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This book addresses the nature of talk and social interaction in one form of child
counselling: non-clinical ‘helping’ talk designed specifically for young children
whose parents are in the process of separation or divorce. In order to analyse this
child counselling discourse, it was necessary for me to record naturally-occur-
ring sessions which were then transcribed. The whole project thus hung on the
thread of children’s (and their parents’) consent to their counselling sessions being
recorded. I am immeasurably grateful to those individuals who granted such con-
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Without them this book simply would not exist.

I am enormously grateful too to the child counsellors whose work, in that it rep-
resents the ‘other half” of the child counselling dialogue, inevitably comes under
scrutiny in these pages. My aim is not, and never has been, to assess, evaluate
or criticise the techniques of the individual counsellors who agreed to allow my
recording equipment into their offices. The book is not about finding out what is
‘wrong’ or ‘right’ with child counselling: it is about describing and analysing how it
is done on the ground, as it were. There are many books available that purport to
demonstrate to counsellors how it should be done. This book’s sole aim is to reveal
how it is done; how the complex work of counselling young children is accom-
plished amid the practical contingencies of talk-in-interaction.
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of social science research, the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC).
When I started work on collecting the data, I had no idea what the outcomes of the
research might be; nor, indeed, was I at all certain that there would turn out to be
aresearch project at all, given that I was entirely reliant on the agreement of young
children and their (usually) estranged parents before any data could be gathered.
It is gratifying, therefore, that a body as large-scale and apparently outcomes-ori-
ented as the ESRC could demonstrate a willingness still to fund radical and ‘blue
sky’ projects such as this one. For me, this acts as a welcome indication that those
of us who work in the field of conversation analysis can still produce research that
is valued by the mainstream social science organisations. This is important, for I
believe that while it is easy to see this kind of research as necessarily on the margins
of—or even incommensurate with—‘conventional’ sociology, in fact it is vital that
conversation analysts convey the relevance of their studies for the range of interests
at the core of the discipline.
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There is one caveat that must be mentioned. This book does not aim to provide a
comprehensive account of all possible types of child counselling. Like any conver-
sation analyst, I am restricted by the data I have before me, and these were drawn
from particular, and specialised, sources. Child counselling itself is a highly spe-
cialised practice currently only available in selected locations (unlike, say, psycho-
therapy, marriage counselling or family therapy, all of which are related yet very
different concerns). The small but growing professional literature on child coun-
selling techniques also attests to the inevitability that there exists a wide range of
different ways of going about doing the work. Therefore, this book should not be
read as a generic account but as a description and analysis of the nuanced practices
of child counselling as observed in one particular type of setting.

Nevertheless, the issues from which I start in the following chapters—such as
the incitement to communicate about feelings in situations where children are not
receiving counselling at their own volition; the problem of drawing out therapeu-
tic concerns from children’s often tangential talk; or the means of responding to
children’s resistance to discussing therapeutic matters—are themselves generic to
child counselling practice (and perhaps to counselling more generally). It is to be
hoped, therefore, that my observations provide insights and resources that are use-
ful for the varying audiences who may decide to read this book: from child coun-
sellors themselves, to other social scientists interested in the nature of counselling
discourse, to, perhaps, parents and others who may simply be interested in what
kinds of things actually go on inside the child counselling office.

Tan Hutchby



Transcription conventions

Transcripts of naturally-occurring child counselling dialogues appear in these pages
using the standard conventions of conversation analysis. (All names, place refer-
ences and other such items have been altered to preserve anonymity.) The main
aim of these symbols is to provide a sense, in written transcription, of how a stretch
of talk ‘sounds’ on the tape. The main features foregrounded in the symbology are
therefore the organisation of turns, including overlapping or interruptive talk, and
features related to prosody and enunciation such as stress, emphasis, pauses, audi-
ble breathing, loudness or quietness. More detailed information on data and tran-
scription is provided in Chapter 2. A formal account can be found in Chapter 3 of
Conversation Analysis by Ian Hutchby and Robin Wooffitt (Polity 1998).

Glossary of transcript symbols

(0.5) Numbers in brackets indicate a gap timed in tenths of a second.

() A dot enclosed in brackets indicates a ‘micropause’ of less than one
tenth of a second.

= Equals signs are used to indicate ‘latching’ or absolutely no discernible
gap between utterances; or to show the continuation of a speaker’s
utterance across intervening lines of transcript.

[] Square brackets indicate the points where overlapping talk starts (left
bracket) and ends (right bracket). Although the start of an overlap is
always marked, the end is only sometimes marked.

[l Double left square brackets indicate turns that start simultaneously.

(@) Double brackets are used to describe a non-verbal activity: for
example ((banging sound)). They are also used to enclose the
transcriber’s comments on contextual or other relevant features.

O Empty brackets indicate the presence of an unclear utterance or other
sound on the tape.

.hhh h’s preceded by a dot are used to represent audible inward breathing.
The more b’s, the longer the breath.

hhhh  h’s with no preceding dot are used in the same way to represent
outward breathing.
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huh
heh

hih
sou::nd

sou-

T

I

Underline
CAPITALS

%

[ele]

<>

> <

Laughter is transcribed using ‘laugh tokens” which, as far as the
transcriber is able, represent the individual sounds that speakers
make while laughing.

Colons indicate the stretching of a sound or a word. The more colons
the greater the extent of the stretching.

A dash indicates a word suddenly cut-oft during an utterance.
Punctuation marks are not used grammatically, but to indicate
prosodic aspects of the talk. A full stop indicates a falling

tone; commas indicate fall-rise or rise-fall (i.e. a ‘continuing’

tone); question marks indicate a marked rising tone.

Upward and downward arrows are used to mark an overall rise or
fall in pitch across a phrase.

Underlining of a letter before a colon indicates a small drop in pitch
during a word.

Underlining of a colon after a letter indicates a small rise in pitch at
that point in the word.

Other underlining indicates speaker emphasis. Words may be
underlined either in part or in full, depending on the enunciation.
Capitals mark a section of speech markedly louder than that
surrounding it.

Arrows in the left margin point to specific parts of the transcript
discussed in the text.

Degree signs are used to indicate that the talk between them is
noticeably quieter than surrounding talk.

Outward chevrons are used to indicate that the talk between them
is

noticeably slower than surrounding talk.

Inner chevrons are used to indicate that the talk between them is
noticeably quicker than surrounding talk.



Supplementary note
on the presentation of data

When preparing the manuscript for this book, I gave a lot of consideration to the
question of how to describe the key participants in the data—that is, child coun-
sellors and young children—and especially how to represent them as speakers in
the data extracts that are scattered throughout these pages. Should I describe and
represent them simply as ‘child’ and ‘counsellor’? Or even more neutrally, simply as
‘A’ and ‘B’? Or should I use the anonymised names I gave them for my own records,
which would at least give the reader an indication of their respective gender? Or
should I use a combination of names and, for the children at least, ages?

I quickly ruled out the ‘A’ and ‘B’ option, for the simple reason that in almost any
conceivable situation of talk-in-interaction, and especially in institutional settings,
we do not encounter one another as anonymous A’s and ‘B’s. In certain quarters
there is an argument that this is, in fact, the best way of representing participants
for the purpose of analysis, since it avoids imputing any a priori identity character-
istics that may not accord with the identities that are relevant, moment by moment,
to the participants themselves. Such a position would therefore rule out my other
options. For instance, to use the terms ‘Counsellor’ and ‘Child” or ‘Counsellor, 35’
and ‘Child, 7 might be taken to imply that these are fixed and concrete identity cat-
egories in terms of which the participants consistently orient to one another. Yet
while this would, it is true, be an incorrect assumption (many other identities can
become relevant and be demonstrably oriented to in the course of interaction) it
seems equally true that the participants do not simply encounter one another as
anonymous entities in a blank space, like characters in a Samuel Beckett play.

Therefore, in the interests of finding some balance between these positions,
I adopted the policy of referring to participants in data extracts using single let-
ters, but ones that both (a) indicated primary identity characteristics that were
relevant—oriented to—by the participants themselves (even if not in every single
utterance or action) and (b) provided a small amount of interpretive information
(i.e. more than would be offered by ‘A’ and ‘B’) that could be useful for the read-
ers of my analysis. Counsellors are referred to in all data extracts as ‘C’. Where it
seems relevant to index their gender, that is mentioned in the text surrounding
the extract. Children are referred to using the first letter of the Christian names
Iinvented for each of them. The main names used, and their ages at the time of the
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recordings, are Graham (4), Ben (5), Peter (6), Jenny (8), Dan (8), Pamela (10) and
Amanda (12).

