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teacher in constructing pupil categorizations. As a specilalist, the -
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features of children's routime acts to both social (behavioral) and
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pmethods used in data collection. These include introspection,
role-taking, and the analysis of taped accounts. The pracedures used
by the actor-teacher to construct a social reality for a second grade
class are examined and are documented by ongoing accounts and
retrospective conversations. Critical behavioral distinctions made by
the teacher are, among others, the 'hyper!, the ‘'imaginative', and
the 'flexible', child. Those distinctions which pertainm to function
or performance are the 'slov learner', the ‘sharpie’', and the
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squaring the peg or rounding the hole: teacher
categorization of pupils' routine acts

Taking an ethnomethodologlical perspective which focuses
on problems of meaning in everyday life:lthis study is con-
cerned with the explication of interpretive procedures used
by a classroom teacher in constructing pupil categorizations.
Labeling and the affects of labeling on an iﬁdiviéual‘s
- behavior, self-image, and opportunity structures have received
considerable attention in the literature (Lemert 1972, Rosen-
thal 1968, Becker 1964, 1963, 1960, Goffman 1963). For ethno-
methodologists, categorization of "doing labeling" is but one
of the techniques actors uvge to create and sustain their social
order,
why do we label? 1In social situations people are able to
act together with relative ease because they share common under-
standings of what each person is supposed to do (Cicourel 1972;
248). The flow of social interaction is facilitated because
members take things for granted and make events recognizable
to each other. Categorizing is a procees which 1) eases social
intercourse, 2) serves as a short-hand system of communication,
3) cuts through the confusion of everyday life to simplify
social interaction, and 4) enables us to describe individuals by
categories which carry antieipatgfy behavior and expectations.
Cognitive categories of persons likely to be encountered
are established by social settings., For example, members of an

alcoholic community speak of “retreads”, “winos"™, "earth people',
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and Ycrazles" (Volpe 1975). Referential terms heard in prisons

include “"square Johns", "thieves', "gorillas" (Cressey 1973),
Dope addicts refer to "the hustle", "the cop", and “getting
off" (Agar 1973).

There is ample data to support the notion that interact-
ing members in a society categgfize,ranﬂ that categorizations
are germane to specific social and ingtitutional settings. WwWe
then ask, how are these categorizations made? Wwhat interpre-
tive and accounting procedures does an actor use to sustain
social reality?

In an attempt to answer these questions, I entered avpria
vate educational institution as an observer to gather data on
the process by which one second grade teacher assigned and sus-
talned pupil cateqgorizations. Listening to teachers' conversa-
tions, I learned that the teacher, like other specialists,
is expected to become familiar with the labels used in that par-
ticular setting (see Rosenthal 1968, Rosenhan 1973, Agar 1973,
Goffman 1961), Part of the professionalization process, it
seems, is 1) discerning which labels are deemed appropriate,

2) applying the labels to clientele, and 3) sharing the labels
with other members of the professional community. From my ob-
servations in the school and retrospective conversations with
the teacher, it became quickly apparent that the labeling pro-
cess serves important functions here as in other institutional
seﬁtings and is used continuously for diagndsing, placement,

and treatment,




In an educational setting a teacher is expected to detect
and asgdign sigpifiéant features of children's behavior to cate-
gories, Such assignments axre to be utilized for official pur-
poses, e.g., school records, parent-teacher conferences, refer-
rals to outside profesasionals, and for the teacher's personal
use in the everyday world of "teaching." My task in this study
of pupil categorization was to discover how this actor (teacher)
goes about the task of investigating the scenes of children's
beharior in the classroom so that she is able to see and re-
port patterning and structure in those scenes for herzelf and
for her professional colleagues.

The study was begun in wid-January and was concluded at the
end of the 1975 school year. The ﬁec;siqg to initiate the study
at mid year was based on two assumptions: 1) the teacher would
have had ample time to "get to know" patterns of behavior of
each of her puplls, and 2) as a result of teacher-staff interac~
tions the teacher would have had one semester to become familiar

with the institutional expectations of pupil categorization,

Methodo logy

I learned about the interpretive procedures used by the
teacher to conmstruct pupil categorizations through visits to
the classroom and fEtrBSPEGtiVE conversations, The Elassrgﬂm
visits were followed by taped interviews with the teacher in

her home., The relaxed home setting, away from the institution,
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facilitated the flow of conversation which focused on ac-
counts of children's behavior. The ongoing accounts of pupil
categorizations, combined with retrospective conversations and
a card sorting technlgque provided data on the interpretive
procedures used by the teacher to assign children's routine
acts to categories.

