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ABSTRACT
The aim of this paper is to analyse how Swedish grade three children
are discursively positioned as pupils when they are taking national
tests in mathematics and when they reflect on the testing
situation afterwards. With support from theories about affective-
discursive assemblages, we explore children’s body language,
emotions, and talk in light of the two overarching discourses that
we believe frame the classroom: the ‘testing discourse’ and the
‘development discourse’. Through the disciplinary power of these
main discourses children struggle to conduct themselves in order
to become recognized as intelligible subjects and ‘ideal pupils’.
The analysis, when taking into account how affects and discourses
intertwine, shows that children can be in ‘untroubled’, ‘troubled’,
or ambivalent subject positions.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades and in the wake of a rapidly changing global economy and
labour markets, educational achievement in most western countries has been linked to
massive restructuring of education systems (Giddens 1998). For example, high-stakes,
standardized testing has become the central tool for education reform and regulation.
In British schools, where the drive to ‘improve standards’ seems to be more accentuated
than in Sweden, this has meant an increased emphasis on exam results and measurable
school improvement (Ringrose 2007; Bailey 2013). However, this ‘obsession with testing’
has also reached Sweden (cf. Bergh 2011; Bergh, Pettersson, and Skott 2015). For
example, Swedish students’ declining scores on international tests like PISA1 and TIMSS2

fuelled the former Minister of Education’s argument that the poor international test
results were putting the Swedish economy at risk. As a way to overcome this ‘failure’,
the minister decided to reintroduce national tests in mathematics and Swedish for
younger children (grades three: 9–10 years old, and five: 11–12 years old). The ‘new’
tests, implemented in 2009, can therefore be read as an effect of a changing Swedish edu-
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cation policy, influenced by the rise of international assessment programmes and by dis-
courses that make education central to national economic competitiveness. These tests
are now increasingly influencing everyday school life in Sweden.

Exploring the reintroduction of national testing of grade three children in Sweden is
specifically interesting since children in Sweden are discursively produced as holders of
their own competences and skills (Halldén 2007). For example, it is argued that children
need to be respected on their own terms, and as active subjects, competent and with
power and willingness to learn (Korpi 2006). In comparison with other Western countries
Swedish children begin the nine-year compulsory school rather late (at about the age of
seven). From the time they are a year old they voluntarily attend preschool, and at six, they
can attend preschool class. The preschool is a separate school form where children should
have the opportunity of learning through playing, creating and exploring (Skolverket
2017a). The majority of six-year-olds in Sweden attend preschool class, which is a voluntary
school form with a large element of creative work and play (Skolverket 2017b). The
Swedish take on children and childhood with emphasis on play rather than formal school-
ing, is sometimes called the ‘Educare model’ or the ‘Nordic model’, as Norway and Finland
have rather similar systems (Rantala 2016). This approach has garnered international
praise; for example, the OECD lauded Swedish early childhood education and care for
the way it is ‘putting the child and play at the centre of the curriculum’ (Taguma,
Litjens, and Makowiecki 2013, 8). The notion of play as beneficial for children more gen-
erally is also a strong discourse in the Swedish context, heard through sayings like: ‘let
kid be kids’ in, for example, daily newspapers chronicles (e.g. Blom 2015; Dahlström
2015) and popular journal blogs (e.g. http://blogg.amelia.se/sannabrading/2017/07/27/
snalla-lat-barn-fa-vara-barn/).3

So, even though there is a shift, even in Sweden, from care and education to learning
(Broady 2007), we join Halldén (2007) in arguing that the realization of assessment dis-
courses takes time to establish at the classroom level. We thus argue that the tension
(and even struggle) between the Swedish childhood discourse (involving ‘let kids be
kids’) and the ‘new’ assessment discourses makes it highly relevant to explore the
Swedish case of ‘new’ national tests on children.

From the year 2010 all pupils in grade three take the national test in mathematics
(Utbildningsdepartementet 2008). It consists of several part tests connected to different,
but not covering all, parts of the curriculum. Tasks often consist of open-ended questions
where the pupil is supposed to answer by wording, symbols or pictures. In addition to this
there is a self-evaluation part initially and a cooperation part test at the end of the approxi-
mately one to two months period of testing. Teacher instructions admit children to use as
much time needed to complete the tests (Skolverket 2010, 2012). The tests are admini-
strated, corrected and given by the class-teacher.

