed of two working parents 
and at least one child attending primary school (i.e., aged 6 to 10). Participants were recruited by the 
author through her personal and work connections. To minimize the potential impact of the research 
setting, video recordings were self-administered by the parents; participants’ consent was obtained 
according to Italian law n. 196/2003 and EU Regulation n. 2016/679 (GDPR 2016/679), which 
regulate the handling of personal and sensitive data4.  

We initially observed the data to identify if and how the notions of parental involvement and 
family-school partnership were visibly assumed and/or evoked by parents and children in homework 
interactions. After repeated observation of the data, we noticed that parents appeared pervasively 
oriented to aligning with and reproducing a series of rules, expectations, duties, requests, habits, and 
etiquette that are consistent with the prototypical, institutional morality of the school (Thornberg, 
2008). In some cases, such an orientation was more implicit, e.g., parents adopted a ‘teacher-like’ 
behaviour by testing children on subject-related topics, by assessing their homework performance 
through school marks, and by using question formats that are typical of the school context like the 
initiation-response-evaluation sequence (Mehan, 1979) and designedly incomplete utterances 
(Koshik, 2002). In other cases, parents’ orientation to the prototypical, institutional morality of the 
school was more explicit and less ambiguous as parents explicitly framed the rules, obligations, 
expectations, and requests they uttered as ‘established by the school’. This was done through the use 
of words belonging to the semantic sphere of the school (e.g., ‘teacher’, ‘classroom’, ‘class’, ‘school 
grades’) as well as personal pronouns that unequivocally refer to children’s schoolteachers (as in ex. 
2 below). For the aims of this study, the analysis focuses on such explicit references to school 
morality, which typically occurred in the unfolding of directive sequences.    

The excerpts presented in this article have been transcribed and analysed by drawing on 
conversation analytic conventions (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974). In order to provide a more 
detailed description of participants’ bodily conduct (which is key in face-to-face, parent-child 
directive sequences), transcripts have been realized according to the conventions proposed by 
Mondada (2018; for transcription conventions see the Appendix). Transcripts are presented in two 
lines: the original Italian transcript is followed by an idiomatic translation in English. For the sake of 
anonymity, all names have been fictionalized.  

 

Parents invoking school morality in directive sequences  

                                                           
4 Written informed consent for publication of screenshots was obtained from the participants. Consistently with Italian 
and European regulations, consent for children’s participation in the study was collected from their parents.  
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Parents in the study invoked what they framed as ‘school morality’ in various ways, e.g., by reporting 
teachers’ requests, by making comparisons between family and school, and by referring to the school 
evaluation standards. Despite these diverse ways, the invocation of school morality occurred in a 
specific and recurrent interactive environment: directive sequences. More specifically, parents 
invoked school morality as a post-expansion following the directive adjacency pair composed of 1) 
parents’ directive(s), and 2) children’s compliance or “incipient compliance” (Kent, 2012; Schegloff, 
1989). Given its sequential positioning, the invocation of school morality was not a means to upgrade 
previous directives and pursue children’s compliance. Rather, being delivered in response to the 
child’s non-resistant behaviour, it worked retrospectively as an account (Antaki, 1994; Antaki & 
Kent, 2012; Heritage, 1988) for parents’ directives. At the same time, the invocation of school 
morality worked prospectively by marking the end of the directive sequence. As the examples below 
show, parents’ invocation of what they framed as ‘school morality’ was functional to achieving the 
double effect of increasing parents’ entitlement in directive sequences over homework and, at the 
same time, mitigating the assertiveness of such directive interventions.  

To illustrate the point, we analyse three excerpts where parents account for their directives 
based on school morality. These excerpts have been selected to show the diverse ways in which school 
morality was invoked in homework directive sequences (e.g., in the form of teachers’ requests or 
references to school-established evaluation standards). Since strong evidence for the dynamics of 
interactive conduct are often found in deviant cases (Heritage, 1984; Garfinkel, 1967), we end the 
analytic section with a fourth excerpt where the parent does not invoke school morality as an account 
for her directives. This contrastive example shows that parental entitlement in issuing directives about 
homework can be challenged by the child if school morality is not invoked by the parent.   

