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Conhecimento – A dinâmica de produção do conhecimento: processos de intervenção e transformação

Knowledge – The dynamics of knowledge production: intervention and transformation processes
Rethinking emotions: discourse, self and television in the classroom

Pilar Lacasa, Amalia Reina & María Albuquerque, Universtity of Cordova, Spain

Watching TV at school. Not just cognition!

School knowledge is usually related to cognitive processes and, in that context, emotions are seldom related explicitly to teaching and learning. But this close and exclusive relationship between cognition and learning is broken down when TV is present in classrooms and emotions begin to appear. In the following pages we examine what happened when we decided to work with an experienced teacher for a school year by visiting as a participant observer in a writing workshop, where not only books but other mass media were used. The conversations between the teacher and the children were the starting point of our reorientation of relationships between cognition and emotion. An ethnographic narrative will be helpful for the reader’s understanding about how we reach consciousness of the fact that these two dimensions of human activity are interwoven when television programs are present in the classroom.

Looking to create new settings for teaching and learning, the teacher and two persons from the research team began to work with the children on the content of television programs shown at the school. We were concerned with how schools can go beyond their walls and use many of the tools that are common aspects of everyday life. Moreover, we consider that children need to be introduced to specific literacy abilities related to visual language (Salomon, 1979/1994). We were trying to make children “critical viewers”. Following Paul Gee (1996) we defined literacy as the control of the use of secondary discourses, which can be defined as those to which people are apprenticed as part of their socializations within various groups and institutions beyond their early home and peer-group socialization. In that context, we can talk about ?? literacy being liberating and powerful if it can be used as a meta-language or a meta-discourse for the critique of other literacies and the way in which they constitute us as persons and situate us in society. At the same, we were supported by the idea that “understanding” television is not simply a matter of passive viewing but, according to Bakhtin ( 1981; 1986) an act of dialogue “a response to a sign with other signs”.

But let us describe the way in which the task was introduced in the classroom. Even if the goal was quite clear for the teacher and the researchers, this was not the case for the children, which are not very attentive to the words of adults (sentence  4).

	Researcher
	1. Now we will watch for a moment, a short piece, and then you will try to think about what kind of things you could tell to other children that want to see it 

2. why they should watch it or why not

3. you are like critics// of television,  understand? 
	Ahora la vamos a ver un poquito, un trozo y entonces a ver si se os ocurren cosas que podríamos decir a otros los niños que la vean 

por qué la tienen que ver o por qué no,

vosotros sois como críticos de // la televisión ¿está claro?

	Child
	4. (whispering) now to confuse them and put  ?? ?? 
	(susurrando) ahora para que se confunda y ponga la de los pitufos

	Teacher
	5. ¡Silence! !Angela! do you understand what we will do now, Rocío?

6. Now we will see a movie from that series and then we will think about it // to contribute to the other opinions

7. Now we atre going to give our opinions about that particular movie. OK?
	¡silencio! ¡Ángela! ¿habéis entendido lo que vamos a hacer ahora Rocío? //

Ahora vamos a ver una película de esa serie y luego sobre esto que vamos a ver // pensamos que podemos aportar a lo que han dicho los demás

Ahora vamos a opinar nosotros sobre esta película concreta. Esta bién?


To tell the truth, at that moment we were not conscious of two important dimensions that were shaping the situation; on the one hand, how important the adult’s voice would be, even to silence the childrne’s voices, and on the other how significant woiuld be the reole of the emotions in defining the situations. We now present  some examples taken from the classroom.

Talking television in the classroom
Our data were obtained from a larger piece of research that focused on media and literacy. For two school years we have been participant observers in a writing workshop that was organized in order to allow the introduction of television discourses in the classroom. The participants in the workshop were 18 children and their teacher. Among other activities they decided to write a special issue for the local newspaper about what children think of TV programs in order to tell other children about their own opinions; from our point of view the children were adopting the role of critical viewers. In addition to field notes on the activities of the whole class we made audio and videotapes; these, together with transcriptions of the conversations in the classroom, are the main source of data in this study. By exploring these items we wish to show how cognition and emotion are interwoven in the conversations of children and teachers.