During the data gathering process three research prob-
lems emerged: 1) once the categories had been named (iden-
tified) by the teacher, what were her meanings for each of
the terms, 2) after the teacher's meanings were clarified,
what interpretive resources vere used by her to assign a
child to each of the categories, and 3) if the teacher's
categorizations differed from official labels, how did this
teacher reinterpret her categories to £it into the model

espoused by the institution,

Findings
Naming the categories,

Teachers are expected by administrators, colleagues,
and parents to assess pupils for academic performance and
general schoolroom behavior. By January, this teacher, com-
plying with instituti@nal and parental expectations, haéﬁ
assembled a repertoire of functional (her term) and social
(her term) categories which she used to define children's
behavior in the classroom.

In the social realm the teacher detects critical behav-

ioral distinctions which account for the assignment of rou-



tine acts into such categories as “hyper®, '"conservative',
"imaginative", and “creative"; on the functional (academic
performance) leval she assigns children to categories of
"sharpie", "conservative", "imaginative", and "ereative',

Although the teacher s peaks of two major divisions of
pupil categorization - functional and social = the data indi-
cates that only two terms reflect qualities of mutval ex-
clusivity., For this teacher, ‘'hypeir' behavior is considered
applicable only on the social level, and 'sharpie' behavior
only on the functional level. In contrast, all the remain-
ing terms, 'conservative', 'imaginative', ‘creative'’ occur
on both social and Functional levels, The significance of
this finding is that although 'creative', 'imaginative', and
'conservative' behavior have distinguishing social and func-
tional characteristics, the generalized meanings of théée
categories allow for an interchangeability of terms so that
a single term, e.g.,, 'creative', can account for both social
and functional behavior. This evidence suggests,then, that
manifestations of 'imaginative', 'creative', and 'conserva-
tive'! behavior are seen by the teacher as affecting both
the academic and social aspects of life.

Originally, the teacher had designated only two ma jor
categories (social and functional) to define and organize her
children's behavior. But it bezame evident éufiﬂg the retro=
spective conversations that she was using still another cate-

gorical distinction to account for pupils' routine acts,



This more encompassing category, which superimposes all others,
is based on degrees of flexibility or bher assessment of child-
ren's reasonableness within the classroom setting, All of the
children are categorized on this level as éither 'flexible' or

'inf lexible',

Conceptual meanings and interpretive procedures of categorization.
with this information in hand, my task was to discover
the conceptual meanings of each of these categories and the
ways in which the teacher assigned each of the children to
one or more categories, To ellicit data peétaiﬁing to the
meaning of each conceptual category, I asked the teacher the
following types of questions:
" How does a ‘hyper' ("eharpie') child behave?

Wwhy is Danny 'creative' and not 'imagimative'?

How is the behavior of ‘conservative' children
gimilar to or different than that of 'imaginative'
children? :

To discover the actor's interpretive procedures of cate-
gorization, I drew upon Garfirkel's (1967:78) model of docu-
mentary methods of interpretation which suggests that we
treat an actual appearance as 'the document of', as 'point-
ing to', as 'standing in behalf of' a presupposed underlying
pattern, Garfinkel tells us that not only is the underlying
pattern derived from its individual éaﬁumantary evidences,

but the individual documentary evidences, in their turn, are

.




interpreted on the basis of 'what is known® about the under-
lying pattern. Each is used to elaborate the other.

Data pertaining to the interpretive procedures used by
the teacher to assign children to categories was obtained
through the analysis of retrospective conversations, ongoing
accounts of children's routine acts, and responses to such
open-ended questions as:

Do you think Richard was 'hyper' today? wWhy?
Can Aretha be 'conservative' and 'creative' at

the same time?

Cindy seemed out of sorts this afternoon, 1is this
unusual?

Three of the boys spent a lot of time in the closet
during free time today, how di@ you feel about that?

My field notes and an analysis of the taped c¢onversations
have provided the following data concerning the teacher's con-
ceptual meaning of each category, and the interpretive proced-

ures she uses to assign children to each of the categories,

Category: Flexibility*

Definition: The emotional ability to cope with things.......
This ¢hild can be reasoned with and doesn't get
"bent out of shape" easily.