In Extract 1 below, the mother invokes school morality through what she frames as a report 
of the teacher’s request. In this case, the mother’s invocation of school morality occurs vis-à-vis the 
child’s display of incipient compliance. By virtue of its sequential positioning, the invocation works 
both retrospectively as an account for the directives and prospectively as a marker of the end of the 
directive sequence.  

Extract 1 – “Teacher Martina wants you to write in cursive”  
F15H2 v.1 (07.30 – 07.50) 
Mother; Roberta (eight years old, third grade)  

 

1 MOTHER #%tu devi scrivere sempre *in cons-in corsivo. 
  you always have to write in cuns-in cursive. 

 Roberta 
 
fig 

 %>>holds pen to her mouth--> 
                          *looks at mother--> 
#fig.1                      
 

2  (0.3) 

3 MOTHER    *la tua scrittura è il corsi:vo. no:,=  
    your writing must be cursi:ve. no:,=  

 Roberta -->*looks down at the notebook-->> 

4 MOTHER =stampato minuscolo. >stampato minuscolo< ti serve so:lo 
=printing. >printing< you o:nly need it  
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5  per saper leggere dai <libri>.  
to be able to read <books>. 

6  (2.7) 

7 MOTHER  <non DEVI scrivere (.) in stampato minuscolo.>  
<you MUST not write (.) in printing.>   

8  
Roberta 
 
 
fig 

(0.7) %(0.7)$ (0.2)%# 
   -->%moves pen away from her mouth and gets to 
hold it in writing grasp% 
            $leans toward the notebook-->> 
                    #fig.2 

9 MOTHER la maestra martina vuole  che   
teacher martina wants you[plur.] to  

10  scrivete in stampa-in: [corsivo.  
write   in   prin-in:  [cursive. 

11 ROBERTA                         [corsivo. 
                       [cursive. 

12 MOTHER  mh. 

13  (1.3) 

14 MOTHER 
 
 

qui+ndi. (0.7) i pori:feri:, (0.6)+  
so. (0.7) the pori:fera:, (0.6) 
   +points to a line on the notebook page+  

15  +(0.3) un esempio è l:a spu:+g:na,  
(0.3) an example is th:e spo:n:ge, 
+points to a picture--------+ 

 

 

Fig. 1       Fig. 2 

    
 

When the mother notices that the child has been writing homework exercises in printing instead of 
cursive (not transcribed), she begins an extended directive sequence. In line 1, she issues a declarative 
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directive (“you always have to write in cuns-cursive”, line 1). Here, the use of the temporal adverb 
“always” contributes to conveying the absolute, rule-like character of the directive (Wootton, 1986), 
thus framing Roberta’s printing writing as unquestionably wrong. Once she obtained the child’s 
attention (see Roberta’s gaze direction in line 1), the mother issues another directive making explicit 
how Roberta should and should not write (lines 3-4). Then, the mother explains what the printing 
should be used for (i.e., reading rather than writing, lines 4-5) and finally formulates the initial 
directive in the negative form (“you must not write (.) in printing.”, line 7). Throughout this insisted 
directive sequence, Roberta does not challenge the mother’s directives: she remains still and silent in 
a thoughtful posture (she holds the pen to her mouth and stares at her own writing, lines 1 and 3, fig. 
1). Yet, after the mother’s negative directive (line 7), Roberta moves the pen away from her mouth, 
gets to hold it in a writing grasp, and leans closer to the notebook (line 8, fig. 2), as if she was about 
to start correcting her printing writing. This embodied action constitutes an instance of incipient 
compliance: even though Roberta does not go on to correct her writing (she will do it a few minutes 
later, not transcribed), her embodied conduct combined with the lack of verbal resistance conveys the 
child’s acceptance of the mother’s directives and projects her future compliance.  