Thus, the following example is an exchange between a Counsellor and the child
anonymised as Peter:

1 C: Areyousurprised they said you couldn’t go.
2 P: Yeah,

3 C: Youare.

4 P: Mm.



CHAPTER1

Child counselling and children’s
social competence

This book explores the interactional organisation of child counselling. Its specific
focus is on a type of counselling for young children experiencing family break-up:
that is, parental separation or divorce. Family break-up has long existed as a social
phenomenon, and its increasing prevalence in western culture has been recognised
since at least the middle of the 20th century. But it is only comparatively recently
that children’s views about and responses to parental separation have come to be
treated seriously enough to warrant investment in specialist child counselling serv-
ices. Many such services now operate on a self-referral or ‘walk-in’ basis with offic-
es situated in town and city high streets. Families experiencing break-up or other
difficulties are invited to seek appointments simply by phoning or going along to
the office. Therefore, the child counsellors working in such practices do not tend to
deal with children exhibiting severe behavioural problems, who would more like-
ly be referred to clinical psychologists, or at risk of harm, in which case the child
would likely be assigned to social workers. Instead, they deal largely with children
whose parents feel that some sort of help is needed in getting the child to come
to terms with the decision they have made to separate. Thus, the children in this
study have not been referred for counselling through a medical route but on a vol-
untary basis; although the volition is more usually that of the parents rather than
the child—an issue which affects the counselling in certain ways as the following
chapters will show.

The book is based on tape-recordings of the work of a London-based high street
child counselling and family mediation practice. The counsellors had a particular
way of working which involved three steps. First, children and their parent(s) were
seen together in an initial assessment meeting at which the purpose and struc-
ture of the counselling was explained and any possible concerns were raised. In
the second step, the child counselling itself took place. Here, importantly, children
were seen on their own by the counsellor for between four and six sessions, a ser-
ies which could stretch across two or three months. During these sessions, parents
were required to wait in a separate room. Counsellors took no written notes dur-
ing the sessions themselves (although, as described later, for the purpose of my
research these sessions were tape-recorded with the participants’ consent) and the
content of their discussions was treated as confidential between counsellor and
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child. Counsellors would write up their notes after each session had ended, and
these notes would then inform discussions in the third step, which was to hold
a concluding meeting where parents, children and counsellors would again be
present. The aim of this meeting was for counsellor and child jointly to provide
parents with feedback about concerns raised and suggestions for going forward
resulting from the series of one-to-one sessions.

This way of working makes child counselling very different from family thera-
py—another widely practised form of counselling for relational and behavioural
problems in families. In family therapy, the preference is usually for counsellors
to see family members of different generations together. While in certain circum-
stances the parents may be seen individually, or the children may be seen without
their parents, much family therapy tends to adopt a ‘systems” approach in which
family problems are treated as emerging from the systems of interpersonal rela-
tionships and ways of communicating that characterise individual families. Thus,
the solution to the difficulties which have brought the family to counselling is treat-
ed as residing in changes to the family system, and various practices are utilised
to involve all family members in recognising and adopting those changes (see, for
example, Boscolo et al. 1986).

By contrast, in the form of child counselling that is the subject of this book, the
focus is entirely upon the child or children of the family. Indeed, in the course of
my exploratory discussions about the research with practitioners, the view was
often expressed that the counselling session represented ‘the child’s space’: a confi-
dential environment in which children were enabled to speak in whatever way they
pleased without worrying about possible repercussions from their parents. This
even led some counsellors to decline their participation in the study I was under-
taking. For these counsellors, my request to be allowed to tape-record sessions con-
stituted a breach of confidentiality’ and an incursion into the child’s space which
they felt they could not warrant. In child counselling, therefore, a different (though
possibly related) model seems to operate, in which it is felt primarily important to
attain understanding of the child’s own view of whether they experience any dif-
ficulties associated with their parents’ separation, and if so, what those difficulties
are and—perhaps most crucially—what the child him or herself feels are the most
appropriate solutions to those difficulties.

As we will see, this means that child counselling discourse takes particular, and
often quite unusual, forms. Counsellors appear to have fairly clear ideas about the
kind of talk—or the kinds of topics—that they are aiming for. Thus, their interac-

1. This was so even though during the consent process confidentiality agreements were signed
which ensured that neither parents nor counsellors would have access to the tapes or tran-
scripts.
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tions with children tend to be scattered with references to ‘muddles’ or jumbles’;
to the child’s ‘anger’, ‘sadness’ or ‘confusion’; or to the child’s ideas as to ‘why’ their
parents do or say the things they do. Children, on the other hand, have a much less
clear-cut sense of how to approach the talk of the counselling session. While they
may be happy to talk at length about everyday affairs—the ‘small talk’ with which
counsellors often open up sessions—they become far more taciturn when it comes
to discussing family ‘problems’. Indeed, children very rarely volunteer any infor-
mation about their ‘concerns’; and given that child counselling is, ostensibly, about
addressing precisely such concerns, it falls to counsellors to find ways of trying to
draw them out as the session unfolds.

In the light of these matters, then, the book can be said to address the following
core analytical topics:

o The techniques by which counsellors draw out children’s concerns about family
trauma.

o The resources children use to make sense of their experience in the light of coun-
sellors’ questions.

« The discursive means by which children are situated as therapeutic subjects.

o The means by which children, through talking and avoiding talking, cooperate
in or resist their therapeutic subjectification.

The approach I take to these topics is a sociological and linguistic one, building
on the work of ethnomethodologists (Garfinkel 1967) and conversation analysts
(Sacks 1992) who, since the 1960s, have encouraged social scientists to take natu-
rally occurring dialogues as topics of analysis in their own right. In the domain of
counselling research, Perdkyld (1995) and Silverman (1996) earlier adopted this
approach to investigate HIV counselling for adults, showing how a close exam-
ination of talk and its organisation can provide valuable insights into the kinds of
strategies used by counsellors to help clients make sense of, and find ways of deal-
ing with, problematic or extraordinary situations. Silverman (1996) in particular
was concerned to argue that such an approach should not be seen simply as a ‘nit-
picking’ obsession with the micro-details of talk, but instead feeds into key socio-
logical concerns with the role of institutional practices in contemporary everyday
life and with the significance of discourse as a principal means of mediating social
relations.

As Silverman (1996: 208) remarks, the essence of counselling is that each centre,
or service, ‘offers an institutionalised incitement to speak according to its own prac-
tical theories’. In order to see how that incitement to speak operates in practice, it is
necessary to examine the details of actual talk produced during the course of coun-
selling interaction. Accordingly, audio recordings of sessions were made with the
consent of children (whose names and points of reference have been anonymised)
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and their parents. Negotiation of consent was organised during the initial assess-
ment meetings (see Chapter 3 for further details). A series of sessions (usually the
full series) was captured for each case for which consent was granted. The cases
involve children ranging from 4 to 12 years old, and include sessions conducted
by both male and female counsellors. Additionally, the cases include single chil-
dren and siblings, both male-male and male-female. In the latter cases, there are
examples of siblings seen both together and separately.

The tapes were transcribed and analyzed according to the procedures of con-
versation analysis, or CA (see Chapter 2). CA treats talk within social interaction
both as highly socially organised, and as a means of producing social organisation
(Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998). As a method, it focuses on the sequential organiza-
tion of talk-in-interaction, and investigates how turn-taking is involved in the col-
laborative production of intersubjectivity along with other key elements of human
sociality. As we see in more detail in Chapter 2, CA not only takes a distinctive per-
spective on the nature of talk-in-interaction as a collaboratively achieved, socially
organised practice, but also on the nature of the specialised or ‘institutional’ set-
tings in which a significant amount of talk takes place (Drew and Heritage 1992).
Such settings range from courts of law (Atkinson and Drew 1979) to classrooms
(Mehan 1979), from radio and television studios (Hutchby 1996, 2006) to doctors’
surgeries (Heath 1992), and include the self-referral child counselling services that
are the subject matter of this book.

Following this method, the questions I address concerning the operation of
given counselling techniques or the nature of children’s experiences of parental
separation are all tied closely, and explicitly, to the observable production of talk
during the session. Where questions of the efficacy of counselling talk arise, there-
fore, they do so in relation to how far the counsellor can be seen to succeed in elicit-
ing from the child talk about their experiences of home or parental matters. Where
questions arise about such experiences from the child’s perspective, they do so in
relation to how children mediate their experiences through talk. Where children
are invited to mediate their feelings through other means such as drawing or game
playing, as often recommended in the child counselling literature, my focus is on
how interpretations of such materials are drawn out interactionally within the real-
time unfolding of talk between counsellor and child.

