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Abstract 
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This dissertation is about learning as changing understanding in social and situated activities. It 
takes part in the development of a reconceptualization of learning initiated within participationist 
perspectives. Multiparty interaction in situated activities is a primordial site for the exploration of 
human action and cognition. Through the theoretical framework of Conversation Analysis (CA), 
a method for the analysis and description of trajectories of learning is proposed. Departing from 
a view of learning, interaction, and cognition as closely related, learning is argued as gradually 
changing understanding in situated activities. 
 The empirical material consists of video recordings from an elementary school and pilot 
training. The recordings are analyzed using CA methods, including detailed attention to embod-
ied features of interaction. The analyses focus the development of trajectories of learning through 
the participants’ orientations. The trajectories are based on topicalizations and co-constructions 
of contents of learning, where interactional organization and content are interrelated. Participants 
are shown to make relevant relations between past, present, and future actions and material 
settings, and their ways of aligning and resisting participation and change are explored. A frame-
work for the analysis of learning as embodied interaction in change is developed.  
 The dissertation shows the fruitfulness of CA work for the understanding of learning proc-
esses. The results underline the importance of including embodied action, as constitutive of the 
co-constructions of contents, into learning studies. The value of highlighting learning as co-
construction and of anchoring the analyses in the participants’ orientations is underscored. The 
results further the understanding of how people learn, and of how they make relevant knowledge 
and experiences in activity. The understanding of learning and change as action, which can be 
initiated, aligned with, and resisted, opens up for future developments within CA, where learning 
researchers might be able to describe more precisely how human learning is constituted. 
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lo-‘ and then, as Ebba has changed body position and leans toward Anna, looking 
to where she is pointing, Anna restarts her turn and elaborates it: han hör väldit 
bra. ‘he hears really well.’. Ebba giggles, thus displaying an orientation toward the 
funniness of what Anna is pointing at. Anna looks up at Ebba at turn completion, 
securing her recipient’s attention.

Although not the primary recipient (displayed through Anna’s bodily orienta-
tion toward Ebba), Gustaf upon hearing the utterance in line 4, turns his gaze 
toward the book page to where Anna is pointing and leans somewhat over the 
book, in such a way “doing participating” in looking at the ostriches. In other 
words, a shared focus of attention has been established.

However, it is not enough that a joint focus of attention is established, but it 
also has to be sustained. In the next section I will, through continuing the analy-
sis of this part of the reading activity, analyze the interactional work involved in 
upholding shared attention, and how the children could be seen as negotiating a 
joint activity and a topic for talk.

Negotiating a content
Following upon the successful establishment of a shared focus of attention the 
children volunteer different topics, pointing to and talking about different pic-
tures on the same book page. Through the failed attempts to focus on specific 
pictures, it is visible how a topic, or content of talk, needs to be locally negotiated.

Excerpt (2): Look
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 03.49-04.12

 6 Anna titta.
   look.

 7  (0.5)

 8 Gustaf kolla.
   look.

 9  (1.3)

 10 Ebba (nä./här.) va söta.
   (no./here.) how cute.

 11  (0.9)

 12 Gustaf söta.
   cute.

 13  (0.8)

Gustaf moves his pointing finger, from the 

middle of the book opening, to where Ebba 

is pointing and then back again.
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 14 Anna å titta vicken mi- .hh ödlan ba.
   and look what expre- .hh the lizard like.

 15  (1.8)

 16 Ebba (men vi-)

 17 Gustaf coola.
   cool.

 18 Ebba vicka e de dä:r.
   who are tho:se.

 19 Gustaf coola.
   cool.

 20 Ebba men de:- ö::dlor e söta tycke ja.
   but i:- li::zards are cute I think.

 21 Anna (°m.°)

 22 Gustaf fu:la. fu:la.
   u:gly. u:gly.

 23 Ebba va e re här för nånting.
   what is this for a thing.
   what kind of thing is this.

 24 Gustaf gulli. 
   sweet.

 25  (1.5)

 26 Gustaf en fågel. e:m. 
   a bird. uh:m.

   ((Gustaf and Anna turn the page together, whilst 
   Ebba returns to her magazine))

Anna enacts the 

lizard’s expression.

Gustaf shakes Anna’s hand 

to get her attention.

Next Anna points at another place on the book page, saying titta ‘look’. At the 
same time as Anna initiates her pointing gesture, Gustaf also points, but at a dif-
ferent place. He scratches his finger on a picture, producing the attention-seeking 
kolla. ‘look.’, however without providing any further descriptions of what it is 
that he is seeing. Anna looks to where he is pointing, whereas Ebba’s gaze wan-
ders over the part of the book page that is close to her (the right side). She points 
at some newly hatched ostriches, as she rather than using an attention seeking 
‘look’, in line 10 says (nä./här.) va söta, ‘(no./here.) how cute,’, thus providing 
her potential hearers with a description, resembling what Goodwin (1996) in a 
storytelling context has called a “prospective indexical” (p. 384), which is guiding 
them into seeing not just something, but something cute. Anna turns her gaze 
toward Ebba’s pointing finger. Gustaf moves his finger over the book page, until 
he reaches what Ebba is still pointing at. He stops, and says söta, ‘cute,’, using the 
same adjective as Ebba when describing the picture. Briefly, the children all seem 
to be orienting to the same thing (line 12).
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However, Anna immediately orients to something else. Slightly below the 
young ostriches, there is a lizard. Anna points at this picture, first initiating a 
verbal comment on the expression of the lizard, and then enacting the lizard’s 
posture and expression (lines 14-15). Ebba quickly glances at her, whereas Gustaf 
is looking at the part of the book page closest to him, neither of them paying 
attention to what Anna is doing. Neither Gustaf nor Ebba picks up on Anna’s 
proposed topic.

Instead, Gustaf and Ebba in overlap initiate activities of their own. Gustaf 
again points to a picture of two monkeys, this time accompanied by the (slightly 
more) descriptive coola. ‘cool.’ in line 17. What Ebba is saying is difficult to 
hear on the video uptake, but it is probably an initiation of the question that is 
restarted and brought to completion in line 18, as she points to approximately 
the same place as before. Rather than engaging in one of the proposed activities, 
Anna points to a new picture, and then lets her finger wander over the page.

Let us first look at what Ebba does at this time. Ebba, who has produced a 
question, vicka e de dä:r. ‘who are tho:se.’ (line 18), finds herself without any 
responsive actions from her co-participants. She then, temporarily as we will see, 
abandons the proposed topic, and instead ties to Anna’s earlier talk about the 
lizard, saying that she thinks that lizards are cute. A swift pointing to the lizard 
follows, and Anna quickly glances at it.

When not succeeding in getting the others’ attention in response to his turn 
and pointing at the monkeys in line 17, Gustaf grabs Anna’s hand and shakes it 
(when Ebba produces her turn in line 20). When Anna turns her gaze towards 
where he is pointing, he further describes what he sees with the adjective fu:la. 
‘u:gly.’, thus moreover providing a contrast with the cuteness of what has earlier 
been looked at. However, before he has even started the production of his utter-
ance, Anna is already looking in a different direction. Gustaf, rather than pursu-
ing his initiated topic, stretches his arm out and begins pointing at something in 
the vicinity of where their joint attention was earlier.

At this time it is fair to say that there is no joint focus of attention, but rather 
competition over what to focus on. Ebba reformulates her question in line 23, 
and now asks va e re här för nånting. ‘what kind of thing is this.’. She is not suc-
cessful in getting a response this time either. Gustaf instead stretches his arm over 
the book page and points at the lizard, saying gulli. ‘sweet.’. Following upon a 
brief silence, Gustaf says en fågel. ‘a bird.’, something that might be an answer to 
Ebba’s twice repeated question, as he simultaneously points at the bird just below 
the lizard. However, Anna and Gustaf now turn the page to a new book opening, 
and this sequence ends. As the page is turned, Ebba disengages from the activity 
and repositions her body, sinking down over the magazine in front of her.