One of the Swedish government’s main arguments for implementing national tests in
mathematics is said to be the need for early identification of children at risk of falling
behind, thereby reversing the trend of students leaving school with incomplete rating
data in mathematics (Sjöberg, Silfver, and Bagger 2015). However, there is wide support
for the assumption that standardized testing can lead to increased test anxiety (Zeidner
1998; Pekrun et al. 2002), and several researchers point out its strong negative correlation
with achievement (Birenbaum and Gutvirtz 1993; Schwarzer and Buchwald 2003). Korp
(2006), for example, highlights that national testing in mathematics both underpins and
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hides social reproduction of power. Earlier research exploring national tests in Swedish in
grade five (11–10 years old) shows how the tests impact the daily work of teachers and
regulate classroom discourse and behaviours of teachers and students (Lunneblad and
Carlsson 2012). Likewise, researchers in Finland show that young children start referring
to individual performance criteria such as quality, speed, and correctness when compara-
tive information is available to them in the school context (Räty, Snellman, and Kasanen
1999). It is also well known that children’s experiences and achievements in different
school subjects shape their perceptions of themselves (e.g. Kärkkäinen, Räty, and
Kasanen 2008). Another Finnish study showed that children were either optimistic or
pessimistic about their ability in mathematics. Optimistic children (mostly boys) believed
in the power of practice and effort and described their ability as something they could
develop, whereas pessimistic children (mostly girls) had a static view on ability and did
not think it possible to improve their performance (Räty et al. 2004).

In this article we will draw on empirical data collected within an earlier project focusing
on the implementation of national testing in mathematics in grade three in Sweden
(Silfver, Sjöberg, and Bagger 2013, 2016; Sjöberg, Silfver, and Bagger 2015). Silfver,
Sjöberg, and Bagger show how the tests’ focus on individual performance stressed a
feeling of competition that affected children at the level of the body. Children’s affects
and emotions highlighted a stereotypical gendered pattern – or at least the researchers
noticed stronger reactions among boys than girls. Here, we set out to combine children’s
expressions of body language, emotions, and talk in our analysis more thoroughly than
before. The aim is to explore and analyse how grade three children are discursively posi-
tioned as pupils and how notions of gender impact on these processes. Our research ques-
tions are:

. How do children’s bodies express affects?

. What kinds of affects do children express through their talk?

. How do children talk about themselves as test takers?

Theoretical underpinnings

Our theoretical starting point is Foucault’s (1980, 39) concept of disciplinary power and
how it functions on the level of the body:

In thinking of the mechanisms of power, I am thinking rather of its capillary form of existence,
the point where power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and
inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday
lives.

Disciplinary power during tests in school work through discursive practices that constitute
the testing situation. These discursive practices, henceforward called the ‘testing dis-
course’, are the many rituals around the test such as moving desks apart, teachers
reading the test instructions aloud, children working silently and on their own, and tea-
chers hushing and whispering (Sjöberg, Silfver, and Bagger 2015). Earlier research
shows that even though testing is new to children in grade three, many of the testing prac-
tices, for example, the rearrangement of desks, are taken for granted and children quickly
pick them up (Silfver, Sjöberg, and Bagger 2016). This rearrangement emphasizes
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individual performance and thereby has power to produce the individual subject (Kasanen
and Räty 2008). But disciplinary power in classrooms also works through notions about
child development, which in turn emanate from developmental psychological theory.
This ‘development discourse’ has a strong impact on how practices in school inscribe
dimensions in children’s bodies and teach the children implicitly (and sometimes very
explicitly) how to become ‘successful children’ (Hultqvist and Dahlberg 2001). For
example, children need to develop competence to regulate their emotions in order to
fit in properly and become academically successful (Denham 2007; Denham et al. 2012).

However, development discourses are also gendered. For example, girls are often
expected to sit still, while it seems natural if boys do not. Boys are often expected to be
playful and act out their feelings while girls are encouraged to do the opposite – to restrain
their feelings and act responsibly (Walkerdine 1993). Also Gorden, Holland, and Lahelma
(2000) highlight that girls in school are expected to be more still than boys, their bodies
more contained and their voices quieter. While the movement of males is seen as
natural, girls who use space are more likely to be seen as behaving inappropriately: ‘[A
girl’s] movement is noticed more quickly, and commented on and controlled much
more often’ (Gordon 2006, 6). A Swedish, and more recent, study about school perform-
ances also shows that gendered (and classed and racialized) expectations in Swedish
schools and classrooms still exist, for example, that girls, more than boys, are expected
to study (Öhrn and Holm 2014). Notwithstanding, being a high-performing girl is also
an ambivalent position which does not give status in school practice:

It is important to note that the ideal of the effortless performance thus not only implies boys’
positioning and relationship with the studies. It also characterizes the understanding of girls’
achievements and higher grades, and demarcates them through the dissociation of talent.
(Öhrn 2014, 185) (Our translation)

Boys’ ‘laddishness’ is also central to the current discourse on boys’ ‘underachievement’.
Jackson (2002, 48) discusses how the laddishness construct helps to re-focus from boys’
lack of ability to lack of effort:

‘[L]addishness’ acts as a self-worth protection strategy protecting self-worth from the impli-
cations of lack of ability, but also from the implications of being seen to be ‘feminine’. From
a self-worth perspective, adhering to ‘laddish’ anti-school cultures provides an inbuilt
excuse for boys who are not achieving academically, as the focus for academic failure is
shifted from a lack of ability to a lack of effort. The notion that boys are able to achieve is per-
vasive in the ‘underachieving’ boys discourse.

In the testing situations, which we want to explore, we find it necessary to bring these
wider and, as it seems, dominating discourses of testing, development and gender into
our analyses. While we also agree with Wetherell’s (2015a, 160) argument that ‘we
cannot create a split between a semi-conscious, automaton-like, reactive body and the
reflexive, discursive, interpreting, meaning-making, communicating social actor’, we try
to see embodiment and discourse as entangled and interpret children’s expressions of
body language, emotions, and talk together. Wetherell (2013) points out that many
affect studies (for example, Massumi 2002; Thrift 2004, 2008), disconnect affect and dis-
course and emphasize processes beyond, below, and past discourse, and formulate
human affect as ‘a kind of “extra-discursive” event’ (Wetherell 2013, 350). Instead of
turning away from discourse studies, we draw on Wetherell’s (2013, 351) concept of
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‘affective-discursive assemblages’, which can be used exploring ‘how talk, body actions,
affect, material contexts and social relations assemble in suito’ (351). According to Wether-
ell (2015a, 2015b), affect is embedded in situated practices where affect and discourse are
understood as intertwined, in ‘affective-discursive assemblages’, or ‘affective practices’. Or
differently expressed, affective and discursive practices are ‘articulating in tandem with
each other’ (Wetherell et al. 2015, 58).

Methods

The data for this article was produced within an earlier research project where the
researchers visited eight different schools and 22 grade three classrooms over a three-
year period using video-assisted classroom observations followed by video-stimulated
recall interviews (Morgan 2007) with children. All children who wanted to participate
were interviewed about the test situation and their experiences and feelings about it.
The video cameras helped to capture critical incidents such as expressions through
body language or gazes during the testing situation, a situation when children are other-
wise expected to be quiet (for more information about the data production see Silfver,
Sjöberg, and Bagger 2013).

For this article we draw on data from one of the classrooms. The data consists of:

. Video-data from five tests, in total around three hours, from which the first author has
chosen four video clips to be analysed by the research group

. Nine transcribed interviews with children (between 8 and 26 min long)

The video clips were selected based on their richness in content and variability. That is, we
excluded many sequences where children worked sedentary with the tests in favour of
movements, talk, and events that broke the ‘ordinary’ test work. Children who were in
focus for longer sequences and also participated in the interview process became our
informants.

The analysis was done through group writing that we will refer to as co-analytical work.
This means that all the work with the paper was led by the first and second authors, with
support in particular areas from the third author, but all authors were involved in outlining
the paper, conducting the analysis, and writing the paper.

Analytically, we operationalized Wetherell’s ‘affective-discursive assemblages’ concept
(see also [2012] 2014) by including verbal (both from the testing situation and interviews),
bodily (movements, gestures, facial expressions and so on), and emotional (for example
crying, laughing, sighing) expressions. Henceforth we refer to the use of these various
expressions as ‘affective practices’. To gain insight into what children’s affective practices
accomplish, we used Wetherell’s (1998) notions of ‘troubled’ and ‘untroubled’ subject pos-
itions. When acting in or talking about a situation, we are either able or unable to take a
certain position within the action or conversation (Edley 2001). In a particular testing situ-
ation and also an interview situation, a young pupil might show emotions or talk about his/
her managing of the test situation and, for example, only be able to access a (troubled)
pupil position that feels uncomfortable and challenges the normative perceptions of a
good pupil in that context. Another pupil might access an (untroubled) pupil position
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that feels comfortable because s/he fits into normative perceptions of what is regarded as
good pupil ship in that context.