Vis-à-vis the child’s incipient compliance, the mother reports what she frames as the teacher’s 
request (“teacher Martina wants you[plur.] to write in lower-in: cursive”, lines 9 and 10). Being 
delivered after the series of directives, the invocation of school morality (i.e., the teacher’s will) 
provides an account for such an extended directive sequence. By presenting “writing in cursive” as 
something that teacher Martina wants for her students, the mother makes her directive sequence 
accountable based on the teacher’s expectations. This reference to what is presented as the teacher’s 
will allows the mother to demonstrate her knowledge of and alignment with school morality, thus 
increasing her own entitlement to issuing the directives. In other words, by reporting the teacher’s 
request, the mother claims epistemic authority on school morality and draws on it to assert deontic 
authority (Antaki & Kent, 2012; Heritage & Raymond, 2005; Stevanovic & Peräkylä, 2013). At the 
same time, the use of an account after a series of directives is a way to “moderate assertiveness” 
(Antaki & Kent, 2012, p. 883). By invoking school morality through the teacher’s request, not only 
does the mother provide the reason why the prescribed action must be accomplished, but she also 
stages herself as the teacher’s “sounding box” (Goffman, 1981, p. 226), thus downgrading her own 
personal agency in the directive sequence and sharing the responsibility for it with the invoked 
teacher. The assertiveness of the directives as well as the mother’s responsibility for them is thus 
reduced.  

The child’s orientation toward complying with the mother’s directive is further displayed in 
the turn at line 11. By completing the mother’s reference to school morality, Roberta demonstrates 
she knows the invoked school rule, she ratifies its validity, and thus further projects her future 
compliance. After invoking school morality (lines 9 and 10) and obtaining the child’s incipient 
compliance (lines 8 and 11), the mother resumes the didactic activity she was previously involved in, 
i.e., explaining the classification of the animal kingdom (lines 14-15). The invocation of school 
morality thus prospectively marks the end of the directive sequence.  

Extract 2 shows another example of a mother invoking what she presents as the teacher’s 
request. However, unlike in ex. 1, in this case the mother’s invocation of school morality occurs in 
response to the child’s compliance with the directive.  

Extract 2 – “They asked you to write a little bit smaller” 
 F2H1 (14.10-14.30) 

Mother; Ludovico (seven years old, second grade) 
 

1  *(3.8) 

 Mother *looks closely at Ludovico’s writing--> 



8 
 

2 MOTHER °puoi scrivere un po’ più +piccolo+ e ordina:to?°  
°can you write a bit smaller and tidie:r?° 

 Ludovico                           +stops writing+ 

3  (0.8)  

4 LUDOVICO +ok,=  

  +places the pencil on the table and  
stretches his arm toward the pencil case--> 

5 MOTHER =no. $ormai l’hai già fatto:.= 
=no. now you have already do:ne it.= 

       $blocks Ludovico’s arm--> 

6 LUDOVICO =no:,$+  

 Mother   -->$ 

 Ludovico       +stretches his arm toward the  
pencil case again--> 

7  (0.9) @(0.6)@ 

 Mother       @moves the pencil case toward Ludovico@ 

8 MOTHER    +insomma, >ti han chiesto di scrivere<=  
    I mean, >they asked you to write<=  

 Ludovico -->+takes the eraser from the pencil case  
and erases his writing--> 

9 MOTHER =un po’ più piccolo,  
=a little bit smaller, 

10  (4.9)+ 

 Ludovico   -->+places the eraser on the table and  
takes the pencil--> 

11 MOTHER eh.+ 

 Ludovico -->+rewrites-->> 

 