Different layers of the activity can be discerned. At one level, the children 
are indeed engaged in a collaborative activity, that is, reading a book together. 
Perhaps it could moreover be claimed that they are talking about cute (and ugly) 
animals. We could describe the activity as the children pointing at and describing 
different pictures that they are looking at, and that the activity in fact consists 
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in pointing at pictures of different animals. However, we can also see, not least 
through the analysis of the embodied actions in relation to the design of the book 
page, that the children are proposing different topics and negotiating what to talk 
about. They seem to be oriented toward the fact that an important part of the ac-
tivity does consist in establishing shared foci of attention. Hence, through return-
ing to the topics and attempting to (re)establish them as joint foci of attention, 
when they have not been followed up on immediately or in a, to the children, 
satisfying manner, the children can be understood as insisting on their proposed 
topics. This is what renders the activity a competitive dimension, which in turn 
provides ground for arguing that they are not successful in accomplishing a joint 
focus of attention more than very briefly.

Tracking a content of learning: The size of blue whales
As we have caught a glimpse of, the children mainly talk about different animals 
and pictures, sometimes in more extended sequences, and sometimes in the way 
that we have just seen an example of. I will now proceed to analyze a content that 
the children recurrently talk about. The size of blue whales is topicalized several 
times, and all of these instances will be traced.1

In the first part of this activity, there are only two participants – Anna and 
Ebba. Gustaf joins them a little while into the activity.

The size of the blue whale as matter-of-fact
In the beginning of the reading activity (i.e., before the part of the activity that 
was analyzed above), the size of the blue whale is explicitly established as a socially 
shared matter of fact, through the interactionally accomplished convergence of 
talk, embodied action, and material environment. This occurs two minutes into 
the activity. Anna has the book about animals in front of her, and Ebba sits right 
next to Anna reading a magazine. For a little while Anna has been looking at the 
pictures of a book opening where there are images of different whales (Figure 2).

1 Melander & Sahlström (in press) contains a version of the analysis presented here.
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 1 Anna haru sett    (.) en (0.4) (stor)   val.
   have you seen  (.) a  (0.4)  (large)   whale.

 2 Ebba                                   ((gazing at book)) 

 3 Ebba en blåval¿
   a blue whale¿

 4 Anna ((points at whale))

 5 Anna (°a°,)
   (°yes°,)

 6 Ebba de e världens största djur.
   it is the world’s largest animal.

 7  (1.0)

Excerpt (3): The world’s largest animal
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 01.59

Anna points at the blue 

whale in the book.

Having secured Ebba’s 

gaze, Anna points again 

at the blue whale.

Anna pecks with her 

finger on Ebba’s arm.

Anna
Ebba

Figure (2): Tison & Taylor (1989, pp. 16-17)
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Anna is the one who introduces the topic of the blue whale. Looking at a picture 
of a whale hunt, she asks Ebba haru sett (.) en (0.4) (stor) val. ‘have you seen, 
(.) a (0.4) (large) whale.’. Through prefacing the description of the picture with 
the lexical unit sett ‘seen’, Anna calls her hearer’s attention to a specific place with 
an instruction to look there (cf. Goodwin, 2007a). During the initial part of the 
turn Anna moreover points at the picture in the lower right corner of the book. 
At this time however, Ebba is reading a magazine of her own and does not attend 
to what Anna is pointing at. Taking into account Ebba’s lack of attention, Anna’s 
turn is withheld by a micro-pause followed by the word en ‘a’ and another pause. 
During the second pause Anna taps Ebba’s arm with her finger. Ebba interrupts 
her reading and shifts her gaze to the picture that Anna is pointing at, upon 
which Anna completes her turn.

As Goodwin (e.g. 1980, 1981, 2000b; see also Goodwin & M. Goodwin, 
2004) has demonstrated, not only speakers but also hearers actively engage in the 
interactive work. Speakers attend to their hearers as active co-participants, and 
systematically modify their talk as it is emerging so as to take into account what 
hearers are doing (or not doing). Speakers have systematic ways of determining 
whether or not someone is positioned as a hearer to their talk. Further, hearers in 
interaction have, rather than simply listening to what is being said, a range of em-
bodied ways of displaying active participation (Goodwin & M. Goodwin, 2004). 
One of the crucial aspects that both speakers and hearers orient to is the direction 
of gaze. Goodwin (1981) has shown how speakers interrupt their talk when they 
find that they lack the visible orientation of a hearer, and ensure themselves of 
hearer’s gaze before completing their utterance.

This active work by the speaker to ensure herself of an active hearer can be seen 
in how Anna through talk and embodied action elicits Ebba’s participation in the 
reading activity. The way Anna’s talk in line 1 is produced with interruptions in 
the production of talk is finely tuned to her orientation toward her hearer’s initial 
lack of attention. An even clearer example of how she requires Ebba to attend to 
her actions is when she taps Ebba’s arm. As has been mentioned, Goodwin has 
shown how relevant hearer gaze is at the speaker. What we find here, where the 
activity is book reading, is that the material structure that plays a central part in 
the activity is immediately oriented to by Ebba as the focal point of attention. 
Anna’s talk also directs her gaze, indicating that she is to look at a certain place. 
Ebba thus directs her gaze to the part of the page to which Anna is pointing (see 
Melander, 2004a).

As we have seen, Anna’s turn in line 1 is initiating topical talk on the size of 
whales, an invitation that Ebba accepts. This is accomplished through her shift-
ing the focus of attention from the magazine that she has in front of her to the 
book and the picture that Anna is pointing at and talking about. Moreover, Ebba 
responds by providing more information about the whale – that it is a blue whale, 
something that she later develops in line 6 through stating that de e världens 
största djur. ‘it is the world’s largest animal.’.
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In this first instance of mentioning the size of the blue whale, Ebba and Anna 
construct the blue whale as being the world’s largest animal. This is done through 
a coordinated use of talk, pointing, and the semiotic resources provided for by 
the book opening, and the way that these sign systems are sequentially tied and 
layered. It is thus not possible to locate the size of the blue whale in either of the 
book, the talk, or in the embodied actions alone, but precisely in the way that 
these sign systems have been brought together at this moment in time. The un-
derstanding of whales and size should further be understood as part and parcel of 
the public and shared on-going situated accomplishment of the children’s every-
day life. It is not the expression of something else; it is not merely a “display” of 
inner states or prior knowledge, it is what it is made to be there and then.

Writing about cognition as socially shared, Schegloff (1991) argues the impor-
tance of a preoccupation with the “procedural sense of – and basis for – ‘social 
sharedness,’ and with talk-in-interaction as a strategic setting in which to study 
social sharedness” (p. 150, italics in original). A procedural sense of common 
or shared allows us to explore practices by which “actions and stances could be 
predicated on and displayed as oriented to ‘knowledge held in common’ – knowl-
edge that might thereby be reconfirmed, modified, and expanded” (ibid.). So 
what Schegloff suggests, and what coincides with my interests, is a concern with 
the processes of sharing and its embeddedness in the context of social situations. 
We will now see how the shared understanding of the size of blue whales that has 
been established here, evolves over time.

In the subsequent excerpts, five in all, the understanding of blue whales and 
their size, is elaborated in interaction between Anna, Ebba, and Gustaf. In the 
course of interaction, the initial matter-of-fact understanding of the whale as the 
largest animal on earth is developed, in continued interplay between different 
sign systems. In the analysis, I focus on how the expressed understandings of 
whales and size are accomplished and change in the interaction of the children.

Specifying the size of the blue whale in relation to other animals
Following the establishment of the blue whale as the largest animal, the under-
standing of size is developed by contrasting the whale to other animals, once 
again relying on the coordinated use of different sign systems. Of particular rel-
evance in this second instance of talk about the blue whale is the book itself and 
the ways in which it provides for topical development.