In practice, our analytical process first focused on the testing situation (the video
sequences), which we divided in two parallel events:

. ‘normal routines’, that is, children sitting at their desks, writing the test, and

. ‘special incidents’, that is, children doing things not expected of them

We coded these events based on the following scheme:

. Normal routines: gaze, hands, legs (body language)

. Special incidents: laughing, crying, talking aloud, walking around (emotions and talk)

Our decision to code gaze, hands, and legs draws on earlier research arguing that eyes,
hands, and the use of different gestures are regarded as important when it comes to
expressing meaning (Krauss, Chen, and Chawla 1996; Allwood 2002). Besides gestures,
the face and especially the eyes are considered by some researchers to be highly impor-
tant in communication (Hjortsjö 1969; Allwood 2002). The way we direct our eyes can
show interest or disinterest. By seeking eye contact, people can ask for attention or
search for reactions among others, and looking back is a way to show attention and inter-
est (Kendon 1990; Knapp and Hall 2002).

Thus, the extent to which the children either restlessly glanced around or focused on
the assignment, and the extent to which they moved their legs and hands without
‘purpose’ or were still, moving only as much as needed to complete the assignment, indi-
cated how comfortable or uncomfortable they felt during the tests. If children started to
cry, laugh, or act out other negative or positive emotions, this also pointed towards
troubled or untroubled subject positions.

After this first analytical step we turned to the transcribed interviews and focused on
the parts where the children talked about the testing situation – what they felt about it
and how they were thinking of themselves as test takers. Here our focus was on how chil-
dren positioned themselves in talk. Here we do not mean that they make active decisions
but rather how their talk discursively produces them as troubled/untroubled and that
wider gendered discourses have an impact on how they can talk about (and act)
themselves. The third step in our analytical process was to combine children’s affective
practices from the testing context with the interview context. We investigated whether
or not their positioning in the different contexts was congruent, and whether how they
positioned themselves in their talk was consistent with what was observed in the
testing situation.

Findings and analysis

Our conclusion is that the young pupils within the rhetorical context of the interview and
the testing context either are positioned/position themselves as untroubled, troubled, or
ambivalent subjects. By an ‘ambivalent subject position’ we mean that the pupil is
‘moving’ between troubled and untroubled subject positions. In the following we
explore the production of the untroubled/normative pupil position in relation to the
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troubled/problematic pupil position in our data. We have analysed in more depth nine
pupils’ positioning in the classroom during the tests: Alzira, Alex, and Oliver (overall
untroubled); Corinna, Ajko, and Lotten (overall troubled); John, Alice, and Saman (both
troubled and untroubled). Although the children have been divided into different
subject positions, the analysis shows that their positioning was not always static.

An untroubled subject position

In the recordings from the test situation the pupils used a variety of expressions, such as
talk and bodily and emotional re/actions. For example, pupils like Alzira, Alex, and Oliver,
who can be described as untroubled pupils, expressed concentration and a focus on the
tasks by looking at the test, holding the pencil, and using the pencil only to write in the test
manual. Since the test situation also requires order, quiet, and calm, and it is mainly the
hands (and the brain) that are encouraged to move, the movement of legs is another
important affective practice. One way to express distress can be to fidget and move the
legs. Pupils like Alzira, Alex, and Oliver, whose eyes and hands had been relatively still,
also kept their legs still. Their affective practices are in line with the testing and develop-
ment discourses that emphasize the idea that controlled and well-behaved pupils are
those who learn best. Alzira, Alex, and Oliver expressed concentration, focus on the
tasks at hand, and bodily calmness and thus we interpret them as untroubled pupils.
Oliver also showed joy during the test situation. For instance, at the beginning of one
of the tests he checked the test sheet, smiled, and ticked off the tasks while whispering:
‘yes, yes, yes!’

In the interviews they all expressed certainty regarding their performance in the test
situation; they were satisfied with their own performance and that they were calm in
the situation. Through their talk they positioned themselves as untroubled as they stressed
that they were good at maths, were positive about the tests, and worked well and effec-
tively during the tests.

Alzira I’m good when it comes to stuff like this (…) I concentrated on the task only (…)
I worked as well as I usually do.