More specifically, we focus on how children retell television narratives by participating in an open discussion, a collaborative activity dominated by a process of collective remembrance (Middleton & Edwards, 1990). According to these autohors remembering is a social process determined by interpersonal relationships and affect is an important marker of significance, which of course is what makes the content of TV programs something memorable and meaningful for children. According to Buckingham (1993), the retelling of film and television narratives could very well be considered as an everyday social activity, perhaps particularly for children. In that context the requirement to produce “a dispassionately accurate sequential account” of one’s past experiences is comparatively rare. The social world of remembering is not an incidental aspect of the process: remembering, but like all forms of thinking, is embedded in cultural and communicative forms, and in interpersonal relationships. Thus, affect is an  important aspect for making things meaning and memorable for people, or worth talking about.

Looking at the following conversation we see how relationships between fiction and reality on television orient children’s and adults’ interpretations.  In that context adults’ interventions orient the children to the way that they might regard as being most suitable according to their own goals, and in that sense it would be better to watch programs that present specific values, and not others. In relation to children it may have been their identification with some of the main characters of the television program, a fiction in the last analysis, that makes it possible to elicit emotional rather than only cognitive dimensions of the activities. We see how, when they watch television in the classroom, children and adults take different routes to arrive to emotion, norms and moral problems. 

The television programs that children watched in the classroom came from the current TV timetable in Spain. They were very popular among children. It is important to point out that the children could choose any programs they wished to watch and brought them to school. To understand how adults interpret television content when interacting with children we need to focus for a moment on the comedy plot of the two programs, which were very different, even though both of them were included in the specific children’s timetable. The first one, “Pesadillas” (nightmares) shows some of the adventures that can take place when a child is transformed into an old and disgusting man because he places on her face a mask that he could not leave. All events taken place during the movie were presented children with the anxiety as experienced by a child with whom children could identify themselves. It may not be difficult to understand that the teacher considered necessary for children to differentiate between “fiction” and “reality”. We will see how for children, making judgments about the reality of television was a flexible process, which involved several, possibly contradictory, criteria (Buckingham, 1993).

In contrast, the other program, entitled “Sister, Sister”, showed unusual and funny situations as they happened to twin girls who were living in different families until they found each other in a supermarket. Then their adoptive “father” and “mother” decide they will all live together. This program gave the teacher the opportunity of posing specific questions related to “unusual families”, a topic especially important for her because in her classroom several children were members of such “different” families. We discuss in relation to this episode how the personal life of one of the girls takes shape in social terms, even how self may be involved in the interpretive understanding and transformation of received symbolic and television models (Rosaldo, 1984).

But let us explore a little more in depth the teacher’s goals in  comparing the conversations that took place after children watched the the programs in the classroom. After transcription and verification by an independent transcriber, the conversation transcriptions were coded using NUDIST*VIVO - version 1.127 - (Gahan & Hannibal, 1998), a software package designed for qualitative analysis but which also allows the export of tables of results in order to analyze them quantitatively.  A set of codes was defined to show how children and adults recreated and discussed the comedy. Categories were organized according to the two following dimensions. 

1. Narrative. This dimension consists of talk oriented to reconstruct orally, in a narrative form, what they had seen on television. We included references to main characters, situations in which they were involved, spatial and temporal settings where they act, their psychological processes, predictions of their future activities, and justifications of their decisions according what they did or said.
2. Control. This dimension involved talk centered on utterances revealing an interest of the speaker in establishing control of another’s interpretations. We include here three kind of sentences: a) “values and/or moral judgments” which were supposed to introduce the speaker’s perspective on the conversation to evaluate what happen; b) meta-discourse sentences referring to a reflection on the process of reconstruction itself; and c) utterances that included a synthesis of what the children had been saying until a specific moment; this measure contributed to the grasp of consciousness of specific aspects of the situation.
Table 1 offers an overview of the frequencies and percentages occurrence of each of the major types of talk we identified. Looking at the table we can explore differences between the two sessions by focusing on the adults’ goals.