Continuing from Excerpt 1, Anna turns the page from the initial picture she 
pointed at and starts talking about another image. On the book page that they 
have just opened, is a picture of different animals that are compared according 
to their sizes, where the blue whale is the largest and a tiny mouse the smallest 
(Figure 3). 
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 1 Anna de e fuskit närom-
   it is cheaty  when they-

 2  (0.5)

 3 Anna dä ::r   e   blå  valen.
   the ::re is the blue whale.              
        ((points))   

 4 Ebba a   me:hehehen
   yes  bu:huhuhut
       ((points at an elephant...

 5  (1.9)

 6 Ebba kolla den e större än  elefa nten.
   look it’s larger than the elepha nt.
   ............................ ...))

 7 Anna                              titta där  ra. 
                                    look there  then .
                                ((points at hippos))  

 8  (1.4)

 9 Ebba  kolla dom e myck↑e större än    ele fanterna.
    look they are m↑uch  larger than the ele phants.
                                        ((points   
                                        over whale))
 

 10  de ser man ju.
   it see one [PRT].
   you can see that.

 11  (0.4)

 12  elefanterna:,
   the elephants:,
   ((points at elephants))

Excerpt (4): Much larger than the elephants
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 02.31-02.45

Ebba draws her finger 

over the whale and back 

toward the elephants

Ebba points over 

the elephants.
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Figure (3): Tison & Taylor (1989, pp. 18-19)

Anna is pointing at the picture of the blue whale, denominating it as a blue 
whale. Through the use of the lexical unit blue whale, the topic of the blue whale 
is addressed in relation to a picture on the book page. The topical talk is taken up 
by Ebba, who in line 6 refers to the blue whale with the indexical den ‘it’, elabo-
rating on its size in relation to a couple of elephants that are also in the picture.

In the book reading activity, the nomination of topics is closely related to on 
the one hand the design of each book page, and on the other hand the turning 
of pages. Each book opening contains both text and pictures that afford and 
constrain interaction, and can be seen as a semiotic structure used and elaborated 
upon by the children. The design of this specific semiotic structure – the book 
– provides the children with an activity framework in relation to which they 
organize their actions (cf. Goodwin, 2000a). These actions are related to the way 
that they are positioned vis-à-vis the book and each other; Anna is sitting with 
the book in front of her, with Ebba sitting beside her with more limited access 
to the book.

Anna can easily attend to the different parts of the book opening. She is also 
in control of the book, in the sense that she can decide when to turn the pages. 
Being the one who decides when to turn a page is not only about the turning of a 
page, but perhaps more importantly about what is going to happen with the story 
that is currently being told. The turning of a book page can provoke the continu-
ation of the story, but it can also mark the end of one story and the beginning 
of another one (and consequently a shift in topic). By changing book opening, 
the semiotic structure affording one array of possible interpretations or topics to 
be talked about, is also changed. Hence, the activity framework is changed, and 
each book opening provides a new framework both affording and constraining 
interaction.

Just prior to this excerpt, Ebba and Anna have been talking about how all 
animals have the right to live. Anna has initiated the turn de e fuskit närom- ‘it 
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is cheaty when they-’, as she simultaneously turns the page of the book. Upon 
seeing the picture of the blue whale (Figure 3), she cuts off her current turn and 
instead starts up a new one, a turn that is initiating a new topic and that is placing 
the ongoing interaction on a different trajectory.

Schegloff (1990) has pointed out that one of the problems with the analysis of 
topical talk, is that topic shifts are seldom clearly discernible, as a common prac-
tice is topic shading where participants gradually shift the topical thrust (Schegl-
off & Sacks, 1973; see also Jefferson, 1984). Button and Casey (1985) write that a 
“systematic feature of topic organization is that topics flow from one to another,” 
which means that “a distinct beginning of a topic may not be readily apparent” 
(p. 3). However, in certain environments there are disjunctive topic shifts. One 
such environment that has been identified by Button and Casey (1985), is when 
participants are doing news inquiries or news announcements. In the reading 
activity the topic shifts are in a similar way marked as the children orient to the 
pictures of the book and in so doing quite disjunctively change the topic.

One example of such a disjunctive topic change is when Anna cuts off her turn 
in line 1 and instead initiates the new topic by saying in line 3, dä::r e blåvalen. 
‘the::re is the blue whale.’ as she simultaneously points at the picture of the blue 
whale that is so big that it has to bend it’s tail in order to fit on the book page. 
Ebba points at one of the elephants placed on top of the blue whale, saying that 
it is larger than the elephant. She thus accepts the invitation to topic talk by 
Anna, and further develops it through introducing a contrast in size between the 
elephants and the blue whale.

Anna picks up on the activity introduced by Ebba by pointing at the animals 
on top of the elephants, that is the hippopotamuses. However, instead of point-
ing further up and commenting on those animals, Ebba continues her reflection 
on the size of the blue whale in comparison to the elephants. She repeats what 
she earlier said, upgrading the description of the difference in size between the 
animals through saying kolla dom e myck��e större än elefanterna. ‘look they 
are �m�uch larger than the elephants.’. When saying this she first points over the 
two elephants, then lets her pointing finger sweep over the whole length of the 
blue whale and then once more over the elephants.

This sweeping pointing gesture reinforces the shape of the picture and strength-
ens the impression of the differences in size between the animals. To point over 
the elephants requires a quite small movement of the hand, whereas she has to 
lean forward and move her whole arm in order to cover the blue whale. This is 
a pointing gesture that could be understood as a pointing carrying an iconical 
component (Goodwin, 2003a). It is a gesture that traces the shape of what is 
being pointed at, and in such a way superimposes an iconic display on a deictic 
point within the performance of a single gesture. The moving finger and the 
target of the point are brought into a dynamic relationship in which each is used 
to understand the other. The gesture elaborates on the picture, providing more 
information about what is being pointed at than is laid out in the picture alone. 
Thus, the pointing and the way it is carried out explicitly address the topical 
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 1 Ebba kolla. (.)  blåvalen
   look.   (.)  the blue whale 

 2  å    värsta elefanterna  e pyttesmå.
   and  ”the worst” e lephants  are tiny.

 3 Gustaf ee  ee  ee
   ee  ee   ee
   ((draws finger over hippopotamuses)) 
       ((draws finger over rhinoceros)) 
           ((draws finger over cow and pig)) 

Excerpt (5): The elephants are tiny
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 02.52-03.06

Ebba points at 

the blue whale

Ebba points at 

the elephants

aspect of size. The shape of the blue whale is embodied in the pointing, and its 
large size is invoked as the shape of the whale is being traced. Further, the point-
ing gesture and the verbal turn elaborate upon each other, together giving a more 
vivid impression of what it is that Ebba is referring to than one of the sign systems 
alone can provide.

We can here note that Ebba is at this time using the picture as evidence for the 
conclusion that the blue whale is bigger than the elephant (the de ser man ju. 
‘you can see that.’ in line 10), it is something that can be seen in the representa-
tion. That you can see it in the representation is taken to corroborate the fact that 
this same difference be present in “real” life. This can be compared to how Anna 
later states that the blue whale is in fact larger than the book (see Excerpt 8).

The analysis of this second excerpt has made visible the evolving understand-
ing of the size of the blue whale, and how it has been accomplished through the 
coordinated and converging use of the book and its semiotic properties, pointing, 
and talk. In the following extracts, another participant, Gustaf, takes part in the 
continued development of “size.” In addition to aspects already discussed, it is of 
particular interest in this excerpt to find how knowledge of the world as mediated 
by the picture book explicitly is relied upon for continuing the development of 
the size of the whales, in Excerpts 5 and 6 as comparisons of the size of the whale 
in relation to other animals, and in Excerpt 7 as comparisons to other material 
objects.