Alex You know, I feel like maths (…) I’m doing great so… I feel like… it takes no time
for me (…) I had nearly finished the test already. Before I got the ruler. So…
when she [the teacher] passed my desk and put a ruler on it… that actually dis-
turbed me more than it helped.

Interviewer So, what did you think when you saw the test sheet and all the maths problems?
Oliver Ding, ding, ding – easy, easy, easy! I was sure to complete all the tasks (…) It was

fun!

Alzira, Alex, and Oliver, thus, not only showed that they were able to successfully manage
the situation of being assessed (pass the test), but also that they could govern their affec-
tive practices in relation to assumptions of normative development (behave properly
during the test situation).

Notwithstanding, the way Oliver expressed joy and playfulness during one of the test
situations can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand it can be seen as an indication
that he is talented in maths and that he wants to show it, that is, he is performing a ‘math
talented student’. This might not be a problem for him, since talent in math (and natural
sciences) is discursively regarded more ‘natural’ for boys than for girls (see e.g. Nyström
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2009). However, another possible interpretation is that Oliver tries to downplay his sup-
posed math skills by, although he might find the math easy, portraying himself as an
‘effortless achiever’ (cf. Jackson and Nyström 2015). If the latter is the case, he rather
tries to avoid another kind of ‘troubled’ position – being seen as studious by his school
mates. This shows that wider gendered discourses play an important role for what kind
of positions that are available for pupils to take.

A more troubled subject position

While pupils like Alzira, Alex, and Oliver (more or less) positioned themselves as untroubled
pupils, there were other pupils whose affective practices didn’t fit into the normative
expectations of the test situation. For example, Corinna, Ajko, and Lotten deviated from
the untroubled position by demonstrating an unwillingness or inability to focus on the
tests. Instead, they exhibited restlessness, sometimes just looking at the other pupils
and sometimes trying to get their friends’ attention, which positioned them as troubled
pupils (but at the same time as possibly untroubled and socially popular children).
There were also wrinkled eyebrows, as if the pupils found it difficult to perform the
tasks. They used their bodies in an expressive way, which can be interpreted as
showing frustration but can also be a helpful strategy for getting attention (Denham 2007).

Corinna, Ajko, and Lotten made hand gestures that signalled an unwillingness or
inability to concentrate on the tasks by placing their pencils at/in their mouths, using
the rubber a lot, resting their heads in their hands, placing their hands in their hair,
or placing their hands on their eyes and rubbing their faces. These hand gestures
expressed uncertainty (the need to think instead of using the pencil to write with,
erasing the answers), tiredness (resting the head), frustration (hands in the hair,
‘tossing the hair’), and resistance (closing eyes to show lack of interest in the test).
Altogether, the different affective practices position them as troubled subjects, as
unable to successfully manage the situation of being assessed, and failing to govern
their affective practices in relation to notions of normative development (behaving prop-
erly during the testing situation).

These troubling affective practices will be illustrated with examples from the interviews
with the three girls. In their interview talk, Corinna, Lotten, and Ajko expressed that they
were not very good at maths and they said that the tests were difficult and that they felt
stressed and anxious during them. Others also expressed their fear of being disappointed if
they failed the tests and worried that they would not be able to reach the stated learning
goals.

Corinna Difficult (…) The first page was hard. I could do almost nothing (…) If I’m too
stressed out, I will probably not make it (…) I have to make it! I must, must
must…

Lotten was mostly quiet during the interview, but she did shrug her shoulders and explain
that the tests were ‘boring’. When Ajko talked about the tests she expressed anxiety about
whether or not she would be able to pass:

Ajko I hope I’ll make it (…) [Smiles] I don’t know but I’ll probably not make it but I
hope for the best! (…) [Smiles] No, you know, it, it was … then, then it was a
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bit nerve-racking and (…) [shakes her body] Ohhh, I hope I will make it and …
and I was also so let down when the teacher couldn’t help at all.

Interviewer Yes. It was frustrating?
Ajko Yes. Yes it felt like just a frustration that ‘No, now I have failed in this but’ (…)

[Smiles] Yes (…) I will not keep up with everyone else!
Interviewer Yes.
Ajko It felt like that. But then I got somewhat relieved when the teacher told me that I

would be allowed to continue. Then it felt a little bit better but still it felt like ‘Oh
then I will miss that and that and that’.