Before proceeding to a more detailed account of this methodological standpoint,
itis important to fill in some of the broader conceptual and theoretical background
in terms of which the book should be understood. First of all I will provide a con-
sideration of relevant developments in the sociology of childhood and the cross-
disciplinary analysis of children’s talk. Subsequently I will discuss related issues
such as the relationship between children’s social competence and institutional
arenas for talk and interaction, of which child counselling is one example.
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These issues are important not simply in the abstract, but because social science
thinking in these areas can in fact be related to shifts in wider social understandings
of children and the development of childhood policy. For example, in the UK, the
Children Act of 1989 sought to place children’s own viewpoints and understand-
ings more centrally within legal considerations and medical decisions involving
child welfare. This is related to other developments, on a wider international scale,
in social policy concerning children; for example, the United Nations Charter on
the Rights of Children (UNCRC) which seeks to prioritise children’s participation
in decision-making processes affecting their lives at a whole range of different lev-
els. These legal and policy developments are related both to the movement towards
understanding children’s social competencies in the sociology of childhood, and to
the underlying rationale for the provision of specialised child counselling services.
They are thus at the core of how we can understand the nature of talk and interac-
tion in child counselling sessions.

The sociology of childhood and the competence paradigm

During the 1990s, what has been described as a ‘competence paradigm’ emerged
in the sociology of childhood (James and Prout 1990; Waksler 1991; Mayall 1994a;
Hutchby and Moran-Ellis 1998). This paradigm is based on a critique of many of
the assumptions underpinning the perspective on children and childhood put for-
ward for much of the 20th century by certain schools of thought in developmental
psychology and in sociology (Mackay 1973). The influential work of Piaget (1926)
in child psychology encouraged a view of development as a set of predetermined
‘stages’ that children must pass through before they reach full (i.e. adult) social com-
petence; while the equally influential work of Parsons (1951) in sociology posited
‘socialisation” as an overarching psycho-social process over which children have
no control and by means of which they are inculcated with the norms of full adult
societal membership. As Mackay (1973:28) puts it: ‘Children are incomplete—im-
mature, irrational, incompetent, asocial, acultural . . . . Adults, on the other hand,
are complete—mature, rational, competent, social, and autonomous unless they
are “acting like children”” The purpose of developmental and socialisation pro-
cesses is to ensure the successful transformation of the former (children) into the
latter (adults).

One consequence of this picture has been that children’s activities, language
skills, social groupings and so forth are seen as significant largely by comparison to
those of adults; or are viewed principally as indexes of the particular stages children
have reached in the overall progression from childhood to adulthood. Children, as
Qvortrup (1994) put it, are seen as becomings rather than beings. The competence



The Discourse of Child Counselling

paradigm, by contrast, seeks to treat children’s actions as significant in their own
right; to take children seriously, in analytical terms, as social agents; and to expli-
cate the social competencies which children manifest in the course of their every-
day lives as children, with other children and with adults, in peer groups and in
families as well as the manifold other arenas of social action.

Among the central questions that have been addressed in this research has been
the extent to which children can be said to possess competencies that are somehow
unique or specific to the cultures of childhood (Hardman 1973); or alternatively
whether the social competence manifested by children is better seen as essentially
the same, or of the same order, as that possessed by adults. In either case, explicat-
ing the nature and uses of those competencies reveals a picture of childhood as a
dynamic arena of social activity involving struggles for power, contested meanings
and negotiated relationships, rather than the linear picture of development and
maturation made popular by traditional sociology and developmental psychology.

This does not mean denying that children develop; nor that certain aspects of
such development can be described in generic rather than idiosyncratic terms.
Neither does it mean denying that most forms of ‘appropriate’ social behaviour are
learned rather than being natural. The main thrust of the argument is that the real-
ity of children’s social lives cannot be—should not be—reduced to psychological
descriptions of the attainment of developmental stages or to sociological accounts
of the internalisation of norms. What such reductionism tends to leave out are the
practical means by which children put their developing competencies to use in
ordinary situations of social conduct; and thus the ways in which children tran-
scend their status as ‘developing’ or ‘learning’ through acting, and interacting, as
agents rather than objects.’

The reductionist picture has infiltrated commonsense in important ways with-
in Western civilisation. Many of Parsons’s (1951) ideas about socialisation, like
Piaget’s (1926) earlier theories of developmental stages in childhood, have become
part of ordinary thinking about the role of the family and other institutions in chil-
dren’s social maturation. As Thorne (1993: 13) remarks:

‘socialisation’ and ‘development’ [are] perspectives that many parents, teachers and
other adults bringto their interactions with children. As mothers and teachers of young
children, women, in particular, are charged with the work of ‘developing the child’. But

children don’t necessarily see themselves ‘being socialised’ or ‘developing’ and their in-
teractions with one another, and with adults, extend far beyond these models.. . .. Ask-

2. Theories of psychological development that are influenced by Vygotsky (1978) rather than
Piaget (1926) have themselves foregrounded this more contextual approach while retaining an
emphasis on cognitive development. See for instance Chapman (1988). See also the work of
Bruner (1986). These studies take a primarily cognitive and experimental approach, however,
and for that reason are not discussed further in the present pages.
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ing how children are socialised into adult ways, or how their experiences fit into linear
stages of individual development, deflects attention from their present, lived, and col-
lective experiences.

It is precisely this attention to the present, lived and collective experiences of chil-
dren that the competence paradigm sought to prioritize. In doing so, researchers
took account of three main tenets. First, the study of children’s social competence
should be situated in the empirical circumstances of children’s natural, ordinary,
everyday lives. Second, those empirical circumstances, or arenas of action, should
be seen as both enabling and constraining children’s capacities to display social
competence. Third, in order to understand the properties of children’s situated
social competencies, it is necessary to view the relevant social action, as far as pos-
sible, endogenously; in other words, to reveal the procedures by which the par-
ticipants themselves organise and make sense of their activities in a given social
context.

A commitment to these three principles raises certain methodological problems.
Primarily, how do researchers aiming to meet the third tenet (children’s activities
should be understood endogenously) actually gain access to the child’s perspec-
tive? This issue is not confined to research on children and childhood. There is a
long-standing tradition in the social sciences of interpretive or phenomenologi-
cal methodology which has grappled with the problem of how the researcher can
come to see the world from the perspective of the researched. The most widespread
response in the study of children has been to adopt ethnographic approaches such
as participant observation, one-to-one interviews, and the analysis of children’s
documentary accounts of their lives (James and Prout 1990; Waksler 1991; Thorne
1993; James 1993). James and Prout (1990:5), for instance, argue that ethnography
‘allows children a more direct voice in the production of sociological data than is
usually possible through experimental or survey styles of research’ (cf. Qvortrup et
al., 1994).

Nonetheless, some of the techniques used in ethnographic research are highly
problematic when it comes to research on children. For instance, to what extent is it
possible for an adult researcher to ‘participate’ in children’s social worlds? Mandell
(1991) outlines three types of observer role which progressively move towards a
more participatory, or leastadult’, role on the researcher’s part. The ‘detached obser-
ver’ role is based on a clear distinction between the social, intellectual and cultural
worlds of children and adults, and tends to be the stance adopted by experimental
researchers in, for example, developmental psychology. The ‘marginal semi-par-
ticipant’ does not go so far as to recognise an absolute distinction but nonetheless
believes that the age-based power relation between children and adults can never
be transcended. This is a stance typically adopted by researchers using qualitative
interviewing techniques. Finally, what Mandell (1991) describes as the ‘least-adult’
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role is based on the idea that ‘all aspects of adult superiority except physical differ-
ences can be cast aside, allowing the researcher entree into the children’s world as
an active, fully participating member’ (Mandell 1991:39).