AnnaEbba

Gustaf
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 4  me-    k a-
   bu- the c a-
   ((stops and holds finger on cat))

 5 Ebba            <ka tten>             e ingenting.
             <the c at>                 is nothing.
                  ((points at cat))

 6  (0.7)  

 7 Ebba ↑katten e  värsta myran.
   the ↑cat is  ”the worst” ant.

 8 Gustaf            musen. tänk om de skulle va
               the mouse. what if there was 
              ((points at mouse..........

 9  en mus på    då.
   a mouse on  it (then).
   ..........))

 10  (1.5)

As Gustaf sits down, Ebba introduces him to what they have been talking about: 
that in comparison to the blue whale, the elephants are tiny. In so doing, she 
is turning the comparison around. Instead of focusing the blue whale as being 
much larger, the elephants are highlighted as being much smaller. 

Here is another example of how talk and embodied actions elaborate on each 
other and indeed how intertwined with each other that they can be. How this is 
being done is captured in the concept environmentally coupled gestures (Goodwin, 
2007a & b). Ebba’s talk – kolla. (.) blåvalen å värsta elefanterna e pyttesmå. 
‘look. (.) the blue whale and “the worst”2 elephants are tiny.’ – is taken literally 
saying that both the blue whale and the elephants are tiny. However, Ebba’s turn 
does not consist of talk alone. Taking into account the embodied actions that 
Ebba is simultaneously producing, we can see how she, when pronouncing the 
lexical blue whale, is pointing at the blue whale in the picture. She then points 
at the elephants as she talks about the elephants. The talk in itself is simply not 
enough for Anna and Gustaf to properly grasp what Ebba’s utterance is about. 
The comparison in size between the blue whale and the elephants is enacted and 
made visible in the performed gestures in relation to the pictures in the book 
and not primarily in the talk. Moreover, the construction of the utterance relies 
on the design of the book page, where the animals are explicitly compared in 
terms of size. In other words, it presupposes that it is indeed size that is being 
compared, and that this is something that can be seen in how the book page is 
organized. Consequently, the utterance further presupposes that the participants 
are all attending to a specific place on the book page, something that is framed 
by the lexical kolla ‘look’ in the initial part of the verbal turn. Ebba’s turn is thus 
built through the simultaneous use of language, gesture, and the structure of the 
2 The expression ”värsta” literally means “the worst.” However, in vernacular Swedish, the term is 
also used as an intensifier, marking the extremeness of some property of a noun. This latter use is 
the one in play in the reading activity. In other words, Ebba’s description in line 2 of the elephants 
as “the worst,” is to be understood as underlining the absurdity of the “tinyness” of an animal that 
is usually conceptualized as very big. Similarly, the later description in line 7 of the cat as “the worst 
ant” underlines how the cat is really small in comparison to the other animals in the picture.
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 1 Gustaf >kolla<. (.) >kolla<.     
   >look<.   (.)  >look<.

 2  va::l- elefanter e inte större.
   wha::le- elephants are not larger.

 3  (0.7)  

 4  inte större. 
   not larger.

 5  (0.3)

Excerpt (6): Absolutely not larger
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 03.11-03.27

Gustaf points at 

the elephants

Gustaf points at the 

hippopotamuses

book page. Different sign systems are brought together and mutually elaborate 
each other, creating a whole that is both different from and greater than any of its 
constituent parts (cf. Goodwin, 2007a).

Gustaf throws himself into the activity and starts designating the rows of ani-
mals by pointing over the hippopotamuses, the rhinoceros, the cow and the pig, 
arriving at the cat. At this stage, Ebba interrupts him and says <katten> e ingent-
ing. ‘<the cat> is nothing.’, followed by ��katten e värsta myran. ‘the ��cat is “the 
worst” ant.’. There is no ant in the picture, so Ebba is here drawing on her expe-
rience of ants as being very small, and the lexical unit ant could be understood 
as doing the job of an adjective, as an alternative to saying that the cat is small. 
Further, in the “real” world, the cat is big in comparison to an ant, so the everyday 
experience of the relation in size between the cat and the ant is a parallel to the 
difference in size between the blue whale and the cat on the book page.

The topic is now temporarily abandoned, as Anna as part of the introduction 
of Gustaf to the activity, turns the pages to the beginning of the book. After a 
short digression into how boring the beginning of the book is, they return to the 
picture of the blue whale that they have just been looking at (Figure 2).

Embodied constructions of size
Gustaf now enters into the activity, taking an active part through an embodied 
development of size.
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 6  inte större.  
   not larger.
   ((points))

 7  (0.3)

 8  inte större.
   not larger.

 9   ap- apsolu-
    ap- apsolu-

 10 Anna  å kossan   da:¿ huh
    and the cow  the:n¿ huh
               ((points at cow))

 11 Gustaf  £apsoluhut£ inte stö-  apsolut inte större.
    £apsoluhutely£ not la-    apsolutely not larger.
    ((points at cat))      ((points at mouse))

 12  (1.0)

Gustaf points 

at the cow

Gustaf initially says >kolla.< (.) >kolla.< va::l- elefanter e inte större. ‘>look.< 
(.) >look.< wha::le- elephants are not larger.’ As he says this, and then repeats inte 
större. ‘not larger.’, he works himself up through the pyramid of animals with a 
pointing gesture that captures the differences in size between the animals. Over 
the picture of the elephants, he holds his hand with his fingers spread, embracing 
the two elephants. Reaching the top of the pyramid, his thumb and middle finger 
form a pointed shape, simultaneously highlighting and emphasizing the small-
ness of the animal. This embodied enactment of the differences in size is tied to 
the picture, and in other words to what can be seen on the book page. As in the 
environmentally coupled gestures described earlier, they rely on the co-participants 
having access to what Gustaf is pointing at.

Starting in the first excerpt, when Anna and Ebba for the first time talked 
about the blue whale, Ebba stated that the blue whale is the world’s largest ani-
mal. The girls then once more oriented to the topic of the blue whale’s size, this 
time together with Gustaf, comparing the blue whale to other animals on the 
book page, thereby for example specifying that the blue whale is much larger 
than the elephants, and that the elephants are indeed tiny in comparison to the 
blue whale. Gustaf builds on earlier talk about blue whales, and expands on the 
topic of how much larger the blue whale is through shaping his hand in more 
pointed ways.
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Excerpt (7): That big ship is nothing
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 05.20-05.25

 1 Gustaf ja:  j-
   yes:  I-

 2 Ebba      >kolla.<  (.) de där stora skeppe
         >look.<    (.) that    big     ship

 3  de e liksom <ingen ting> för hela valen.
   it’s   like      <no thing> to the whole whale.

 4  (1.2)

Ebba’s finger draws a 

sweeping point over 

the book page.

Ebba points and holds 

her pointing at the 

picture of the whale.

Specifying the size of the blue whale in relation to a material 
object
The children continue reading, talking about the different pictures as they are 
browsing through the book. The topic of the blue whale is then once more talked 
into being, as Anna turns the pages back to a picture of a whale hunt that the 
girls have earlier talked about (see Figure 2). The (disjunctive) topic shift is thus 
done in relation to a specific picture that they have earlier looked at and talked 
about. That it is the same topic that they are addressing can be tied to the use of 
specific lexical units and to their orientation to a picture that they have earlier 
looked at and are now looking at again. Further, it is arguably the same topic for 
the participants as they are engaged in telling Gustaf what they have been doing 
before he came, explicitly orienting to doing the same topic as before.