In the first example, Corinna stated that the tests were difficult but that it is up to her to
regulate her stress if she wants to succeed. She also underlined the importance of passing
the tests when she said: ‘I have to make it! I must, must must… ’ by which we can under-
stand that she feels that passing the tests is her responsibility. That is, despite her rather
troubled position regarding passing the tests, she positioned herself as responsible and
thereby as an untroubled girl within the testing and development discourses – mature
enough to be able to govern her own emotions during a stressful situation.

Lotten and Ajko display another kind of troubled pupil by resisting the ideal of the self-
controlling pupil who is hardworking, responsible, and eager to show off by passing the
tests in accordance with the testing discourse. Lotten described the tests as ‘boring’
and seemed unwilling to say more about them in the interview. This could be interpreted
as a silent resistance to the tests as well as to the interview situation and the interviewer,
which positions her both as a troubled pupil and a troubled girl who has not reached the
expected abilities (including gendered expectations of being a nice and friendly girl in the
interview situation) of a girl of her age. However, her unwillingness to talk with the inter-
viewer can also be understood as an inability to express her thoughts and feelings about
the tests, which also positions her as troubled.

wDuring the interview, Ajko positioned herself as somewhat passive, help-seeking,
relying on the responsibility of others, resigned, and uncertain. She said that she would
probably not pass the tests on her own efforts and knowledge, but instead ‘hope for
the best’. Our interpretation is that Ajko can (or perhaps feels she has to) present herself
in this way, that is, making no fuss but only hoping it works out, because such a position
makes her intelligible as a girl (passive and uncertain), and in that way she becomes
untroubled. However, Ajko also argued that it should have been possible for the teachers
to help her out in the testing situation and in that way she resisted the idea of the individ-
ual, self-achieving, and responsible subject that comes with the testing discourse. Her
untroubled girl position also puts her in trouble within the development discourse; by
explaining – in line with a (emotionally) sensitive (untroubled) girl position – that she
was anxious, jittery, frustrated, and cross in relation to the test, she becomes a troubled
and insufficiently mature pupil in relation to the development discourse. This is also illus-
trated when she describes her fear that she ‘will not keep up with everyone else’, not fol-
lowing the ‘natural development’ of moving on to the next grade.

A troubled (incongruent/ambivalent) subject position

There were also pupils who showed incongruent affective practices. They alternated
between hand gestures that represent the troubled as well as the untroubled pupil.
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Also, while untroubled pupils sat with their legs still and troubled pupils moved their legs
around, jiggled them, or bent a leg to put a foot on the chair, again, the ambivalent pupils
shifted between keeping their legs still and moving them around. Some pupils, for
example John, Alice, and Saman, shifted between being focused on the test manual
and looking around and about. While this placed them in an ambivalent pupil position,
it can also be understood as a way of managing a position as a pupil who is untroubled
and popular (avoiding being seen as too focused on academic achievement).

John, Alice, and Saman seemed able to govern some aspects of their affective practices,
but not all the time as they also showed resistance and frustration. John, for example,
seemed mostly focused on the test, but on one occasion he started rubbing his face
with his open hands for several minutes and more and more intensely. He sighed and
banged his hand on his desk, and after a while he cried out loud that he did not know
how to do one of the tasks. Also, when the teacher told the class that those who
wanted more time to complete the test were allowed to continue after the weekend,
John started to cry loudly.

The incongruity also comes through in the interview talk. On the one hand, John, Alice,
and Saman talked about their shortcomings and their sense of performing poorly on the
tests. On the other hand, they stressed that they had passed the tests:

John They were very simple questions (…) Actually, I actually did really badly on the
tests, and probably I did the worst of all (…) It’s so fun to see how badly I work
[laughs] (…)

Interviewer Do you think so?
John Yes ‘cause I … lagged quite a lot.
Interviewer Mmm. What do you think about that?
John [Silence] I’m thinking that I did it anyhow.
Alice [I was] trying to be as good as possible (…) I did it (…) I’m lousy at math (…) Ah, I

thought it felt like fun … but … fun in, in a way, but sad in a way ‘cause I’m
lousy at math [smiles] (…) I’m not so good at math but I did it!

Alice I thought most of the (…) [chuckles] it will be quite a hassle! I suck at math!
That’s what I was thinking about [smiles].