Mandell (1991) herself illustrates some of the difficulties involved in taking up
the latter stance; though the kinds of insight it enables may be demonstrated by
Goode’s (1991) research into the experiential world of deaf-blind children living
in a specialist institution. Goode describes how the clinical staft saw the children
as virtually feral and hence treated them as almost entirely incompetent. Yet by
adopting a form of least-adult role with one child he felt able to begin ‘seeing’ the
world from her perspective. This involved developing a new understanding of her
apparently chaotic and self-absorbed behaviour as a competent strategy for man-
aging the contingencies of the institutionalised existence to which she was sub-
jected. The least-adult role in this case involved particularly stringent demands.
Goode (1991:53) refers to one ‘thirty-six hour period during which I remained by
[Christina’s] side’. His aim throughout the research was to use:

a strategy of ‘passive obedience” in which I physically allowed her to take the lead in
structuring our interaction. This proved a most beneficial (though difficult to arrive at)

stance. Once Chris knew that I was cooperative to this degree, she initiated a huge var-
iety of activities and exchanges in her terms.  (Goode 1991:156, original emphasis)

This suggests that it is possible to gain important insights into the organisation
of children’s social and experiential worlds by means of a particularised version of
participant observation. However, a question that has dogged research based on
ethnographic observation in general—not just in relation to childhood—is that
of how far the participant observer can be said to arrive at an ‘authentic’ or ‘true’
account of the cultures inhabited by other members. This issue may be of particu-
lar significance in the case of Goode’s (1991) study, because the children whose
world he attempted to participate in were deprived of speech and so could not offer
any accounts of their own with which Goode might try to validate his observa-
tions.? Yet even in cases where such members’ accounts could be generated, there
remains a key problem: that of the essentially indeterminate relationship between
the accounts a person might give of his or her behaviours or thoughts ex post facto,
and the behaviours or thoughts themselves as they occurred in the original unfold-
ing of interaction. Indeed, it may be difficult to dissociate an account of an action

3. A similar problem can be said to be faced by anthropologists attempting ethnographies of cul-
tures whose languages they do not, in the first place, understand. Many classic studies in anthro-
pology contain problems of translation between the cultural practices and symbolic systems of
foreign peoples and those with which the (usually White, European or American) anthropolo-
gist is familiar. A well-known case is that of Azande witchcraft as described by Evans-Pritchard
(1936). This study was at the heart of a later influential debate on the nature of social scientific
claims about cultural practices between Winch (1970a, b) and MacIntyre (1970a, b).
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from an account for an action, in the sense that the researcher has no way of know-
ing whether the member’s after-the-event account is inflected by his or her expect-
ations about what the researcher might be wanting to know.

One attempt to deal with this problem is represented by research in conversa-
tion analysis and related approaches which focus attention on the structures and
patterns of children’s talk, in their peer groups as well as with adults, in natural
settings of social interaction. In such research, it is not the case that the researcher
makes attempts to enter the social, behavioural or cognitive worlds of children in
the ways recommended by advocates of participant observation. Rather, research
focuses on the organisation of children’s interactions with others in given natural
settings as a way of revealing how they themselves make sense—publicly and for
each other—of one another’s actions in the world.

It is important to look in more detail at this type of research, not only because of
the present book’s focus on children’s talk in counselling, but also in terms of wider
methodological debates in childhood studies. In their oft-quoted advocation of
ethnography as the most suitable method for the new social studies of childhood,
Prout and James (1990) explicitly contrasted ethnographic observation and inter-
viewing with survey and experimental research, as if these are the only alterna-
tives. Yet other methodologies which focus closely on the organisation of children’s
verbal and non-verbal interactions, both among themselves and with adults, can
reveal a depth and range of interactional competence that for long remained unre-
marked in the sociology of childhood.

Children’s talk and social competence

Children’s talk has been studied from a wide range of disciplinary backgrounds,
including psychology (developmental, cognitive and social), sociolinguistics,
anthropology (cultural, linguistic and social), education, and sociology. Within
these disciplines, two types of research can be identified. One type prioritises the
development of linguistic skills that children acquire on the way to becoming com-
petent members of the surrounding adult language culture (that is, it takes a devel-
opmental perspective). The second type prioritises the linguistic competence that
children possess and manifest as part of their membership of the indigenous lan-
guage cultures of childhood, which can be more or less independent of adults (in
other words, it adopts a more competence-based approach). A related distinction
can be drawn between research which focuses primarily on children’s talk in inter-
action with adults, and that which addresses the talk of children among their peers.

These strands of interest are not necessarily mutually exclusive. In areas such
as the study of children’s argument, for example, a concern with how children
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develop skills in argumentation as they grow older often exists alongside, and in
mutual interchange with, concerns with how arguing is an arena of social action in
which children manage relationships among peers, with siblings and with adults
(for example, Maynard 1985, 1986; Eder 1991; Sheldon 1992a, 1992b, 1996). Here,
as in many other areas of childhood studies, traditional disciplinary boundaries
(such as that between psychological interests in development and cognition, and
sociological interests in institutions and social relationships) begin to blur.

Of key relevance for the present book is work on children’s talk using the
methods of conversation analysis, where there is now a good deal of research show-
ing how talk and other activities represent resources through which children, as
social participants or members of a culture, display interactional competence both
in peer groups and among adults. As noted earlier, and expanded in Chapter 2, CA
aims to gain access to the ways in which participants make sense of one another’s
actions and establish collaborative courses of social activity in real time, by study-
ing the sequential relationships between utterances as they occur in the course of
talk-in-interaction. This results in a novel take on the importance of ordinary talk,
not as a means of obtaining information about social organisation and competen-
cies, as in interviews, but as a medium for displaying those things in its own right.
CA’s focus is on ‘how competent members use talk socially to act out the ordin-
ary scenes of their everyday life’ (Goodwin 1990:286). Goodwin (1990:287) use-
fully contrasts this approach with conventional ethnographies based on gathering
members’ accounts of their everyday lives:

By making use of the techniques of conversation analysis and the documentation of the
sequential organisation of indigenous events, we can avoid the pitfalls of ‘interpretive
anthropology’, which tends to focus its attention on ethnographer/informant dialogue
rather than interaction between participants. This will enable us to move. . . towards an
‘anthropology of experience’ concentrating on how people themselves actually perform
activities.

CA’s interest in children’s talk is related to a wider set of interests in sociolin-
guistics where researchers have sought to determine the specific competencies
displayed by children in deploying linguistic resources and managing interaction.
Much of this work has been pathbreaking in terms of situating children as com-
petent manipulators of complex verbal and interactional resources (Garvey 1984;
Ochs 1988; Ochs and Schieffelin 1979, 1983; Schieffelin 1990). However, much of it
is nevertheless couched within an overarching developmental framework in which
children are seen as passing through stages marked by factors such as the increas-
ing sophistication of sentence structures and the growing ability to engage in com-
plex interactional structures.

This developmental emphasis has meant that sociolinguistic research has tend-
ed to restrict itself to studying children in interaction with adults: in the nursery,
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the classroom, or with parents. Such an emphasis, as Goodwin (1990) is keen to
point out, can result in a downplaying of children’s skills in verbal communica-
tion among themselves and in their own spaces: even though as Ervin-Tripp and
Mitchell-Kernan (1977:7) observed, ‘many of the speech events in which children
engage typically occur among children apart from adults, and they are explicitly
taught, in many cases, by children.’

Goodwin’s (1990) work was among the first to provide a full-length study of
children’s peer group talk using the methods of conversation analysis. She ana-
lysed the talk of children in a Black urban neighbourhood of Philadelphia, using
the standard CA technique of tape-recording the children’s talk in a natural set-
ting: that of play on the streets near their homes. These data enabled her to demon-
strate a wide range of ways in which children use language actively to create social
organisation among themselves. They include managing the rules and orders of
participation in games; collaborating in complex, multi-party tasks; telling stories
and other narratives; instigating accusations and constructing defences; and man-
aging arguments in a variety of contexts. In the latter case, one particularly inter-
esting example involves a dispute format used, it seems, largely by girls and called
‘he-said-she-said’, in which one participant accuses a second of having said some-
thing derogatory about her to a third person behind the first’s back. Unravelling
examples of this interactionally complex form of ‘instigating’, Goodwin reveals
the competent construction of a whole set of situated, contingent social identities
among the disputants:

Within the he-said-she-said confrontation, a field of negotiated action, complete with
its own relevant history, is invoked through the structure of an . .. accusation. . .; a sin-

gle utterance creates a complex past history of events, providing operative identity rela-
tionships for participants. (Goodwin 1990:286)

Studies such as this, in focusing on children’s talk among their peer groups in nat-
ural settings of social interaction,
show how language interaction plays a central role in shaping the social worlds in which
children exist to a large extent independently of adults. In these settings, children dem-
onstrate communicative skills which have more to do with being proficient participants

within their own culture, than with learning how to become competent members of an
adult speech community.  (Thornborrow 1998:135)

While work on peer group interaction is significant in revealing more about how
talk operates in children’s own social worlds, it is nevertheless important to keep
in mind the fact that children spend a good deal of their time in adult-control-
led institutions: principally school classrooms and the family home (Mayall 1994b;
McHoul 1978); though research has also considered interaction between children
and medical practitioners (Silverman 1987) and in social service settings such as,
in the present case, child counselling. These often involve professionals and other
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organisational representatives whose task it is to interact with children. One of
the key themes to be drawn out in relation to such settings is the way in which dif-
fering agendas—and in many ways, differing moral imperatives—can inform the
participation of adults and children, and how that can be revealed through a focus
on talk.