Embedded in a discussion about the whale hunt and the children’s concern with 
all animals’ right to live, the size of the blue whale is briefly mentioned. Ebba 
comments on the size of the blue whale: de där stora skeppe de e liksom <in-
genting> för hela valen. ‘that big ship it’s like <nothing> to the whole whale.’. As 
in the first excerpt, the size of the whale is compared to something on the book 
page. It is highlighted by Ebba’s sweeping pointing gesture over the whale, the 
hunting people in a boat, and an initial >kolla.< ‘>look.<’, drawing attention to 
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 1  (1.5)

 2 Ebba kolla här e  <masser av  sort-> dinosauriesorter.
   look here are   <lots of    kind-> kinds of dinosaurs.
                ((points))

 3 Anna fast e- .hh den riktia måvå- (.) må- .hh blåvalen e
   but uh- .hh the real muwh- (.) mu- .hh blue whale is

 4  större  än den här boken.
   larger   than this book.
           ((gaze at Ebba))

 5 Ebba  <MY:CKE:> >den e (ju)< större:
    <MU:CH:>   >it’s ([PRT])< larger:
    ((gaze at Anna))

 6 Anna än oss.  (den e stö-)
   than us.  (it’s la-)

 7 Ebba          den e kanske lika stor som <skolan>.
             it’s maybe as large as <the school>.

Excerpt (8): What if it’s larger than the sea
LG-020822-2-I.reading; 10.48-11.12

Anna pats the book 

opening with her 

whole hand.

During the time that passes 

between the start of Anna’s 

turn in line 6 to the end of 

same speaker’s turn in line 8, 

Gustaf is turning a page.

the picture. This time, the comparison does not concern other animals, but the 
size of the ship – a material object. The “big” ship is construed as “nothing” for 
the whale. This elaborates on the size of the whale, but there is no further discus-
sion at this time.

Tying the size of blue whales to things in the environment
The children have, up until now, oriented to the size of blue whales in relation to 
specific pictures in the book. Their discussions have been tied to images, where 
it is in relation to what they (and we) can in fact see in the pictures that the size 
of the blue whale has been elaborated. Since the prior mention of the size of the 
blue whales approximately five minutes have gone by, which is a considerably 
longer time lapse than between the other instances. This last time that the size of 
the blue whale is oriented to, it is done in a different way.

During the time that has passed since they last talked about the size of blue 
whales, Ebba has put away the magazine that she earlier had in front of her. She 
is now fully engaged in the collaborative reading, something that is displayed by 
her body position. She is leaning into the book and toward the other children, 
thus marking a higher degree of engagement in the activity.



88

The page that is open in front of them has got birds on it. Initially, Ebba orients 
to the pictures, claiming that there are dinosaurs on it. However, Anna is not 
responding to this topic, and instead in line 3 returns to the topic of the blue 
whale and its size; fast e- .hh den riktia måvå- (.)  må- .hh blåvalen e större än 
den här boken. ‘but uh- .hh the real muwu- (.) mu- .hh blue whale is larger than 
this book.’. This statement is produced with several interruptions and audible 
inbreaths and Anna’s voice, as well as her gestures, are intense. She pats her hand 
on the book, leaning forward into the book. At first she is looking at the book 
opening intensely to then turn her head and gaze towards Ebba, explicitly invit-
ing Ebba to participate in the activity (and in other words not Gustaf as Ebba is 
seated on her right side and Gustaf on her left).

Anna begins by saying that the blue whale is larger than the book. Through 
studying mothers reading to their (very young) children, Snow and Ninio (1986) 
have demonstrated that the children are initiated to what the authors call a “con-
tract of literacy.” Among other things, this contract involves an understanding 
of how to interpret the pictures in books; that they are not things or objects in 
themselves but representations of these same objects. In other words pictures 
should be interpreted symbolically. It is precisely this kind of understanding that 
Anna is displaying when she says that the blue whale is bigger than the book they 
are reading, a statement that might at the face of it seem self-evident (cf. earlier 
discussion in relation to Ebba’s turn de ser man ju. ‘you can see that.’ in Excerpt 
4).

 

 8 Anna den  kanske e lika stor som <skol↑gården.>  
   it    maybe is as large as <the school↑yard.> 

 9 Ebba ja:a:.
   ye:es:.

 10  (1.3)

 11 Anna tänk om den e större än ↑have. hihihi
   what if it’s larger than the ↑sea. hihihi
   ((turns page))      

 12 Ebba me(he)n knä(hh)ppgö(hh)k.
   bu(hu)t stu(hh)pid cu(hh)ckoo.

 13 Gustaf ((turns page))

 14 Anna hal lå(hh). vi ska=in:te  bläddra.
   hel  lo(hh).   we are=not     going to turn.

 15 Gustaf     (                  )

Anna moves her 

arm in a big circle 

backwards.
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Here, the children are still strongly oriented toward the book, even if it is in a 
slightly different way than before. The difference lies in the fact that they are now 
not reading in the book, or looking at the pictures, but that Anna is using the 
book and its materiality as an object whose extension in space is compared with 
the size of blue whales.

Ebba accepts the topic talk, and she agrees with and upgrades Anna’s utterance 
through the rather emphasized <MY:CKE:> >den e (ju) större:< ‘<MU:CH:> 
>it’s ([PRT])< larger:’, something that Anna continues and brings to completion 
by saying än oss. ‘than us.’, in line 6.

Ebba’s utterance, the way that it is produced with a sound stretch on större: 
‘large:r’ and then interrupted, indicates a word search. Sacks, Schegloff, and Jef-
ferson (1974) noticed that one property of the basic units used to produce talk 
– the turn-constructional units (TCU) – is that it “allow[s] a projection of the 
unit-type under way, and what roughly, it will take for an instance of that unit-
type to be completed” (p. 702). And in this case, the TCU has been interrupted 
after it has begun but before it has reached a point of possible completion. More-
over, it is projecting a comparison, upgrading the one already done by Anna. 
Unlike word searches for a specific word (e.g. see Goodwin & Goodwin, 1986) 
in this case a large amount of possible candidate completions is opened up with 
the sole constraint being that an appropriate object to be compared is larger than 
the book. Anna provides the candidate completion: än oss. ‘than us.’ (cf. Lerner, 
1995, 2004). The word-search organization thus provides a structure for searches 
through which such a sentence can be collaboratively constructed.

Ebba accepts the candidate (at least she does not object to it – that she contin-
ues the upgrade might be an indication that she did not accept the candidate but 
she does nothing to highlight a possible misunderstanding), and at first possible 
completion she continues upgrading the comparisons.

This is done in overlap with Anna, who starts up a new comparison, something 
that can be seen by the way that the girls make use of format-tied utterances (see 
M. Goodwin, 1990, 2007):

 the real blue whale is larger than … in lines 3-4,
 it’s larger … in line 5,
 it’s la- initiated and abandoned turn in line 6.

Ebba now suggests that the blue whale might be as large as the whole school (line 
7), whereby Anna says that it might be as large as the schoolyard (which implies 
that it is indeed larger than the school building).

Ebba’s turn is formulated in a slightly different way, a format that is picked up 
by Anna, and the turn builds parasitically on the prior turn, through the repeti-
tion of the start of the utterance (cf. M. Goodwin, 2007). Notice also the slight 
reservations that both girls make by using kanske ‘maybe’.
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Figure (4): Gaze directions

 it’s maybe as large as … in line 7
 it’s maybe as large as … in line 8

Ebba then confirms Anna’s utterance that the whale is as large as the school yard 
with a very emphasized ja:a:. ‘ye:es:.’.

In contrast to the earlier sequences that have been analyzed and where relevant 
gaze has overwhelmingly been on the book, from lines 6 to 11 the children are 
looking at each other and out into the open air. Gustaf is initially looking at Anna 
and Ebba, and then out into the air. The focus of attention is thus slightly differ-
ent than earlier. For example, when Anna in line 8 compares the blue whale to the 
schoolyard, all children are looking in different directions, none of them looking 
at the book or at each other (see Figure 4).