After closely inspecting what Ludovico has written (line 1), the mother asks him to improve his 
writing (line 2). Despite being mitigated (the mother uses a request format rather than a bald 
imperative), the mother’s directive in line 2 problematizes the child’s writing and urges Ludovico to 
write differently. This turn is visibly interpreted as a directive by the child, who immediately starts 
complying with it: he stops writing (line 2), grants the mother’s request verbally (“ok”, line 4), and 
engages in the course of action leading to correction (he stretches toward the pencil case, where the 
eraser is, line 4). After a brief negotiation on whether the child should delete his writing (lines 5-6), 
Ludovico further and unequivocally displays his compliance with the mother’s directive (he stretches 
again toward the pencil case, line 6). The child’s compliant behaviour is followed by the mother’s 
invocation of what she frames as school morality (line 8). The mother recycles part of her previous 
turn (“write a little bit smaller”) and attributes it to Ludovico’s teachers (“they asked you to write a 
little bit smaller”, lines 8-9). Even though the word ‘teachers’ is not explicitly mentioned, the referent 
of the deictic (“they”) is clearly the child’s schoolteachers. Similarly to ex. 1, the invocation of school 
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morality provides an account for the directive sequence, giving the child a school-based reason for 
complying with the mother’s orders. This school-based account is a means whereby the mother 
increases her own entitlement: by voicing the teacher’s request, the mother stages herself as an 
authoritative homework assistant who is epistemically competent in school morality and therefore 
entitled to telling the child how to do homework. Furthermore, the invocation of school morality, 
particularly through indirect reported speech (Clift & Holt, 2007), appears to be functional for the 
mother to share with the school the responsibility for the directive sequence. Indeed, through the 
report of the teachers’ request, the mother retrospectively stages herself as a mere vehicle of school 
morality, as if her directive intervention was prompted by the school and its system of rules, beliefs, 
requests, and expectations. In this way, the mother increases her own entitlement while downgrading 
her personal agency and responsibility for the face-threatening problematization of the child’s 
conduct.   
       

The next extract illustrates another way in which the parents in the study invoked school 
morality in directive sequences, i.e., by referring to what they frame as the evaluation standards of 
school. Unlike the examples seen so far, the next excerpt shows the child’s initial resistance to the 
mother’s directives: it is only when the child finally complies that the mother evokes school morality.  

Extract 3 – “We’re in second grade”  
F2H3 (03.50 – 04.42) 
Mother; Ludovico (seven years old, second grade)  
 

1  #*(1.7) 

 Mother 
 
fig  

 *looks at the homework page with a  
  disgusted facial expression--> 
#fig.3 

2 LUDOVICO m::h?  

3  (0.3) 

4 MOTHER scritto maliss::imo lo sai?= 
written ve::ry badly do you know that?= 

5 LUDOVICO =quale? 
=what? 

6 MOTHER tutto.  
everything. 

7 LUDOVICO perchè?  
why? 

8 MOTHER tutto.  
everything. 

9     *+(2.2)+ 

 Mother -->* 
    +opens the pencil case and takes the eraser+ 

10 MOTHER gua%rda un po' sta roba. (.) COS’È?%   
look at this stuff. (.) WHAT IS IT? 

     %points to Ludovico’s writing---% 
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11  $(1.7) +(9.3)+ &(3.6)  

 Ludovico $looks at the homework page-->> 

         +erases his writing+ 

 Mother                &moves Ludovico’s hand away  
and erases his writing--> 

12 MOTHER siamo in seCONDA, EH  
we’re in seCOND GRADE, EH  

13  (1.8) 

14 MOTHER cominciare a ↑scri&vere, (.) un po' <me:glio>. 
you must start ↑writing, (.) a bit more <nea:tly>. 

                 -->&  

 

Fig. 3 

 