Saman The questions were fairly easy … it was easy and fun (…) but now [in a testing
situation] we cannot look at each other. Now you just have to focus on what
you’ve learnt in school (…) and then you started to understand that … the ser-
iousness and that you do these tests ‘cause you’re now in grade three (…) But if
you are positive, it will be a little bit easier. Then I thought, well, then maybe I can
do it then.

Saman Then it just became pretty easy.

John said that the tests included ‘really simple tasks’ yet that he probably had the worst
results of all. On the one hand this positions him as a troubled pupil (doing poorly on
the test), yet on the other hand, as an untroubled (carefree, possibly easily achieving if
he would care to perform at his best) boy. His laughter when he talked about his weak
work challenges the seriousness that is expected of an untroubled pupil in relation to
both the testing and development discourses, at the same time as it strengthens his
position as an untroubled carefree boy. However, our interpretation is that the develop-
ment discourse helps to strengthen this untroubled boy position even more through its
expectations that boys (of a certain age) are likely to be playful and unable to take work
seriously. John declared that he ‘lagged’, but after being asked by the interviewer to
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reflect upon this he rather quietly concluded that he ‘still passed’, thereby positioning
himself as a pupil who might achieve easily if he cared enough to perform at his
very best.

Alice, on the other hand, said that she tried to be clever and that the tests were rather
fun but also sad. She stated that she is bad at maths and that she thought the tests were
boring and hard to do. Alice also talked about her feelings concerning handing in the test
when everyone else already finished it:

Alice You know, you feel that… You feel a bit depressed if the others say like: ‘Oh, I finished
first’ and ‘I won the competition!’ But it’s not a competition and then you feel like: ‘I’m
here – the last one because I don’t know how to solve this maths problem!’

But although she represented herself as a troubled, uncertain pupil who is bad at maths,
she also exclaimed ‘I did it!’ and thereby repositioned herself as an able/certain and
untroubled pupil, but also as an untroubled socially secure (popular) girl. Alice smiled
when she talked, which positions her as an untroubled nice and friendly girl in the inter-
view situation.

Unlike John, Saman did not position himself as a pupil who achieves easily, although he
stressed that the tasks at hand were rather simple and that the tests were easy and fun.
Instead, he reflected on the seriousness mediated in the test situation. We therefore inter-
pret Saman as ambivalent in the sense that he found it easy to pass the tests (untroubled
position) but took a troubled position in relation to future pressure to individually perform
at one’s very best.

Conclusions

Similarly to Burman’s (2005) paper on childhood, neo-liberalism and the feminization of
education, our paper started to discuss representations of current economic policies (the
testing discourse), childhood (the development discourse), and how notions of gender
frame classrooms. We interpret the pupils’ different ways to position themselves as a dis-
ciplining and regulating effect of stereotypical gendered norms from within the develop-
ment discourse, which still seems to have an impact on everyday classrooms and produce
different gendered possibilities for children to resist. But we also see ruptures and cracks in
the stereotypical doing of gender, such as crying boys and self-confident girls. The way we
have tried to see children’s repertoires as bodily, emotionally, and discursively entangled
has resulted, we think, in a more nuanced analysis than would otherwise be possible.
For instance, we could analyse how children took up different positions and were differ-
ently positioned depending on different ‘micro situations’ in the same context. Also, we
could analyse the impact a child’s behaviour (or the teacher) can have on others, for
example, how one pupil’s ‘hurray’ over finding the test tasks easy can put another pupil
under pressure. These are just small incidents and not always easy to see, or interpret,
but we believe that, when many things come together they ‘do’ things to schoolchildren’s
self-confidence as learners, for the worse, although sometimes also for the better.

The way we have worked as a co-analytical group of teachers has been both helpful and
thought provoking since we come from different academic disciplines and are used to
different theories and ways of working with data. Notwithstanding, a common goal for
this article was to try out and develop ways to work with not only talk repertoires but
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also body and affective repertoires to make use of more ‘hidden’ data. At the same time, it
is a way for us to show resistance against neo-liberal ideas of performing ‘ideal’ researchers.
Developing new understandings takes a long time – and things need to move quickly due
to the marketization of academia (cf. Hasselberg 2013). Likewise, from a performativity per-
spective, it is not a good career choice to be seven authors of an article.

Notes

1. PISA (the Programme for International Student Assessment) is a triennial international survey
that aims to evaluate education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge of 15-
year-old students.

2. TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) measures trends in mathemat-
ics and science achievement at grades 4 and 8.

3. [Please, let children be children!!!]
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