This disinterest in the book as a focal point of attention can further be seen in 
how Gustaf is turning a page in the book, first of all without himself actually 
looking at the book, and second without the girls attending to what he is doing. 
This is a quite remarkable thing in this activity, as the one who usually oversees 
the turning of pages is Anna. This observation is corroborated by Anna’s vigorous 
protest in line 14 upon discovering that Gustaf has turned a page.

After a silence in line 10 Anna continues elaborating on the size of the blue 
whale by saying tänk om den e större än �have. ‘what if it’s larger than the 
��sea.’, something that is concluded by a giggle and is treated by the participants 
as a joke. It should be noted that through situating the blue whale in the sea, 
Anna displays that she knows where blue whales live and the “ridiculousness” of 
her proposal, of course, comes from the notion of the blue whale being larger 
than its natural habitat. Ebba expresses this in line 12, when she says men knäp-
pgök. ‘but stupid cuckoo.’, which is further produced with a voice filled with 
laughter.

In this last excerpt, the children turn by turn build a shared understanding of 
how large a blue whale is. That it is larger than the book seems self-evident. But it 
is also (probably) larger than both the school and the schoolyard. That it be larger 
than the sea is treated as a joke. Through this they determine the borders of how 
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small respectively how large a whale is – something which begun with a picture 
in a picture book, was extended and developed in interaction and now has been 
brought to its end.

An evolving understanding of the size of blue whales
What has been traced is how the children return to the topic of the size of the 
blue whale, discussing and developing the theme through a book reading activity. 
The first time that the topic is oriented to it is in a matter-of-fact manner, Ebba 
stating that the blue whale is the world’s largest animal.

The second time that the size of blue whales is oriented to is in relation to a 
picture that invites to a comparison of size. That the blue whale is the world’s 
largest animal is here developed and specified, where the blue whale is found to 
be much larger than all other animals on the picture, something that includes for 
example elephants and hippopotamuses. This difference is not only talked into 
being, but also enacted in gestures performed in relation to the picture on the 
book opening, where pointing over the blue whale requires a much larger move-
ment than pointing over the elephants. Thus, in this instance, the discussion is 
tied to the picture in the book, taking the picture as basis for claims of differences 
in size between the animals.

The third time that the topic is blue whales and their size it is also in relation 
to a specific picture – the picture of a whale hunt. Here, the blue whale is com-
pared, not with other animals, but with a ship, where the “big” ship is construed 
as “nothing” for the whale. This further elaborates on the size of blue whales, this 
time in relation to a material object.

The fourth and last time that the size of the blue whale is oriented to, the 
children are tying its size to material things in the environment. Up until this 
instance they have been discussing the matter of size in relation to what they 
could in fact see in the pictures. What happens now is that they instead elaborate 
the topic by first of all stating that the real blue whale is larger than the book, 
continuing by escalating the comparisons first with the blue whale being larger 
than themselves, larger than the school and then suggesting that it might even be 
as large as the school yard. Finally, having reached what they orient to as being the 
limits of how large the blue whale can be, it is jokingly established that it cannot 
be larger than the sea.

Before proceeding with the next part of this chapter, a few points will be made. 
Through tracing each time that the size of blue whales is oriented to we see a 
content of learning evolve. It could be argued that the children are of course also 
talking about other things. As has been remarked upon in previous CA research 
on topic, one of the intrinsic difficulties with topic is that it is sometimes difficult 
to decide what it is that people are talking about and when the topic has changed.

The content of what is being talked about is a members’ concern, something 
that cannot be overly emphasized. It is not an analyst’s category that is being 
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imposed on the children’s activities, and it is not a question of exploring what the 
children are understanding of some pre-decided content, or how they are con-
ceptualizing a content that was decided before the actual analysis begun. What is 
focused is instead their ways of establishing a shared understanding of how large 
blue whales are and how that changes over time.

The analytical approach to content developed here, moreover consists in track-
ing a topic that the children return to several times. It is a matter of being able to 
analytically anchor a trajectory of learning in the participants’ own activities and 
orientations, through the analysis of the participants’ negotiations of a shared un-
derstanding of a content of learning. In the reading activity, it is moreover crucial 
that the artifact (i.e., the book) is oriented to, as it is the changing orientations 
to different parts of the book page that provide ground for arguing that the topic 
changes. What is useful for research on learning from an interactionist perspec-
tive is the ability to be precise in deciding what the content of learning is. Tracing 
topical orientations, is in this way, an analytical point of entry to the analysis of 
contents and trajectories of learning.

This analytical framework will now be used in order to follow the develop-
ment of a content of learning within another setting: a pilot student learning to 
perform a maneuver at an aviation academy. The analysis is begun in this chapter, 
but will continue in the next, that is, in Chapter 7. An overall description of the 
topicalizations in this next data set can be found in Table 2, in Chapter 5. The 
analysis is rather extensive, and differs from this first analysis of the reading activ-
ity in that it extends over several activities across occasions and material settings. 
Further, each topicalization results in sometimes rather lengthy discussions, at 
other times more brief exchanges.

In this chapter, it is the very first part of what constitutes a trajectory of learn-
ing that will be in focus, that is, what will be analyzed here is the first topicaliza-
tion of the maneuver. It is in this instance that the participants are establishing a 
content of learning that they will return to at several occasions.

Co-constructing a content of learning: Recoveries from 
unusual attitudes
The method developed for tracking trajectories of learning in the analysis of the 
reading activity, has been used in order to establish a participants’ content of 
learning in the recordings of the flight lessons: how to recover from unusual atti-
tudes with a low nose position. In contrast to the reading activity, this interaction is 
task-related. The participants have available a protocol in which the contents and 
the goals of the lesson are listed. That the interaction is task-related and that it 
involves a participant who represents a formal organization, in this case a teacher, 
is something that renders the activities the characterization of institutional talk 
(Drew & Heritage, 1992/1998). In this respect, this activity differs from the 
reading activity that was just analyzed. The orientation to contents of learning 
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Position of the nose

Speed

Position of the wings

Unusual attitudes

When flying, the position in relation to the horizon (nose 

and wing position) and speed is crucial, and the parameters 

require constant calibration. An unusual attitude is a position 

of the airplane that is not normal in the sense of, for example, 

the nose position being too low in combination with a right 

bank angle and high speed.

Figure (5): Unusual attitudes

is more explicit here, as it constitutes a core aspect of instructional activities. 
However, the protocol is very brief, and does not say very much more than that 
it is a high workload priority-practice (first and second lesson), and emergency 
handling (third lesson). Regardless of the level of detail in these protocols, the 
importance of the local and situated negotiations and renegotiations of content 
of learning will be suggested, and the development of shared understanding as it 
is built turn-by-turn in interaction will be analyzed.

I will begin by describing what the maneuver is. In this chapter, the first pre-
flight briefing session will be focused. In the description of the maneuver, how-
ever, a description of the overall structure of the whole flight lesson will be pro-
vided, thus extending somewhat beyond the scope of this first analytical chapter.

Description of the maneuver
The activity in focus is a flight maneuver called recoveries from unusual attitudes. 
The participants are a student and her teacher, and the analysis focuses how they 
co-construct the unusual attitudes in the classroom on the ground and in the 
airplane. The maneuver is hence both talked about and actually performed. Each 
lesson consists of a preflight briefing session in a classroom on the ground, and is 
followed by the flight lesson itself, which takes place in an airplane. The lessons 
are concluded by a debriefing session, again in a classroom on the ground.