The exchange begins when the mother sees the homework exercises done by Ludovico and 
immediately displays her disapproval through a disgusted facial expression (line 1, fig. 3). After the 
child’s repair initiator (line 2; Drew, 1997), the mother translates her facial expression into words by 
issuing an unmitigated negative assessment (“written ve::ry badly”, line 4). The sound stretch and the 
use of the absolute superlative in the original Italian (“maliss:imo”, “ve::ry badly”) present 
Ludovico’s handwriting as extremely sloppy and therefore unacceptable. By asking whether the child 
is aware of the bad quality of his writing (“do you know that?”, line 4), the mother makes relevant 
the child’s confirmation and, therefore, the demonstration of his ability to self-evaluate his own 
writing according to school-like standards. However, instead of acknowledging the sloppiness of his 
work and correcting it, the child repeatedly asks for an explanation (“what?”, “why?”, lines 5 and 7). 
Through these turns, Ludovico treats the reasons for the mother’s negative assessment as not evident, 
thus disaligning with it and resisting the problematization (Bolden & Robinson, 2011). In response 
to the child’s requests for an explanation, the mother repeatedly assesses his writing as all bad (lines 
6 and 8) and then takes the eraser (line 9). This gesture can be considered as a further, embodied 
negative assessment of the child’s homework as it clearly conveys the urgency to delete his sloppy 
writing. Yet, before erasing, the mother prompts the child to observe his work; she points to 
Ludovico’s writing while contemptuously referring to it as “this stuff” and asking him what it is (line 
10). This ontological question works as another negative assessment, presenting the child’s 
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handwriting as so bad and illegible that its content and even its nature as ‘writing’ are not evident. 
Clearly enough, the extended sequence of unmitigated negative assessments produced by the mother 
(lines 1, 4, 6, 8, 9-10) problematizes the child’s writing and conveys the obligation for him to write 
neatly. Such an understanding of the mother’s turns is displayed by the child. After less than two 
seconds spent staring motionlessly at the homework page, Ludovico erases his writing (line 11). In 
so doing, he tacitly aligns with the mother’s negative assessments and demonstrates his understanding 
of them as a series of directives that do not merely problematize his writing, but also make 
sequentially relevant a specific behaviour on his part, that is erasing and rewriting.  

After the child’s compliant behaviour (line 11), the mother invokes what she frames as school-
established standards. She refers to Ludovico’s grade level (“we’re in second grade eh”, line 12) and 
makes explicit the writing standards related to this grade (“you must start writing a bit more neatly”, 
line 14). Being delivered after the child’s compliance, the mother’s turn (lines 12 and 14) works as 
an account providing the reason for the previous directive sequence (lines 1-10). Consistently with 
what we have seen in the excerpts analysed so far, the invocation of school morality constitutes an 
account for the directive sequence, providing a school-based reason for the mother’s intervention. In 
addition, and relatedly, it allows the mother to increase her own authority as a homework assistant. 
Indeed, by making relevant the standards related to the child’s grade level, the mother stages herself 
as knowledgeable about school morality and displays her school-aligned moral stance, thus conveying 
her own entitlement to assessing the child’s writing. At the same time, by invoking school morality 
as the reason for her intervention, the mother  downplays her personal responsibility for the directive 
sequence, retrospectively casting it as dependent on institutionally established standards rather than 
her own personal opinion5. In a nutshell, invoking school morality as an account for her directives 
allows the mother to achieve the double and almost paradoxical effect of reducing her agency and 
assertiveness in problematizing the child’s behaviour while, concurrently, increasing her epistemic 
and deontic authority.   

In order to better appreciate how the invocation of school morality contributes to establishing 
the parent as an epistemically competent and deontically authoritative homework assistant, we will 
now turn to an excerpt where such an invocation is missing and we will outline the consequences this 
has in terms of parents’ entitlement in the directive sequence.  

 

When parents do not invoke school morality in directive sequences 

The next extract contrasts with what we have seen so far: in this case, the mother does not invoke 
school morality as an account for her directives. As the analysis shows, the lack of accounts based on 
school morality on the part of the parent can be – and often is – exploited by the child, who challenges 
the mother’s entitlement by resorting to their own, first-hand knowledge of school morality.  

Extract 4 – “This ‘s’ is horrible”  
F4H1 (20.28 – 20.43) 
Mother; Gaia (seven years old, second grade)  
 

                                                           
5 The mother’s orientation toward retrospectively downgrading her own assertiveness in the directive sequence is also 
visible in the use of the first-person plural of the verb (line 12), which frames both mother and child as subject to school-
established standards, and the use of the mitigation “a bit” (line 14).  
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1  MOTHER 
 
 

questa s +è $bruttiss:im(a) >non si legge< nea:nche  
this  s  is ho:rrible  >it’s e:ven illegible<  
         +points to a letter on the homework page--> 
            $takes the eraser and deletes the letter-->        

2   
Mother 
 
Gaia 

(2.0)+$(0.2)$ %(2.5) 
  -->+ 
   -->$places the eraser on the table$ 
              %rewrites the letter-->> 