For example, in a study based on video recording of children in the play section
of a kindergarten, Danby and Baker (1998) showed how children, while subject
to construction in the terms of institutional knowledge and practices, can deploy
their own knowledge of institutional regimes to create spaces of autonomy and
resistance. Their data reveal the kindergarten children responding to a teacher’s
intervention in their conflicts by adopting two parallel strategies. In the teacher’s
presence, they openly comply with her programmatic attempt to alleviate the con-
flict and get the children to ‘make up’. But once the teacher departs, the children’s
talk changes as they deploy their own, quite different procedures for dealing with
conflict. Teacher-defined knowledge in which conflict is a hurtful thing and in
which the hurt one must be comforted by the perpetrator therefore exists in par-
allel with alternative knowledges which are defined by children themselves and
deployed in the interstices of the school’s regime.

Similar themes of resistance and alternative practices animate work by Baker
(1982, 1984) on adult-adolescent interaction in educational settings, and by
Silverman (1987) on interactions between pediatricians and children in clini-
cal settings for conditions such as cleft palate and diabetes. In each of these envi-
ronments, albeit in very different ways, the interaction is characterised by adult
attempts to ensure changes in behaviour by the child, or to manage and regulate
children’s behaviours according to professionally defined agendas. Perhaps unsur-
prisingly, children often resist these attempts; however the important thing is to see
such resistance, when it occurs, as itself an indication of interactional competence.

Silverman, Baker and Keogh (1998) pursue this point in their study of par-
ent-teacher interviews—a space in which children are present but at the same
time the objects of discussion between adults. Focusing on cases of ‘silent’ chil-
dren in these contexts, they show how silence (or lack of response from the child)
often follows turns in which adults (mainly teachers) have proffered advice for
future actions (such as ‘maybe you can agree to work harder...”). But the silence is
treated in this study not as evidence of deficiency but as a competent strategy by
which the child can avoid implication in the moral universe being set up between
the parent and teacher. In other words, it is a strategy of resistance in this form of
institutional setting:

Faced with the ambivalence built into such questions and comments by teachers (and

parents), silence can be treated as a display of interactional competence. This is because
silence (or at least lack of verbal response) allows children to avoid implication in the
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collaboratively accomplished adult moral universe and thus . . . enables them to resist
the way in which an institutional discourse serves to frame and constrain their social
competencies. (Silverman, Baker and Keogh 1998:220).

The two themes that animate most of the work discussed in this section—chil-
dren’s competence as conversational participants in their own right, and children’s
competence in relation to the imperatives and agendas of adult-controlled envir-
onments—come together in the child counselling discourse that is the topic of the
present book. The rationale underpinning child counselling is that children are
given a space to speak in their own terms—without the potential influence of their
parents, for example—about their lives, experiences and feelings. Yet seen from
a different angle, the child counselling session is an institutional event in which
children are subject to the expectation that they should speak about such themes;
and crucially, the topics that children are encouraged to address may not be topics
they want to address. Therefore, the discourse of child counselling occupies its own
potentially contradictory space, in which counsellors and children may have differ-
ing aims, intentions and agendas. This represents just one of the key themes to be
unfolded in the coming chapters.

I mentioned above three tenets of research within the competence paradigm:
(1) researchers should focus on the empirical circumstances of children’s natural
everyday lives; (2) those empirical circumstances should be seen as both enabling
and constraining the display of children’s social competence; and (3) to understand
the properties of those competencies it is necessary to view the relevant social
action endogenously (as far as that is possible). We have now reflected on some of
the issues involved in tenets (1) and (3). It is important now to say more about what
is meant by the second tenet.

Child counselling as an ‘arena of action’

If we are to see children as competent social agents, then their competencies
should be understood as practical achievements of concrete actors in concrete cir-
cumstances. We should not think of social competence in the abstract, as a ‘right’
accorded to children by adults, which can thus be redefined or taken away by adults.
Rather, social competence is something children work at possessing on their own
terms, the display of which is an active and agentic achievement. Nevertheless,
this achievement is undeniably bounded by the structural features of the milieux
in which children live their lives. These ‘arenas of action’ include the priorities of
politics and policy-making: adult-driven attempts to structure the institutional-
ised worlds of childhood. But they also include the nature of children’s relation-
ships with each other and with adults, both inside and outside families and peer
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groups. In thinking about children and childhood, therefore, it is necessary to link
the social competencies integral to children’s real-world activities with the struc-
tural and interactional frameworks of arenas of action: we need to ‘account for
children as both constrained by structure and as agents acting in and upon struc-
ture’ (Prout and James 1990:28).

This leads us away from one particular conception of children and social com-
petence, which takes what I will describe as an ‘incremental’ view. Among the
common-sense ways of thinking about competence is to see it as the mastery of
some task or task-domain. For instance, children may be expected to be competent
at dressing themselves at a certain stage in their life; or they may be expected to
attain competence at various levels of language use. Such usages, of course, imply
a developmental model that sees children mainly as learning to be competent in
adult terms. Other senses of ‘competence’ to be found in the English dictionary
include efficiency, capacity and legal power; and this sense of competence as ade-
quate membership, especially in the legal sense, has underpinned both social sci-
ence research, in some cases, and legislation itself (for instance, the UK Children
Act 1989).

The incremental view is in some sense also a moral view: it holds that chil-
dren should be accorded ‘more’” social competence, or allowed to possess greater
reflexivity about their own circumstances and activities. Thus, some ethnographic
research has sought to give children more of an authorial presence in social scien-
tific accounts of their lives (James 1993); survey research has aimed to give chil-
dren more autonomy by enabling them to act as respondents in their own right
instead of relying on the accounts of parents and caregivers (Qvortrup 1990); and
legislation has provided new opportunities for children to bring complaints, to ini-
tiate legal action in relation to where they live and over issues of parental access, as
well as bringing extensions to the requirements to seek children’s consent in many
circumstances including medical procedures (Archard 1993; Alderson 1993).

A contrasting view—one that I adopt in this book—is that competence should
be seen in terms of the situated ability to manage the practical contingencies of
social interaction in given contexts. Thus, the question should not be whether
children are competent enough (from the point of view of adult caregivers, policy
makers or social scientists), but what are the practical competencies that children
do display in their management of social surroundings? This is to ask how chil-
dren competently manipulate material and cultural resources at hand in order to
engage in contextually appropriate behaviours: behaviours that are appropriate
from the perspective of participants themselves, whether other children, adults, or
a combination of both.

This leads on to two important points. First, competence is not a unitary phe-
nomenon; and its development is not something that can be traced in any strict
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linear, stage-type fashion. Rather, the possession or display of competence is
something that is established in situ, for any particular here-and-now occasion.
This possession and display is something that children themselves may negoti-
ate, argue about and struggle over in local occasions of action, and is certainly not
merely a function of the attainment of some specific stage of childhood develop-
ment.

The second point is that competence is therefore an intrinsically contextual
matter: it cannot be separated from the structural contexts in which it is displayed
or negotiated. Neither can social competence be understood simply as a prop-
erty of individuals. Whether it is with other children or with adults, in everyday
situations of peer group play or in more formal, adult-framed settings, children’s
manipulation of culturally available resources is interactionally situated, defined
and redefined in the light of others’ actions in the setting.*

With these remarks in mind, it is possible to see child counselling as an ‘arena
of action’ with particular characteristics. First of all, as said earlier in this chapter,
it is an institutional environment intended primarily as a space in which children
can speak on their own terms, and in their own words, about their experiences of
family break-up. Those adopting an ‘incremental’ approach might therefore cel-
ebrate this as an extension of children’s ability to ‘be heard” in relation to fam-
ily circumstances caused by decisions of their parents. But from the alternative,
‘situated action’ angle, the question is one of how children talk in the arena of the
child counselling session. What are the resources, cultural, material and interac-
tional, that they marshal in order to manage participation in that setting? And
what are the ways in which contextual features of the setting itself—including,
perhaps most importantly, the impact of the counsellor’s actions in relation to the
child—enable and constrain the child’s display of social competence?

This relates to a set of issues that will gain in significance as the analysis unfolds
in subsequent pages. Child counselling is both an arena of action and a form of
institutional discourse. Although I say more about the nature of institutional
discourse in Chapter 2, it is important to point out that in general, institutions
are things that sociologists ‘do not have a very apt way of classifying’ (Goffman
1961:15). For instance, sociologists may talk of the family as a social institution,
while at the same time wanting to distinguish the institution of the law court in
which formal decisions can be made about how individual families deal with the
fact that they are breaking up.