An unusual attitude is a position of the airplane that is recognized as not nor-
mal and as something that requires that you take action to recover from. The 
unusualness of the attitude has to do with the positioning of the nose and wings 
in relation to the horizon in combination with speed (Figure 5). The horizon, vis-
ible as a separating line on the instruments in the airplane, is an important point 
of reference, in relation to which many of the actions are organized.
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In the briefing session, the teacher and the student go through different documents 
and talk about the content of the flight lesson. The content of each flight lesson 
is regulated and presented in a printed document that is read and used during the 
lesson. The preflight briefing session is also an opportunity for the student to ask 
questions and for the teacher to check the student’s understanding of the content 
or to make theoretical reviews. In the briefing session that is analyzed here, the 
question of unusual attitudes and how to recover from them is raised by the stu-
dent and is followed by a comparatively long discussion. In general, the briefing 
sessions last approximately 10 minutes.

Later, in the airplane during the flight lesson proper, the teacher flies them into 
an unusual attitude while the student has her eyes closed. The teacher then says 
“your controls” which is a standardized way of transferring responsibility between 
the pilots, and which is a sign that it is now the student that has to take over the 
control of the airplane (cf. Nevile, 2004). The student has to find out what kind 
of unusual attitude it is and what to do in order to recover from it. When doing 
the recovery there are three aspects that need to be taken into account: nose posi-
tion, wing position, and speed. However, what is required to be done and in what 
order depends on the specific situation. 

Up until the time of the recording, the student had had her training in an 
older type of airplane with mechanical instruments. Prior to the three consecu-
tive flight lessons that are analyzed in the dissertation, the student has only once 
flown a highly computerized airplane, referred to as a glass cockpit. The instru-
ment panel is in such an airplane dominated by two computer displays where 
information from many different instruments is brought together in one display, 
thus making it into a complex visual field.

Further, the greater part of this student’s experience has been flying with visual 
flight reference (VFR). This means that she is used to flying relying on her own 
visual perception of the world outside the airplane, and how the airplane moves 
in relation to that framework. During this lesson however, she is wearing a hood 
so as not to be able to look outside the airplane for reference points, but instead 
to be forced to focus on the instruments. In other words, the resources that the 
student has for performing her actions are the instruments and displays inside 
the airplane. Further, she has the resource of her own body and how she physi-
cally experiences the movements of the airplane. Flying a small airplane is a very 
physical experience and the unusual attitudes are no exception. Flying in and out 
of the attitudes one moment presses the body down into the seat to the next mo-
ment make you feel as if you are weightless. A crucial feature of the flight lessons 
is that they are “for real.” Unlike in the ordinary classroom, every action can be 
consequential beyond the pedagogical goals of the lesson and could literally be a 
question of life and death.

In the debriefing session the participants talk about the flight lesson and what 
has happened during it. The teacher evaluates the student’s performance, and 
grades her efforts. The two somewhat competing aims of the flight lessons, as on 
the one hand an occasion for instruction and learning, and on the other hand an 



95

examination, is here explicit. Sometimes, as will happen in the first flight lesson 
explored in this text, the student’s performance is judged as unsatisfactory and she 
does not pass the lesson. However, this is not directly related to her performance 
of the recoveries, but to a more general claim of her not having prepared enough 
for flying an airplane with a glass cockpit. In any case, a report is written about 
the student’s failure and she has to do the same lesson over again.

Discursive embodiments of speed, nose position, and wing 
position
The first time that the student and teacher talk about the unusual attitudes in 
the first preflight briefing session, this results in a rather long question-answer 
sequence, in which a correct order of actions recovering the airplane from the 
unusual attitude is established. Initially, the teacher introduces the lesson as being 
more or less identical to what the student has already done.

Excerpt (9): We will do unusual attitudes
F3-060509-1.briefing; 00.17-00.52

 1 Teacher vi kommer köra (.) branta svängar (.) vi kommer
   we will do (.) steep turns (.) we will

 2  köra låg fart. (.) stall. (0.7) e: onormala lägen.
   do slow speed. (.) stall. (0.7) uh: unusual attitudes.

 3  (0.5) 

 4  och=
   and=

 5 Student mhm=

 6 Teacher =allt de här me hood. kommer du göra. 
   =all this with the hood. you will do.

 7  e: och onormala lägen kommer du dessutom få (0.9)
   uh: and unusual attitudes you will moreover get to (0.9)

 8  en- då kommer de inte gå till som förra gången
   a- then it will not happen as the last time 

 9  som mer eller mindre va en demonstration utan då  
   that more or less was a demonstration but then 

 10  kommer ja lägga oss i olika (.) onormala lägen 
   I will put us in different (.) unusual attitudes 

 11  som du får ta dej ur sen da.
   that you will have to recover from then.

 12 Student °okej.° =va e de till exempel.
   °okay.°  =what is that for example.

 13 Teacher         (å f-)
            (and f-)

 14 Teacher <till exempel att e:->
   <for example that uh:->

 15  (0.9)

 16  d- de kommer gå till så här du får     
   i- it will be like this you will  
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 17  (0.8)

 18  blunda (.)
   close your eyes (.)

 19  hålla huvet (.) ner (.) mot knät.
   hold your head (.) tilted (.) toward your lap.

 20  (.)  såattsäga. (.) titta neråt ungefär då. 
   (.)  sotospeak.   (.) like look down then. 

 21 Student                     ((nods...............))

 22 Teacher °fast du blundar.° och e: så kommer ja lägga oss
   °although your eyes are closed.° and uh: then I will put us

 23  i ett onormalt lä:ge¿
   in an unusual atti:tude¿

The teacher tilts his head 

forward as if looking down.

Teacher

Student

The teacher makes a list of maneuvers that they will do. It is part of the prepara-
tions for the flight lesson when the participants are talking through what they 
will do during the lesson. The teacher mentions four different maneuvers, ending 
with unusual attitudes. The student produces a minimal mhm in line 5 in re-
sponse to the list, immediately following upon the first topicalization of unusual 
attitudes. This response could be analyzed as oriented toward the fact that the 
list is coming to an end. However, it can also be understood as oriented toward 
the unusual attitudes constituting a potential difficulty, something that is cor-
roborated by the fact that the recoveries from unusual attitudes will occupy not 
only a considerable amount of time in this first briefing session, but moreover is 
topicalized in all three flight lessons.

The teacher then picks out the unusual attitudes as being somewhat differ-
ent from the other maneuvers that will be practiced, in that the student will be 
expected to perform the actual recoveries. Referring to last time, the teacher says 
that then it was more or less a demonstration, whereas this time kommer ja lägga 
oss i olika (.) onormala lägen som du får ta dej ur sen da. ‘I will put us in dif-
ferent (.) unusual attitudes that you will have to recover from then.’ (lines 10-11). 
The student acknowledges this with a quiet okej. ‘okay.’ and in overlap with the 
teacher asks what the unusual attitudes are: va e de till exempel. ‘what is that for 
example.’ (line 12). The teacher has presented the unusual attitudes in a way that 
explicitly expects the student to be familiar with the maneuver. He starts up with 
<till exempel att e:-> ‘<for example that uh:-‘ something that could be on its way 
to giving examples of unusual attitudes. Rather than proceeding in that direction, 
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he orients to the student’s question as being about what is going to happen in the 
airplane, or in other words how the exercise will be done. The teacher thus enacts 
how the student is going to close her eyes, face down toward her lap, while the 
teacher flies them into an unusual attitude. 

The distribution of roles is also emphasized. In the enumeration of maneuvers 
in lines 1-2 it is a “we” that are going to do different things. In line 6, the personal 
pronoun that is used is instead “you,” indicating that the student will play a more 
active role. This is reinforced through the setting up of a contrast between the 
last time that was a demonstration, and this time when the teacher – “I” – will 
fly them into unusual attitudes that the student – “you” – will be responsible for 
recovering from. The participants will be present in the airplane together, and will 
thus in a more general sense do the maneuvers as a “we.” Within this common 
and shared project, however, the participants will be expected to do different 
things and occupy different roles or identities.