3  GAIA l(a) fa  così anche la  mae:stra, [°(voglio-)° 
the tea:cher does it this way too,[°(I wanna-)°  

4  MOTHER                                   [sì. fai un po’ più: la  
                                  [yes. sha:rpen it a bit mo:re  

5   pu:nta se rie- ecco >se no,< (.) (tutt’attaccato) 
if you ca- alright >otherwise,< (.) (all close) 

 

The sequential organization of the first lines of this excerpt is similar to the excerpts analysed above 
(ex. 1-3). In line 1, the mother issues an unmitigated, negative evaluation of the child’s writing, in 
particular of the letter ‘s’ that the child has just written. Such a negative evaluation is accompanied 
by the mother’s erasing of the problematized letter (lines 1 and 2). Through the combination of 
negative evaluation and embodied conduct, the mother conveys the obligation for the child to rewrite 
the letter. The child displays her own understanding of the mother’s embodied turn as a directive and 
complies with it by immediately rewriting the letter ‘s’ (line 2). However, unlike in the previously 
analysed examples, the child’s compliance is not followed by the mother’s invocation of school 
morality. Instead of accounting for her directive intervention, the mother in this excerpt remains silent 
for almost five seconds (line 2). Not being justified based on school morality and the institutional 
authority of the school, the mother’s negative evaluation is hearable as her own personal – and 
therefore arguable – opinion. Put another way, the mother’s entitlement in the directive sequence is 
not addressed and made explicitly. In addition, due to the absence of an account moderating its 
assertiveness, the mother’s directive intervention sounds particularly unmitigated and face-
threatening. 

Interestingly, the lack of a school morality-based account is exploited by the child, with 
important consequences on the mother’s entitlement in the directive sequence. Despite complying 
with the mother’s directive, Gaia makes relevant her own first-hand knowledge of school morality by 
describing (what she frames as) the teacher’s habits (“the tea:cher does it this way too,”, line 3). In 
so doing, the child does more than merely arguing for the correctness of her letter ‘s’. In fact, she 
challenges the mother’s entitlement in the directive sequence and stages herself, rather than her 
mother, as the one who knows best about school morality and is therefore the main deontic authority 
over homework. Being rooted in her first-hand knowledge of school morality, which the mother lacks, 
Gaia’s claim of authority is hardly contestable by the mother (Stivers et al., 2011): she can only 
confirm the child’s claim (“yes.”, line 4) and downgrade her own deontic claims. In lines 4 and 5, the 
mother changes her directive trajectory by problematizing not the child’s writing in itself (as it was 
in line 1) but rather the conditions of the pencil the child is using (“sha:rpen it a bit mo:re”, line 4). 
Furthermore, the mother mitigates her final directive by addressing the child’s contingencies (“if you 
ca-”, line 5; Craven & Potter, 2010) and she immediately ratifies the correctness of the letter ‘s’ that 
the child has just written, without problematizing it anymore (“alright”, line 5).  
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This final example clearly shows how the absence of parents’ accounts based on school 
morality can be exploited by children to challenge parents’ entitlement and even overturn epistemic 
and deontic asymmetries in homework directive sequences. Therefore, and consistently with excerpts 
1-3, this contrasting example suggests that parents’ invocation of school morality as an account for 
directives contributes to justifying them on school-based reasons, thereby increasing parents’ 
entitlement and hindering children’s challenges to parents’ epistemic and deontic authority over 
homework.  

 