	
	“Pesadillas”

(N=663)
	Sister

(N=994)

	Control
	70, 49%

(43)
	22, 86%

(32)

	Narrative
	29, 51%

(18)
	77,14%

(108)

	
	100%

(61)
	100%

(140)


Table 1. Type of talk during the discussions. Frequencies and percentages 

These data bring us to make three main comments . First, the biggest proportion of control in “Pesadillas” might show that  the teacher was more interested in modifying the children’s approach. We may remember that the plot of the movie provokes children’s anxiety even though many of them are really keen on watching it. Moreover, the teacher did not go into depth about what happened to the main characters, even though she might have been interested in avoiding children’s identification with them. On the other hand, “Sister, Sister” offers a model of the family in which the teacher is really interested, and for that reason she goes more into depth on recreating the plot and on the problems in which the two girl protagonists are involved. Let us explore some examples from the conversations that took place in these two sessions.

“Pesadillas”. Fear: emotions, judgments and beliefs  

The conversation began when one of the children was reading out the text that he had written, which included his own comments on the movie. The text conceptualized the program by including the time and the channel on which its appeared.Furthermore, the child explained that it was “terrifying”. From our point of view what is interesting is how one of the girls, Begoña, insisted on many aspects that could not be explained solely in terms of cognitive learning processes . In contrast, the teacher attempted  to establish differences between fiction and reality, supporting her proposal on the basis of logical arguments.

From our point of view the following transcription shows how emotions, in that case, of fear, seem to be a process that involves much more than the physical dimensions of the activity.Perhaps, according to a cognitive theory of emotions (Shweder & LeVine, 1984) we can regard emotions as being composed, at least in their essential structure, of cognitions such as concepts, perceptions, judgments and beliefs. Even more so, these emotions need to be explain in terms of a particular cultural context, for example the classroom. In that sense, emotions are themselves public phenomena, in the same sense as language and knowledge are also public.

	Jose
	8. (Reading aloud) “pesadillas” is a TV movie, it is  terrifying, and it appears only Saturday morning
	(lee en voz alta) “pesadillas es una serie que echan en la tele, es terrorífica, y sólo la echan los sábados a las doce y cuarenta...”

	Teacher
	9. Wait! Some of you could make some comment?

10. (Noise in the classroom) What do you think?
	¡espérate! Si alguien quiere... comentar algo?

 (barullo en la clase) ¿qué opináis? 

	Begoña
	11. That it is terrifying, it is frightening! (noise, laughing)
	que es terrorífica, da mucho miedo (mucho jaleo, risas...)


Until that moment children and teacher stay at a conceptual level. Even Begoña explains what that she’s meaning by “terrifying” (utterance, 11). But soon the child seems to come into a contradiction with her own previous words (utterance 15). She likes the movie even though after watching it she can’t sleep. Emotion and cognition began to become interwoven.

	David B.
	12. Are you afraid?
	te da miedo a tí.?

	Teacher
	13. But, do you like it?
	pero ¿te gusta...?

	David B.
	14. Not to other people
	a los demás nooo.

	Begoña
	15. Sure, // I like it , // but  I cannot sleep afterwards(noise, laughing)


	hombre... a mi me gusta pero es que luego no duermo (mucho jaleo y risas)


Children and adults insist on very different arguments, even in opposite directions. Perhaps it is difficult for them to agree that the child, when she’s watching TV, does not seem very interested in thinking that what happens there is just “fiction”.

	Teacher
	16. wait a moment, why don’t you sleep? // Do you think that it is true?
	un momento, por qué no duermes?// piensas que esto es verdad o...

	Begoña
	17. because I think that it is real and I don’t sleep (noise, laughing)
	porque pienso que esto es real y no duermo (risas y jaleo)

	Teacher
	18. Let see!
	¡a ver!

	Researcher
	19. Listen! But is everything appearing on TV true?
	¡oye! pero todo lo que sale en la tele ¿es de verdad?

	niños y niñas a coro
	20. Noo!
	¡noooooooo! ¡noooooo!


We doesn’t really know whether  just in order to support the teacher’s arguments, other children try to amplify what it really means to be afraid.

	Teacher
	21. ¡Begoña!...
	¡Begoña!...

	Juanlu
	22. It is because Begoña believes that in the middle of the night she will see a mummy
	es que Begoña se cree que va a ver por la noche una momia (risas)

	Teacher
	23. But, let’s see!
	¡pero vamos a ver...!