Documentary

Evidences: The child ig "artful® in handling sovial situ-
ations and can adjust to changes in the academic
routine. The c¢hild doesn't get upset easily, and
if frustrated, bounces back with little or no
difficulty, The child absorbs things without
getting “bent out of shape," e.g.,, becoming
tearful, withﬁrawn, argumentative,

L ALl children in the class afe categarized as 'flexibhle' or.
'inflexible'. Sometimes a child can be 'flexible' in a social
way bhut ‘inflexible' en the performance level, the reverse
is also possible,




Category:

Definltion:

Documentary
Evidences:

Category:

Documentary
Evidences:

Category:
Definition:

Documentary
Evidences:

~B-

Inflexibility

This child camnot be reasoned with.

If things don't go right the child gets "bent
out of shape", gets demolished. Manifestations
of being "demglished" inglude wmoodiness, with-
drawal, argumentativeness, tearfulness.

"When I try to reason with this child it ils like
coming uvp against a brick wall, I have to meet
him/her 99% of the way,., This is a strongly
opinionated child."

"Phere are two forms of ‘inflexibility’, argu-
mentativeness and withdrawals both behaviors
indicate being "bent out of shape". '

Acts which are socially disruptive and destruc-
tive.,

"when I see soumebody goofin'.....I consider
grotesque behavior 'hyper', which means any
act which is go outlandish for the setting

that it nearly blows my mind. I call this
'hyper' activity on this child's part because
it is so out Of character for what iy supposed
to be going an."

" Acts that are time wasters, that have ny end

product” in sight., Such acts are destrugtive
and are seen as 'hyper' activity., Acts which
are disruptive for the individual or the group,
i.e., sliding across the room on one's Knees,
chasing someone in the room, running into the
closet, getting out of the seat a Lot during
the period designated for seat work, keeping
someone else from completing his work, or
acting out for no reason at all.

Quiet Hyr
Acts which are not "super" disruptive in.the

clagsroom. These children do not disturk others
in a noisy way so they are 'quiet hypevs'.

er

Children who “spin-off” in some direction that
isn't too disruptive byt who are not really
being constructive either: e,g., getting some-
one who is not finished with his work te go

10
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into the closet to try to set up a game
situation; out of one's seat but not being
noisyr socializing on the side; "traveling"
in the classroom to one or two different
people but doing it quietly.

Category: Sharpie
Definition: - This da an imaginative, perceptive child.

Documentary

Evidences: . A ¢child who does the work that is expected of
him/her but then expands on it imaginatively or
creatively and exhibits some originality and

individuality.
Category: Conservative
Definition: These children are middle of the roaderssz

they always do what is expected of them, They
know what is expected and what is acceptable
behavior. They stay within the bounds of the
social setting. It is a safe, secure role for
many who want to be praised and believe they
will be pralsed for doing what is asked of them,

Documentary

Evidences: These children follow directions to the letter.
They do everything in the order in which it is
asked, They do not deviate or expand on any
assignment, True'conservatives' don't vary at
all from what is asked. They do not want any
h stiie action from the teacher or from their
peers, They will back down in a conflict,
"fcongservatives' are hard workers, but I am con=-
cerned about them because they don't show me
they are willing to stand up for their own

convictions, " "
Category: Creative
Definition: "A child who comes up with things that are

fantastically interestin that no pne els

in"Ehe class ras gane,ﬁag‘athieas% RaS not’
done in that way." .

Documentary

Evidences: Creativity 1is seen in art work, written compo-
gitions, and dramatic play,

11




Category: . Imaginative
Definition: "A child that does the work but adds an inter=

esting focus that I have not considered and is
more than acgceptable, "

Dotumer .ary
Evidence; This child disvregards directions and interna-
lizes the meaning of the project to produce
something that is very much his/her own. It
is reflected in art work, and in activities that
are not called for but are constructive.- a diff-
erent way of presenting material. ‘

After obtaining this infoarmation on the teacher's concep-
tusl categories, my next task was to discover how this teacher
goes about linking routine acts in the classroom to her concep-
tual types of children, wWhat resources does she use t? see
order and patterning in classroom events? Garfinkel (i957?
suygyests that we consider interpretive pégceaures as having
reflexive features which link the properties of meaning to
actwal events, In this way appropriate surface rules are seen
as relevant for immediate o9r Future inference and action.