Concluding discussion 

Considering morality as the product of situated interactive practices, and focusing on homework 
interactions, this paper has illustrated how parents invoke what they frame as ‘school morality’ as an 
account in directive sequences. The analysis has illustrated the diverse ways in which parents in the 
study did that, e.g., by reporting teachers’ requests (ex. 1 and 2) or by making relevant the evaluation 
standards of the school, particularly those related to the child’s grade-level (ex. 3). In addition to 
showing these diverse formats, the analysis has illustrated the interactive environment where school 
morality was typically invoked, that is as a post-expansion following the directive adjacency pair 
composed of 1) parents’ directive(s), and 2) children’s compliance (ex. 2 and 3) or incipient 
compliance (ex. 1). Being issued in response to the child’s non-resistant behaviour, the invocation of 
what parents framed as school-established morality prospectively marked the end of the directive 
sequence and projected the resuming of didactic activities (e.g., explaining, see ex. 1). Yet, what is 
most interesting about parents’ invocation of school morality is that it worked retrospectively as an 
account for parents’ directives. By invoking what was presented as the teacher’s request (ex. 1 and 
2) or the evaluation standards of the school (ex. 3), parents accounted for their previous directives 
based not on their own personal preferences and inclinations, but rather on the institutional morality 
of the school. The invocation of school morality as an account for directives had a double, almost 
paradoxical effect. On the one hand, it allowed the parents to stage themselves as the teachers’ 
“sounding box” (Goffman, 1981, p. 226), as if they were simply reproducing the moral order 
established by the school. In this way, parents shared their agency with the invoked school institution 
and reduced their own personal responsibility for the face-threatening action of issuing directives that 
problematize children’s conduct. On the other hand, invoking the teachers’ requests or institutionally 
established evaluation standards was a way for the parents to claim epistemic authority on school 
morality and therefore assert deontic authority (Antaki & Kent, 2012; Heritage & Raymond, 2005; 
Stevanovic & Peräkylä, 2013). Through the diverse ways of invoking school morality illustrated in 
the analyses, parents demonstrated their knowledge of teachers’ expectations and school standards, 
thus interactively presenting themselves as competent, school-aligned homework assistants. In sum, 
by invoking (what they framed as) school morality, parents moderated the assertiveness of their 
directives while addressing and increasing their own entitlement in issuing them. That invoking 
school morality is a means for parents to increase their own entitlement in homework directive 
sequences has been further illustrated through the analysis of a contrasting excerpt where the mother 
did not invoke school morality as an account for her directive sequence (ex. 4). The analysis has 
shown that the lack of school morality-based accounts afforded the child’s challenge to the mother’s 
epistemic and deontic authority. By making relevant her own first-hand knowledge of school 
morality, the child undermined the mother’s entitlement and overturned the epistemic and deontic 
asymmetry projected by the directive sequence. In sum, by illustrating how parents account for their 
directives through the invocation of (what they frame as) school morality, this study provides unique 
insights into the situated ways in which authority and entitlement are negotiated in the 
accomplishment of a mundane parental involvement activity like homework.  
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However, the relevance of parents’ invocation of school morality in directive sequences goes 
beyond the dynamics of authority and entitlement illustrated so far. Indeed, the fact that parents 
accounted for their directives based on school-established morality demonstrates that they took for 
granted the concept at the basis of the family-school partnership, that is the idea that family and school 
must share a common set of values (Epstein, 1995, 2001; Walker et al., 2004). Although it is not 
possible to know whether the specific rules and standards evoked by the parents were exactly the 
same voiced by the teachers during classes, parents’ invocation of what they framed as school 
morality demonstrates that the mothers in the study assumed the obligation to create “school-like 
families” (Epstein, 1995, p. 83) and complied with it by echoing the prototypical, ‘school-like’ 
expectations, norms, and standards concerning the completion of assignments. Reporting teachers’ 
requests and referring to grade level-related evaluation standards constitute interactive means 
whereby parents enacted their alignment with school morality, staged themselves as ‘teachers’ 
partners’, and discursively constructed a moral order common to family and school. In this way, 
parents “talked into being” (Heritage, 1984, p. 290) the continuity and sharing of values between 
family and school that is at the very core of the notion of family-school partnership. The standard of 
the family-school partnership was thus visibly assumed and locally achieved through ordinary 
homework conversations.  
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Appendix – Transcription symbols (Mondada, 2018) 

*   *  
+   + 
&   & 
%   % 
@   @ 
$   $ 

Descriptions of embodied actions are delimited between two identical symbols that 
are synchronized with correspondent stretches of talk or time indications. 

 
*--->  
 

 
The action described continues across subsequent lines 

---->*  
 

until the same symbol is reached. 

>> The action described begins before the excerpt’s beginning. 

--->> 
 
fig. 

The action described continues after the excerpt’s end. 
 
The exact moment at which a screenshot has been taken. 
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