Conversation analysts have developed a particular procedural way of defin-
ing ‘institutional settings’ that usefully distinguishes them—at least for analytical

4. As noted earlier (n. 2), this position bears some similarities with the Vygotskian approach
within cognitive psychology.
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purposes—from other, more ‘mundane’ settings for social interaction.” Forms of
institutional discourse are said to be distinguished by two core features: they are
‘basically task-related and they involve at least one participant who represents a for-
mal organisation of some kind’ (Drew and Heritage 1992:3). In other words, the
participants should be in the setting for some particular reason—to be interviewed
for ajob, to seek medical advice on an ailment, to participate in the lesson prepared
by the teacher, etcetera—and at least one should be a representative of, or respon-
sible to, the organisation for which that interactional task is a relevant or necessary
one (a manager, a doctor, a teacher, and so on).

Thus defined, institutions that specifically involve children have traditionally
offered little opportunity for children’s ‘voices’ to be heard. This is often reflect-
ed in children’s own perception of their position in certain institutional environ-
ments. In school, for example, Mayall (1994) has shown that children tend to view
themselves not as active, autonomous agents but as projects, the objects of the insti-
tution’s socialisation work. In situations requiring treatment by medical profession-
als, especially surgery, it has not been the child’s view but that of their parents or
guardians which governs whether or not treatment will be given (Alderson 1993).
A similar circumstance has tended to dominate in the context of legal decisions
over matters of residence and contact in cases of parental separation and divorce.
As Michels and Prince (1992:2) put it, ‘In the past, attitudes have been paternalistic
and intervention has often been with little regard for the child’s wishes.’

The various legislative moves mentioned above sought to change this situation
by prioritising the view that ‘the child is a person, not an object of concern’ (Michels
and Prince 1992:2). As applied to situations in which legal and professional repre-
sentatives face decisions over the welfare of a child (for instance, in relation to med-
ical treatment, child care, child protection, and so forth), the principal ethos here is
‘to listen to the child’s wishes and feelings, and to treat children with respect as indi-
viduals’; hence, ‘children of sufficient maturity should be consulted on issues such
as placements, reviews and long-term planning’ (Michels and Prince 1992:2).

We can see clearly how this ethos chimes in with the development of social sci-
entific thinking about children and childhood, as outlined earlier. What should
also become clear is the way in which child counselling, with its focus on one-to-
one dialogue between counsellor and child in the absence of parents, links centrally
into the ethos of recent legislation in relation to decisions over family separation.
This is what makes the case of child counselling interesting not just in terms of a

5. This distinction between ‘institutional’ and ‘mundane’ settings is itself somewhat tricky, of
course. For one thing, a circuit judge may come to regard the routines and procedures of the
courtroom (a canonical ‘social institution’) as ‘mundane’ if he or she spends five days a week sit-
ting in judgement on cases.
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conversation analytic concern with children’s talk in institutional settings; but also
in terms of a wider sociological interest in children’s social competence and the
arenas of action in which that competence is manifested.

Outline of the book

The present chapter has been a general introduction to the sociological context
in which the research on which the book is based originally came into existence.
I began by outlining the central features of the type of child counselling that the
book studies. Then a broader set of issues were discussed including the sociological
study of children, with a particular emphasis on their linguistic skills in interaction
both among themselves and with adults; and the nature of children’s social compe-
tence, especially in institutional contexts.

Chapter 2 is an introduction to conversation analysis, the methodological
approach adopted in the main part of the book. The first half of the chapter consists
of a technical account of the procedures of data collection and analysis undertaken
in this approach. The second half describes the approach to so-called institution-
al discourse that conversation analysts have adopted. Here, I offer an account of
child counselling as a particular type of institutional interaction, and the final two
sections of this chapter (‘CA, social organisation and institutional contexts’ and
‘Institutional interaction, task-orientation and bricolage’) lay some important con-
ceptual groundwork in preparation for what follows.

Chapters 3 to 6 represent the empirical heart of the book. Each of them analyses
in detail some aspect of the interaction between counsellors and children. Chapter
3 starts from the position of describing aspects of the data collection method used
in the study. However, it quickly moves to a discussion of how the tape recorder
that was placed in the counselling room is used as an interactional resource by both
counsellors and children. Far from being the methodological concern that it is for
some schools of thought in social science, the presence of a tape recorder is shown
to be involved in various aspects of the production of counselling talk itself.

Chapter 4 delves deeper into the analysis of ‘therapeutic vision’, or counsellors’
ways of attempting to ‘se¢’ therapeutic objects in the often tangential talk of chil-
dren. Focusing on the use of ‘perspective-display” sequences, it reveals how coun-
sellors routinely seek to topicalise certain kinds of perspectives on events while
children resist uptake of such topics. In a similar vein, Chapter 5 analyses formula-
tions’ as another frequently used device for topicalising therapeutic interpretations
of children’s utterances.

The interface between counsellors’ attempts to define therapeutic objects and
children’s reluctance to engage with such matters is brought into sharp focus in
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Chapter 6, which involves a case study of a particularly striking example of child
resistance to the counselling agenda. Finally, Chapter 7 draws together some of
the implications of the empirical analyses in terms of institutional discourse, the
sociological analysis of power in interaction, and the professional concerns of child
counselling.



CHAPTER 2

Child counselling as institutional interaction

Before proceeding to empirical case studies, it is necessary to outline the methodo-
logical approach taken in the book. As remarked in Chapter 1, that approach is
‘conversation analysis’ (CA), a method whose name belies the breadth of its appli-
cation in the study of language and social interaction. Far from being concerned
only with everyday conversation, CA’s practitioners have analysed a vast range of
forms of talk in what are broadly referred to as ‘institutional settings’ (Drew and
Heritage 1992; Arminen 2005). Thus, CA can readily be applied to the analysis of
child counselling discourse. In this chapter I begin by describing the basic com-
mitments, research techniques and analytical strategies of CA, before moving to
explore how CA can provide an account of child counselling as a form of institu-
tional interaction.

Conversation analysis: Origins and overview

CA emerged in the pioneering research of Harvey Sacks into the structural organi-
sation of everyday language use, at the University of California in the 1960s (see
Sacks 1992). Influenced both by ethnomethodological concerns with members’
methods of practical reasoning (through his association with Harold Garfinkel
[Garfinkel 1967]), and by Erving Goftman’s explorations of the structural prop-
erties of face-to-face interaction (Goffman 1959, 1961), Sacks initiated a radical
research programme designed to investigate the levels of social order which could
be revealed in the everyday practice of talking.

The hypothesis with which this programme was begun is that ordinary conversa-
tion is not a trivial, random, unorganised phenomenon but a deeply ordered, struc-
turally organised social practice. This hypothesis could best be explored, Sacks
reasoned, through the use of naturally-occurring data which could be recorded,
transcribed and therefore examined in close detail on repeated occasions. The
resulting commitment to tape-recording data rather than relying on ethnographic
observation and note-taking was very new at that time. Sociologists and linguists
were not generally using recorded materials in the early 1960s, and indeed the only
social scientists who were, other than Sacks, were the fairly small group of specialists
on body movement, gesture and gaze working with, or influenced by, Birdwhistell
(1952) and Bateson (1956; Bateson and Mead 1942) (see McQuown 1971).
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Initially, Sacks worked on whatever data he could get hold of. In the earliest days
these were recordings of calls to a Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Center. While
retaining a sensitivity to the troubles of the persons whose talk he was studying, Sacks
began to develop a unique approach to the study of ordinary language, one which
focused on the methods by which people manage the routine exchange of turns at
talk while minimising gap and overlap between them, and on the sequential patterns
and structures associated with the management of social activities in conversation.

As these investigations progressed, and through his collaboration with col-
leagues including Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson, the available data were
supplemented with expanding corpora of more ‘mundane’ telephone calls; and sub-
sequently expanded beyond the domain of telephone interactions to study video
recordings of interactions with the aim of analysing the integration of speech with
non-vocal activities. CA has also been used within a broader framework to analyse
the distinctive methods of turn-taking and activity organisation found in special-
ised settings such as courts of law (Atkinson and Drew 1979), classrooms (Mehan
1979), broadcast news interviews (Greatbatch 1988), public speeches (Atkinson
1984) and many others (Drew and Heritage 1992).

In all these applications, CA’s aim is to reveal how the technical aspects of speech
exchange represent structured, socially organised resources by which participants
perform and co-ordinate activities through talk-in-interaction. Talk is treated as a
vehicle for social action; and also as the principal means by which social organisa-
tion in person-to-person interaction is mutually constructed and sustained. Hence
it is a strategic site in which social agents’ orientation to and evocation of the social
contexts of their interaction can be empirically investigated. Later in this chapter,
I discuss in more detail the nature of these investigations into ‘institutional’ forms
of talk and their significance for the analysis of child counselling discourse.