	Researcher
	24. Listen! Let’s see!
	¡oye! ¡a ver, a ver!

	David B.
	25. Maybe
	a lo mejor //


The teacher insists on the same arguments but now shecompares the movie with other programs (utterance 26) She  keeps trying to convince the child about the fact that what happens on TV is not real, even arguing that they are as unreal as those that children invent when they compose fairy tales (utterance 31).

	Teacher
	26. Begoña, let’s see, when something appears on TV, for example a competition,  you do have dreams in the same way at night?
	Begoña // pero vamos a ver, cuando sale algo en la tele, por ejemplo  algún concurso¿ también por la noche lo sueñas igual?

	Begoña
	27. Me // Me // Me // I am not dreaming, it’s that I don’t sleep
	Yo // yo //  yo // no es que sueñe señorita, yo es que no duermo

	Teacher
	28. But, why?
	pero bueno por qué...

	Begoña
	29. Because I am afraid
	porque me da miedo

	Jose
	30. Because // she thinks //
	porque piensa...

	Teacher
	31. But what can they do // you don’t understand that this is a movie that some people invent in the same way as you invent fairy tales? (noise, laughing)


	pero que te pueden hacer, tu no ves que esto es una película que se la ha inventado una persona lo mismo que tu te has inventado los cuentos (mucho jaleo en la clase, todos hablan a la vez)


Reading the previous conversation, our problem is to distinguish between emotion and cognition. In some way both of them are a matter of interpretation. Becoming afraid, for example, does not seem to be a feeling caused by a physiological disturbance. It is perhaps an experience, and it may, but need not, be accompanied by certain characteristic physical sensations (Shweder & LeVine, 1984).

“Sister, Sister”: “myself” and “other people”

We have been insisting on how emotions are not things but processes that are best understood with reference to the sociocultural scenarios and associations they evoke. The following conversation shows us how the social world in which we live provides a basis for the organization of perceptions and experiences related to the conscious self. It took place after the children and their teacher had watched another movie in the classroom: “Sister, sister”. As mentioned above, adults in the classroom seem to be have a very different approach to program content. At the time the teacher was trying to support the narrative produced by  Rocío  in relation to her own identity as a family member. The child explained her personal situation to all the children in the classroom and it was not an easy task for herself. This child is a gipsy girl who lives during the weekends with her biological mother and father and for the rest of the week in a “Community House”, where some children live with a woman who acts as a “real mother”. 

The teacher began the conversation by asking Rocío to tell other children about her family.

	Teacher
	32. Rocío, Did you explain who is Petri? 
	Rocío, ¿les has contado ya quién es Petri? 

	Researcher
	33. Yes!!
	Sííí 

	Rocío C.
	34. The person who takes care of me 
	La que me cuida 

	Teacher
	35. Petri is a woman, OK, as she hasn’t children y wants to have a familly, OK Rocío? 
	Petri es una señora, ¿eh?, que como ella no tiene hijos y quiere tener una familia ¿verdad, Rocío? 

	Researcher
	36. OK
	Claro. 

	Teacher
	37.  Then she takes care from other children who can’t be care for her parents, all these children with Petri are a family 
	 Pues se dedica a cuidar a otros niños que no pueden ser atendidos por sus padres y entonces, todos esos niños, con Petri, forman una familia 

	Researcher
	38. Yes 
	Claro 


The teacher insists on how Rocio has a different family, very similar to other children in the group who also live in very similar situations.

	Teacher
	39.  And all of them live ther for all the week. 

40. So do you see? This is another kind of family, because she lives there for all the week

41. She also has two houses, like Esperanza! And during the weekends she goes to her parents
	 Y viven allí  durante toda la semana

luego ya veis otro tipo de familia distinto. Igual de importante, porque ella vive allí toda la semana. 

!También tiene dos casa como Esperanza! ¿no?. Y cuando llega el fin de semana va con sus padres. 


The same day the teacher was interested in speaking with children about the most important norms that are present in each family. It was a good opportunity to focus on Rocio’s family norms where each of the child has her/his own task to make life easier for each of them at home.