This is part of what constitutes the present activity as an educational setting, 
in which an uneven knowledge distribution between teacher and student is being 
made relevant. The student is the one who will be held accountable for knowing 
things and for demonstrating what she knows. It could also be noticed, that the 
explicit distribution of roles is of particular importance in this specific setting – 
the airline cockpit. Flying an airplane as a team, requires the pilots to decide who 
is responsible for doing what, for example with respect to who is responsible for 
flying the airplane (cf. Nevile, 2004).

Already in this first mentioning of the unusual attitudes, a trajectory of learn-
ing is oriented to. The participants are preparing for what they are going to do 
during the flight lesson in the airplane, and in so doing they are projecting future 
actions. The unusual attitudes are picked out as a maneuver that is going to be 
done in a different way than the last time (lines 8-9). The exercise is hence set 
up as containing new elements, where this time it is the student who will be the 
one responsible for recovering the airplane. At the same time, a previous shared 
experience is invoked, where the student is expected to know something about 
the unusual attitudes through having participated in a demonstration. This will 
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.

Initiating talk about recoveries from low nose positions
The teacher initiates a question-answer sequence, first asking the student what 
she would do if they have a high nose and are stalling when she opens her eyes 
and takes over the controls. He then sets up a contrasting case, instead asking 
what she would do if they have a low nose position, as he demonstrates an un-
usual attitude that has a very low nose.
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 1 Teacher om du: tittar upp å så
   if you: look up and then

 2  har du  väldit låg nos.
   you have  a very low nose.  
         
 3  istället. va göru då¿
   instead. what will you do then¿

 4  (1.6)

 5 Student e::
   uh::

 6  (1.5)

 7 Student ja tar upp ↑nosen, 
   I bring up ↑the nose,

 8  (.) 
   ((gaze at teacher))

 9  å gas,=
   and power,=

Excerpt (10): A very low nose
F3-060509-1.briefing; 01.20-01.30

Gesture describing 

position of airplane

Gesture describing 

required actions

The student lowers her gaze 

during the silence in line 4, 

keeping it down until line 8.

The exchange follows a familiar patter of classroom recitation: the teacher asks 
a known information question, which is answered by the student, and then in 
some way assessed by the teacher either through evaluating, offering clues or as in 
the initial part of this case, doing nothing. The teacher asks the student om du: 
tittar upp å så har du väldit låg nos. istället. va göru då¿ ‘if you: look up and 
then you have a very low nose. instead. what will you do then¿’. When demon-
strating the low nose position, the teacher holds his hand straight, palm facing 
down, in front of his body. The fingertips correspond to the nose of the airplane, 
and the hand and arm are held with the fingers pointing down. Thus the only as-
pect of the unusual attitude that is highlighted is the nose position, whereas wing 
position and speed are not made relevant neither in embodied actions nor in talk. 

The teacher’s turn va göru då¿ ‘what will you do then¿’ is making relevant an 
answer from the student, thereby providing the opportunity of an evaluation by 
the teacher. What differentiates this activity from question-answer activities in 
other (non-instructional) settings, is the participants’ orientation to a distribu-
tion of knowledge displayed in the way the teacher’s turn is produced and the 
instructional activity this implicates (Lerner, 1995, p. 121).
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As the teacher has asked the question va göru då¿ ‘what will you do then¿’, 
the student during the 1,6 second silence gradually shifts gaze, from looking at 
the teacher to looking down at the table. The silence is followed by a prolonged 
sound e:: ‘uh::’ and then there is another 1.5 second pause before the student 
answers ja tar upp ��nosen, ‘I bring up �the �nose,’. The silence and the pro-
longed sound could be taken as indicating possible difficulties in answering. As 
answers are responsive actions, their syntactic structure is shaped by their position 
as second actions. This is clearly visible here, where the answer produced by the 
student, that she will bring the nose up, is closely tied to the teacher’s question 
about what she would do if they had a low nose position.

The prolonged sound in line 5 is what Lerner (1995, p. 123) has called a pre-
pausal token. The token shows that the student is engaged in the search of an an-
swer. The turn is produced rather softly, where the lexical “nose” is said with a flat 
and high-pitched voice. It is not until she has completed the first TCU that she 
looks up at the teacher, and then, upon not (immediately) receiving a response, 
continues by adding an increment å gas, ‘and power,’, during which she is gazing 
at the teacher. 

The intonation curve of the turn in line 7 moreover rises on �nosen ‘the �nose’, 
staying up high. There is a short silence, and then the student adds å gas. ‘and 
power.’. This is first dropping down low over the å ‘and’, to then slightly rise over 
gas ‘power’. gas ‘power’ is further produced in a rather flat way, which renders the 
turn a flair of uncertainty. Taken together the answer is epistemically marked as a 
try rather than as a claim of being sure.

As noted above, the teacher is highlighting the nose position in his question. 
It is thus worth noticing that the student is able to recognize that an unusual 
attitude involves not only nose position but also other aspects such as speed. 
However, she is not indicating whether to add or reduce speed.

The student responds to the question through both talk and embodied ac-
tion. She produces a verbal turn describing what she would do, that is ja tar upp 
��nosen, ‘I bring up �the �nose,’. She simultaneously performs the required action 
holding the imagined controls with her hands and pulling towards her. When 
performing these gestures, the student is making relevant a relation between the 
different settings, that is, the room in which they are at this time and the airplane. 
LeBaron and Streeck (2000) argue that gestures originate in the “tactile contact 
that mindful human bodies have with the physical world” (p. 119). Without this 
relation to the world of things, the movement of the hand could not be seen as 
action. 

Further, the student is making visible an object and an action known to both 
the teacher and herself. It is this shared experience that enables the teacher to see 
what the gesture indexes (see LeBaron & Streeck, 2000, p. 135). The gestures 
are evoking a world of experience held in common. Following Koschmann and 
LeBaron (2002), it could be characterized as an insider gesture (p. 256), as it pre-
sumes certain forms of special knowledge shared by the participants. This shared 
world is further not limited to this particular student and teacher at his moment 



100

 10 Teacher =tar du upp        
   =bring you up         
   =do you just bring   

 11  den direkt bara, (.) så,       
   it directly only, (.) like that,
   it up straight away, (.) like that,

  

 12 Student nej ja måste ju kolla farten först.
   no I have to check the speed first.

 13 Teacher farten måste du kolla ja precis
   the speed you have to check yes exactly
   you have to check the speed yeah exactly

 14  (    )

 15 Student men om  de e väldit hög fart så-
   but if   it is a very high speed then-
   but if   the speed is very high then-

 16 Teacher m (.) precis.=>de e viktit att du
   m  (.) exactly.=>it’s important that you 

 17  tar upp< nosen. (.) fort. 
   bring up< the nose.  (.) quickly. 

 18  men om- säg att vi ligger i ett 
   but if- say that we are in a

 19  (0.8)
   ((takes model from wall))

 20  sånt här läge.
   position like this. 
   ((demonstrates with model))

Excerpt (11): Do you just bring the nose up
F3-060509-1.briefing; 01.30-01.42

The teacher ignores the student’s added å gas, ‘and power,’, and asks tar du upp 
den direkt bara, (.) så, ‘do you just bring it up straight away, (.) like that,’. As 
he produces the indexical den ‘it’, he initiates a gesture demonstrating the trajec-
tory of a climbing airplane. In this gesture the bank angle of the wings is actu-
ally present, as the hand is held slightly tilted to the left. However, the gesture 
in itself is not made the focus of attention through for example gazing at it by 
neither teacher nor student. Instead, the student orients to the question as being 
about in what order to do things, and she answers nej ja måste ju kolla farten 
först. ‘no I have to check the speed first.’. The teacher treats her answer as correct 
in principle, or in other words that it is correct that she has to check the speed, 
but he then continues his turn – as it turns out in overlap with the student. The 

in time, but also part of the professional community of practice of pilots (cf. 
Goodwin, 1994). 