What counts as data: Tapes and transcripts

Conversation analysis focuses its attention on recordings of ‘naturally occurring’
spates of talk-in-interaction.! These are transcribed using a system which is intend-
ed to capture in fine detail the characteristics of the sequencing of turns, including
gaps, pauses and overlaps; and elements of speech delivery such as audible breath
and laughter, stress, enunciation, intonation and pitch.2

1. An interesting debate on the notion of ‘naturally-occurring’ data can be found in the papers
by Speer (2003a, b), Lynch (2003), Potter (2003) and ten Have (2003).

2. A full account of CA’s transcription procedures can be found in Chapter 3 of Hutchby and
Wooffitt (1998).
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Initially, CA researchers restricted their attention mainly to recordings of tele-
phone conversations (Hopper 1992). Since then, video-recordings have become
more widely used. However, CA’s explicit focus on the organisation of talk-in-
interaction means that gesture, body movement and facial expression tend not to
be studied in their own right, as may be the case in the field of interactional kinesics
(Kendon 1990), but rather in exploring the relationships between speech and body
movement. It is entirely feasible, within CA, to analyse audio-only recordings even
when the participants have visual access to one another. For instance, Goodwin
(1990), in a detailed study of the management of disputes among children at play
on the street, was able to develop a compelling analysis of the role of talk in the
social organisation of the children’s groups using as her data only an audio record
supplemented by ethnographic fieldnotes.

It is important to stress that, for CA, it is the tape-recording rather than the
transcript which is thought of as the primary data. The aim is to analyse the data
(the recorded interaction) using the transcript as a convenient referential tool. The
transcript is thus seen as a ‘representation’ of the data; while the tape recording is
viewed as a ‘reproduction’ of a determinate social event. Of course, the tape is only
one form of reproduction; and whether it is an audiotape or a videotape, it does
not reproduce everything that went on in the vicinity of the recording device dur-
ing the time it was switched on. At the same time, clearly there are innumerable
phenomena in any given stretch of talk which could be transcribed to varying lev-
els of detail. No transcription system exists which is able, or lays claim to being
able, to capture all the possible features of talk that may be observable. As Kendon
(1982:478) remarked:

It is a mistake to think that there can be a truly neutral transcription system, which, if
only we had it, we could then use to produce transcriptions suitable for any kind of in-
vestigation . .. Transcriptions, thus, embody hypotheses.

Similarly, Ochs (1979:44) describes transcription as ‘a selective process reflect-
ing theoretical goals and definitions’. This is no less true of CA transcription. A
CA transcript embodies in its format and in the phenomena it marks out the ana-
lytic concerns which conversation analysts bring to the data. These concerns are
of two types. First, the dynamics of turn-taking. On this level, transcripts seek to
capture the details of the beginnings and endings of turns taken in talk-in-interac-
tion, including precise details of overlap, gaps and pauses, and audible breathing.
Second, the characteristics of speech delivery. Here, transcripts mark noticeable
features of stress, enunciation, intonation and pitch.

In the following sections I will illustrate some of the technical aspects of how
conversation analysts go about analysing talk-in-interaction. These aspects will
be discussed using one extract from a transcription of ordinary conversation. My
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reasons for beginning with such a piece of data in preference to an excerpt from
a child counselling session are twofold. First, I wish to point out a wide range of
generic features of conversational turn-taking in the most economical way, and the
particular extract I will use enables this. Second, my analysis of child counselling
talk in subsequent chapters relies at least partly on the idea that child counselling
represents a specialised form of turn-taking in relation to everyday conversation.
It is therefore important to begin by providing the baseline in terms of which that
very specialisation can be appreciated. It is one of the core claims of CA that the
speech exchange system of ordinary or ‘casual’ conversation provides speakers with
the greatest range of free variability in key matters of turn length, turn order and
turn content; whereas forms of ‘institutional’ discourse (such as child counselling)
are characterised by varying degrees of restriction in terms of those three para-
meters. This is an issue that I return to discuss at greater length later in the present
chapter, when the significance of CA to the analysis of child counselling in particu-
lar is explained.

Turn-taking: Some basic observations

Following is an initially unremarkable extract of conversation recorded during a
telephone call.’> However, as we look in detail at the transcript, it reveals a wide
range of the most basic aspects of the organisation of talk-in-interaction that have
been described within conversation analysis. We start, in line 1, at the beginning of
the conversation, just as Nancy picks up the phone to answer Edna’s call. The full
set of transcription conventions used here is provided in the Glossary.

(1) NB:II:2:1-2
1 Nancy: Hello,

2 Edna: .hhHIL.
3 )
4  Nancy: Oh: ‘i:="owa:re you Edna:,
5 Edna:  FLNEyer LINE'S BEEN BUSY.
6  Nancy: Yea:h (.) myu-fuhh!h- hhhh my fa:ther’s wife
7 ca:lled me,h .hhh So when she ca:lls me::;, h I
8 always talk fer alo:ng ti:me cuz she c’'n afford it
9 en I ca:n’t.hhh [hhhh[huh]
10  Edna: [TOH:[::: ]:my [go:sh=Ah Tth]aht=

3. Many of the data extracts presented in this chapter come from the author’s personal library of
tapes and transcripts of conversation, most of them originally made (and transcribed) by other
researchers in conversation analysis.
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11 Nancy: [TTAQO::::hh!]
12 Edna:  =my phone wuz outta order:

13 (0.2)

14 Nancy: n[:No:?

15 Edna: [I called my sister en I get this busy en then I'd
16 hang up en I'd lift it up again id be: busy.

17 (0.9)

18  Edna:  .hhHow youdoin.
19  Nancy: .thhhPretty goodIguttarai:se.h .hh[hh

20  Edna: [Goo:u[d.
21  Nancy: [Yeh
22 two dollars a week.h

23 ()

24 Edna:  Oh[wo:w.

25  Nangy: [tTh::huh hul:h huh,

26  Edna: [Wudee gun: do with it a:1l.

27  Nancy: Gol'IrillyIjis’ don't know how Ah'm gunnuh

28 spend all that money.

29 (0.2)

30 Edna:  Y’oughtago sho:pping,
31 Nancy: .hhhh WellTIshould but (.) yihknow et eight

32 dollars amo:[n:th:, anything  Id] buyd, be using=
33  Edna: [(hm hmm hm-mm-hm. ]

34 Nancy: =up myraise fer’alf [aYEA:R:] ((smile voice))

35  Edna: [Ye:ah. ]

36 Edna:  .hhhhhBudjslef’t play go:lf he’s gotta go tuh

37 Riverside. ..

This transcript shows a number of relevant features of the socially organised
nature of talk-in-interaction. At the most basic level, it is designed to display how
the talk is organised into a series of turns. For conversation analysis, however, turns
do not just occur in a serial order (one turn followed by another, and so on): they
are sequentially organised (Sacks 1987). That is to say, there are orderly ways in
which one turn is related to a next; and in which turns are therefore coordinat-
ed into patterned sequences through which particular activities are accomplished.
That orderliness is described by treating the transitions between turns as revealing
two kinds of things. First, ‘next turn’ is the place in which speakers display their
understanding of a prior turn’s possible completion. Second, next turns are places
where speakers display their understanding of a prior turn’s ‘content,” or more spe-
cifically, the action it has been designed to do.
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In terms of the first issue, we find that overwhelmingly, turn-transitions are coor-
dinated by participants with minimal gap and overlap between utterances. Note in
the transcript above, for instance, that only five between-turn gaps occur (in lines 3,
13, 17,23 and 29), and the longest of these is no more than two-tenths of a second.
(Ireturn to the issue of overlaps presently.) Participants are able to achieve this level
of coordination between turn endings and next turn beginnings because of a basic
set of features in the actual make-up of turns themselves.

Sacks, Schegloft and Jefferson (1974) proposed that turns are made up of ‘turn-
constructional units’ (TCUs) —examples are: a sentence, a clause, a phrase, or a sin-
gle word such as ‘Hello'—which are recognisable by members of a language culture.
The end of any TCU represents a point at which a next speaker may legitimately
make a bid for the floor. Sacks et al. captured this feature by referring to TCUs as
presenting ‘transition-relevance places’ (TRPs) at their completion. At a TRP, a
candidate next speaker may, but need not, attempt to take a turn; while a current
speaker may, but need not, attempt to produce a next TCU. Current speakers may
also select a next speaker, in which case the one selected is obliged to take a turn at
that point. These rules for turn-taking are context-free: that is, they allow for such
local contextual variations as the identities and number of speakers, length and
content of turns, and so on. But they are also context-sensitive in that they apply to
the local circumstances of particular turns in particular conversations.