	Teacher
	42. And Petri, what kind of norms has she introduced at home? 
	Y Petri, por ejemplo, ¿qué normas os ha puesto a vosotros allí en casa? 

	Rocío C.
	43. Well, each of us makes something at home. Rosa is cleaning the living-room and washes the dishes at midday and at night

44. I clean my room and prepare the snacks and my brother clean his room

45. And each of us make her own bed

46. The “twins” clean the bathroom, each of them because we have two

47. and Fina made all the rest
	Pues, cada uno hace algo en el piso. Rosa hace el salón y friega los platos al mediodía, por la noche, 

yo hago mi cuarto y hago la merienda y ni hermano, pues hace el desayuno y hace su cuarto. 

Y cada uno hace su cama.

 Los mellis hacen el cuarto de baño, cada uno, porque tenemos dos,

 y Fina hace lo que quede ya de toa la casa. 

	Teacher
	48. All the rest of the house
	Del resto de la casa. 

	Teacher
	49. Did you see how such a good division of labour there is in this family, how they are very well organized?

50. Because there are some children that thinks they are in their familes to have everything done
	¿habéis visto cómo se reparten esta familia, qué bien organizados están para repartirse el trabajo? 

Que hay algunos niños que piensan que están en su familia para que se lo hagan todo. 


To sum up, for us this conversation shows how “self” can be categories of ways of acting and understanding that derive from social life. In that sense Rocío’s construction of her own identity seems not be independent of the way she explains to other children how his life happens with her “new mother”.

Brief conclusions

Three brief comments make up our conclusions First, watching TV at school does not seem to be the same task as it is at home, because of the fact that the guidance offered by adults seems to be very different in the two settings. Looking at what happened at the school, and even though we did not observe the same activity at home, the way in which the teacher organized the conversation in the classroom suggests that she was interested in educational processes that were perhaps rather close to formal education; for example, she seemeds to have a preordained goal; shewas conscious of that goal and her activities were oriented towards achieving it. This goal is related to the children’s acquisitions of specific values, more specifically to their acceptance of diversity in society and to avoiding situations that provoke anxiety and so on in every day life.

Second, in watching television, it seems to be easy for children to identify themselves with the main characters of movies and then to present their emotions in the classroom.However, the ways in which Begoña and Rocío approached the contents of the programmes were very different. When Begoña maked explicit her feeling of fear when she was talking about “Pesadillas”,  this may just have been a social process. It is difficult to believe that the child was incapable of distinguishing fiction and reality; maybe she simply wanted the other children to pay attention to her intervention. In contrast, Rocío closely followed the teacher’s suggestions to explain about her own family; Perhaps for both of them, child and adult, it was easy to introduce in the classroom certain difficult experiences when other very similar one appear in a media which offers models of how people act in everyday life.

Our final conclusion is related to the role that drama and TV programs can play in supporting classroom education in moral values. The problem for us is whether all teachers are conscious of this role and, more particularly, whether they are conscious of the goals in support of which they use it.
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Abstract

This study explores in practice how talking about television stories in a fourth-grade group elicits emotions and involves children in both reconstructing perceptions about themselves as members of a group and articulating the ethical concepts that orient their own activities in everyday life. The role of emotion in the construction of self as a moral person acting in specific cultures has been at the heart of debate in anthropological and cross-cultural research (Lutz, 1992; Miller & Kelley, 1991; Rosaldo, 1984). This relationship has also occupied those theorists and practitioners who believe that drama and narratives have a moral function. A good example of such an attitude can be  found in Bertolt Brecht, who regarded emotions as resources in the service of moral action if they challenge, arouse and provoke the audience, rather than simply moving them to pity (Winston, 1998). Our discussion focuses on two main points. First, we consider how children as individuals perceive, describe, and explain each other’s activities, and how these are decisively influenced by emotions and received conceptualizations related to a moral-social order. In that context the meaning of children’s personal lives begins to be a cultural fact. Affects, then, are no less cultural than concepts even though they are private, and a grasp of individuality requires a grasp of cultural form. Secondly, we explore how social communication is an important tool for representing and transmitting emotions and moral beliefs. 