In an attempt to discover these properties, I ééviéeé a
sorting system which consisted of one 5 x 8 index card for
each of the categories listed above, and one 5 x 8 card for
each of the 28 children in the class. The seven category
cards were placed in a horizontal line on a table in the teach-
er's home. The teacher was then asked to consider each child
in the class in light of these Known categories. The category

car¥s could be moved in any direction or superimposed upon

12
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other carda, The teacher was not limited to these seven

|
-1

conceptual categories,¥*
| The sorting syséem provided information which suggests
that the teacher has generated a model by which she. fits
children's routine acts into conceptual types.;
1, Some children fit squarely into one category

with little or no déviation. ;

2, Other thildren are Epiit into two categories, with
‘either a 50/50 or a 75/25 split.

an example of the 75/25 split

CONSERVATIVE IIMAGINATIVE

CHUCKIE

"This split is relatively stable for this child
because his 'conservative' qualities are so strong
that they fnhibit variations in his behavior.
Although he has 'imaginative'qualities he cannot
be considered a 'sharpie' because he 1s not that
'imaginative', If his 'conservative', middle of
the roader' qualities were not so well developed
his 'imaginative' behavior could blossom and then
he might flow into the 'sharpie' category."

No other categories were suggested by the teaéher during
the sorting process, .

13




3. still other children fall into two or three diff-
erent categories, Thelr behavior tends to flow
from one category to another. The changes in
categorical arrangement are related to specific
behavioral patterns. For example,

SHARPIE

N

e e q - ) . 717777 N
N S———= L LY R Y 1

HY PER ?QNS‘EBVATNE

= e — =~ IMAGINAT IVE

KE LLY

In this case when there is a 50/50 split
between 'hyper' and 'conservative' behavior,
the destructive influences are balanced by

the constructive, inhibiting qualities of
‘conservatism' and Kelly exhibits 'sharpie’,
*imaglinative', 'creative' behavior. But when
'hyper' qualities take over, she loses the
'sharpie', 'imaginative', ‘creative' behavior-
al patterns and becomes disruptive, i.,e.,, her
work does not get finlshed, she is destructive
to other children's property, and causes argu-
ments with her peers, (Illustrated below)

i 77,??&@@1

HYPER |CONSERVATIVE!

KELLY

4. A few children are in a state of "categorical
flux" and the teacher does not know how to con-
ceptualize their behavior at this particular
time.

14
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This child was categorized in the following
way prior to parent-teacher conferences two
months ago.

FLEXIBLE

SHARP|E CONSERVATIVE

KAREN

After the parent-teacher conference, when the
mother discussed a specific problem the child
was having in school which related to the
teacher/pupil relationship, the teacher could .
no longer comfortably assign the child to the
'flexible' category., Until the teacher can
account for the child's routine acts in the
classroom in light of this new information,

she conceives of the child as being somewhat
'inflexible®. See bhelow,

iIN FLEXIBL

E
E

i
|
r
|
L

F&LEXIBL

SHARPIE C ONSERVATIVE

KAREN

case {2
Until a recent illness this child was seen
as follows:

FLEXIBLE

SHARPIE IMAGINAT IVE

DI NO

15
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Since the illness, this child has become very
ornery. 'Hyper' behavior is now superimposed

on hies 'imaginative', 'sharpie' qualities, and
signs of 'inflexibility® occur more often since

he has been sick. The teacher wonders If he still
has not completely recovered; and she hesitates

to categorize his present behavior because the.

. changes may just be temporary ones,

¥ o g — A S— i - g— ’—1 .

: ,
| |sHARPIE]|imacinaTIVE
e . _H YPER

Concluding Remarks
The data indicate that an actor's use of the documen-
tacy method of interpretation, i.e., treating a?geatanges as

‘pointing to' a presupposed underlying pattern, involves the

search for an identified homologous pattern to account for a

vast variety of totally different realizations of meaning.
This is seen specifically with this actor's documentary evi-
dences of *hyper® activity, e.g., sliding cn one's knees,

traéeling in the room, and cauaing;flaraaups;

1,
i
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The results of this study support Sacks® (1974:219) rule
of consistency which states that if a population of persons
is being categorized, and if a categorization device has been
vged to assign a First member of the population, then that
category or others of the same collection may be used to
further assign members of the population, The collection
in this case, seven conceptual categories, was effectively
used by the teacher to classify all of the 28 children in
the class,

We have also seen that a member®s knowledge of the
wvorld is more or less ad hocy in other words, he Iécanstfuéts
some feature of an event so that it can be seen to fit the
prescriptions of a rule, while he ignores those aspects of
the event which do not fit the rule, This practice was par-
ticularly evident in this teacher®s assignment of behavior to
the 'imaginative-creative' categories. Instances which might

have been considerxed 'hyper® activity were labeled 'imaginative'

o

r 'creative® for those children who are thought of as 'sharpies'
ﬁEX'EDDESI?atiVEE'; This evidence supports the notion that the
criteria of adegquacy and ruies of procedure in‘?upil categoriza-
tion are only as good as they need to be for the individual
actor,

The ad hog procedures uéea to interpret routine acts to
construct social reality, which go unguestioned by the actor,
are the very processes which must be accounted for to signifi-

cant others, i.e,, the principal, parents, etc., in order to

17
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maintain the social ordex af-the instituﬁian; Administrators
in an educational institution call for procedures of account-
Ebiiiﬁvaheﬁ decisions f@f‘pla:eméﬁ; or treatment must be made,
At this time a teacher asks herself, “What i expected of me?"
“How do I convey information about my pupils' routine acts to
other specialists and parents which will ensure pr;per place-
ment and treatment for each child?"

Rosééthal (1968:108) suggests that teachers' assessments
of pupils' academic performance are easier to fit into institu-
tional categories, than are thelir assessments of social behav-
ior, One possible explanation for thié phen@ménan might be the
fact that at the close of any school year the main objective of
the educational institution, that is, academjc progress, comes
into focus. Measurements of academic performance, rather than
assessments of social behavior, are expected by staff and par-
ents. The teacher responds to this expectatizn:by translating
oth academic and social dimensions of gupils‘!rautine acts into
functional (academic performance) statements,

To illustrate, throughout the school year, Dennis, the
khee%sliaef, the traveler, was categorized as a 'hyper' child
who had periods of ‘'imaginativeness' and 'conservatism' during
which he was seen as a gqguiet, diligent worker. The teacher
interpreted his routine acts of functional and social behavior
by the degree of his hyperactivity. In the end of the year
report, however, she assesses Dennis' development in light of
bhis academic pr@qreséi emphasizing functional and de-empnasi-

zing social performance, She visualizes his behavior by the

18
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amount of control, or 'consexrvatism', which he uses to

channel his energies toward academic warki*
For this teacher, then, social reality in the classroon

is sustained through the assignment of children's routine acts
into social and functional categories. It appears; however,
’ that when the teacher is called upon to make official judgments

concerning pupil performance, the social categories mo longer
‘gsuffice, At this time, she feels the need to fit her inter-

pretations of pupil progress into the institutional model of
categorization. She does this by combinipg,and then ﬁranslatiﬁg,
her information on social and functional ge:f@rmaﬁée into the
institutional codes., Therefore, pupils who during the school
year are categorized as 'hyper’, lconservative', ‘creative',
and 'imaginative', are assigned at the end of the year to numer-
ical groups which are institutionally defined, e,g., 1 and 2 as
good readers, 3 and 4 average readers, and 5 and 6 poor readers,
To summarize, we have seen how the teacher develops a
variety of categorizations to account for children's routine
acts, We have also learned from the teacher®s ongoing accounts
that she considers children's behavior to be a dynamic process
which is subject to change. This process allows her to think
of children as being capable of "flowing"” from one category to

another. As noted earlier, the teacher in this study perceives

o e i e T Ak S e wm R e i S N e s w3 RS S WS s e

* Phe teacher in this study is very much aware of the ramifica-
tions of categorizing, particularly, the possible lorng term
effects upon a pupil's academic career. Therefore, when asked
to account for pupil progress, she utilizes social and func-
tional information that  points to positive aspects of children's
behavior which are directly related to academic achievement,

19
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a few chiléren-as being in a state of “categsficél flux".

But, 1t was discovered that this teacher'; perceptions
of pupil fluency do n%t necessarily lead to recategorization.
In fact, there seems to be considerable hesitation on her part
to recategorize puplls. Although the problem of recategoriza-~

tion was beyond the scope of my study, I became interested ia

the process when I learned that only three out of twenty-eight

children were recateqorized during the school year. How cate-:
gorical reinterpretation occurs is still unknown, and is a
concern for future research, What does it take for the peg .

to remain square?

20
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