The crucial point about these rules is that they are observably oriented to by
members. An orientation to the possible completion of a turn at TCU comple-
tion, and the legitimate relevance of turn-transition at that point, can be illustrated
using the extract above if we focus on the occurrence of overlap. On the face of
it, overlapping talk may be considered evidence of an incoming speaker’s failure
adequately to attend to the status of a current speaker’s turn: that is, they might be
seen as starting ‘too early’ on their turn; or starting up at a point where the turn has
not yet reached a recognisable transition-relevance place. However, it is possible to
show that most instances of overlap in extract 1 (marked with left brackets, [, for
onset and right brackets, ], for cessation) clearly occur in the environment of TRPs
(see Jefferson 1986).

For instance, in line 9, what Edna’s ‘OH:::::" overlaps is a quiet laugh particle,
‘hhh hhh huh,” which Nancy fits onto the end of a TCU: ‘So when she calls me::, h
Talways talk fer a lo:ng ti:me cuz she c’'n afford it en I ca:n’t’ In line 21, what Nancy
overlaps is the last phoneme of a recognisable TCU: Edna’s assessment, ‘Goo:ud,
of Nancy’s announcement ‘T gutta rai:se.’

Other instances appear more complex, but can still be accounted for as order-
ly. For instance at line 11, Nancy’s AOQ:::hh!” is a high-pitched laugh, which
seems to be produced in overlap with—but prior to the recognisable completion
of —Edna’s remark that she thought her phone was out of order (since she had tried
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numerous times to get through). However, notice that in her immediately prior
turn Nancy had offered a joke of sorts about talking on the phone for a long time
when her father’s wife calls, ‘cuz she ¢’n afford it en I ca:n’t.” She then begins qui-
etly to laugh. Edna’s turn is begun with a loud, and high-pitched ‘OH::::: my go:sh,’

to which Nancy responds with her similarly-pitched ‘AOQ::::hh!” Possibly, then,
Nancy hears the action that Edna is doing as that of responding to her joke, and
starts to laugh by reference to ‘OH::::: my go:sh’ as a recognisable, and possibly com-
plete, joke-response. The overlap is complicated because Edna carries on her turn,
following up Nancy’s quip by herself quipping about the length of time Nancy’s
phone has been engaged: ‘OH::::: my go:sh=Ah thaht my phone wuz outta order’
Focusing on this instance of overlap, and wondering why it occurs in the places
that it does, illustrates a principal policy of conversation analysis, and also suggests
the analytical pay-off from that policy. The policy is to treat anything that occurs in
talk-in-interaction as possibly orderly—to dismiss no detail a priori as disorderly,
trivial, or irrelevant. The pay-off is that we thereby gain an insight into the nature of
participants’ own understandings of what is going on at any moment in interaction,

as displayed in the ways their turns address the turns they are sequentially next to.

Exhibiting understanding in the next turn

CA's interest in how the sequential organisation of talk can be used to reveal the
ways participants exhibit understanding of one another’s utterances can be illus-
trated further with the use of data from the second half of Extract (1). In line 19,
Nancy announces that she ‘gutta rai:se.’” By the end of the extract, it is evident that
the raise has been presented as, and understood to be, a ‘lousy’ raise: Nancy is dis-
satisfied with it; indeed it was hardly worth getting. However, none of these things
are said outright. The presentation of the raise as a lousy raise is achieved entirely
indirectly. A central resource used by Nancy here is that of irony. What is interest-
ing to note is the way that ironical complaint, and its uptake, emerge in the course
of a sequence of talk in which Edna’s understanding of Nancy’s meaning is observ-
ably modified.

The sequence begins at line 18, when Edna inquires, ‘How you doin’’ This inquiry
reciprocates Nancy’s earlier “ow a:re you Edna:’ (line 4); the intervening 13 lines
having been taken up with the talk occasioned by Edna’s remark ‘yer LINE’S BEEN
BUSY".

In line 21, Nancy’s response to Edna’s inquiry begins: ‘Pretty good.” A first thing
to note is that ‘Pretty good’ is a different kind of response to a ‘How are you’ inquiry
to the response that Edna had given earlier—i.e., FI:NE. ‘Fine’ represents the
conventional response to ‘How are you’ (Sacks 1975); it is a no-problem response.
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‘Pretty good,” on the other hand, represents what Jefferson (1980) describes as a
‘downgraded conventional response’. Although it appears very similar to ‘Fine,’ one
kind of work which ‘Pretty good’ can do that ‘Fine’ does not is to adumbrate bad
news. Basically, if a speaker has some bad news to report or some trouble to tell,
one way of managing that is to use ‘Pretty good’ in this sequential environment in
order to set up a trajectory in which the trouble might be elaborated on. By contrast,
use of ‘Fine’ in this position, although it may be followed by news of some sort, does
not seem to be followed by the production of bad news.

Adumbrating bad news, then, is a potential property of a ‘Pretty good’ response
to ‘How are you’: potential in that bad news may or may not follow, and may or
may not be told. This potentiality makes it a perfect kind of resource for Nancy to
engage in complaining about her raise ironically, and hence indirectly. The first
mention of the raise immediately follows the ‘Pretty good’ response; and itself
takes the form of a straightforward, unelaborated announcement: ‘I gutta rai:se.” At
this stage, then, the news that is being offered is, it appears, good news. And Edna
indeed understands that to be the case, as exhibited in her response in line 20:
‘Goo:ud.

It is only in the next two turns (lines 21-4) that the sense of Nancy’s news being
not so good in fact emerges. But notice that there is nothing in Nancy’s next turn
itself—Yeh two dollars a week.”’—which overtly suggests that Edna may need to
revise her initial understanding of the news. She does not correct Edna’s congratu-
latory reaction, for instance by saying, ‘It’s not that good—it’s only two dollars a
week.” Rather, her turn begins with an affirmation, “Yeh,” and then goes on simply
to name the amount. In other words, the turn does the work of ironicising the news
implicitly: it is left up to Edna to recognise the significance of ‘two dollars a week,’
and so to detect the irony in Nancy’s talk.

Edna’s reinterpretation of the announcement appears in the next turn, line 24.
Notice that while her initial reaction was fitted to the form of the announcement
as good news, this second reaction, a downward-intoned ‘Oh wo:w.” (the full-stop
marking the downward inflection), is equally fitted to the revised status of the news
following Nancy’s naming of the tiny sum involved. The fact that the turn begins
with ‘Ob’ is also significant here. The discourse marker ‘Oh’ routinely performs the
interactional work of displaying that its producer has undergone some change of
state in his or her knowledge (Heritage 1984). Thus, Edna’s use of the item here
connects with the way she is exhibiting a new understanding of her coparticipant’s
talk. More importantly, the particular kind of new understanding being exhibited
is marked in the enunciation of the ‘wo:w” itself. The downward inflection on ‘wo:w’
marks the bad news—or perhaps more accurately, ‘no news —status to be accord-
ed the raise, just as an alternative, upward and animated inflection (‘Oh Twow!’)
would mark the news as something quite different.
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Following that, and Nancy’s burst of laughter in line 25, Edna works to sustain
the joke about the paltriness of the raise by asking, ironically, ‘Wudee gun: do with
it a:ll’ (line 26) and suggesting that Nancy ‘oughta go sho:pping’ (line 30). Nancy’s
responses to these turns—especially the heavily ironic ‘Gol- I rilly I jis’ don’t know
how Ah'm gunnuh spend all that money’ (lines 27-8), in sustaining the irony, work
to display to Edna that her revised understanding in fact is the correct one.

These brief remarks on the interactional accomplishment of irony illustrate how
the next turn in a sequence can be treated as a systematic locus in which partici-
pants in talk-in-interaction establish and maintain a shared orientation on sali-
ent aspects of social reality. Furthermore, focusing on the sequential emergence
of irony in this instance allows another central issue in CA to be illustrated: that
of the relationship between particular social actions and the sequential resources
by which they are accomplished. These brief observations on the ironical form and
ironical uptake of Nancy’s complaint show how indirect actions such as ironical
reference are not simply properties of individual speech acts, but are situated fea-
tures of interaction, achieved in local space and real time.

Adjacency pairs: The conditional relevance of next position

The ‘next turn’ can also be a place in which more specific interactional constraints
are operative. Certain categories of utterance make relevant a circumscribed class
of responses in next position. Easily recognisable examples are: a question, which
makes an answer relevant as the next move; a greeting, which makes a return greet-
ing relevant in next turn; an invitation, which makes an acceptance or declination
relevant in next position; or an accusation, which makes a rebuttal or justification
relevant next. These are all representative of adjacency pairs, one of the central con-
cepts in CA research.

The adjacency pair concept illustrates the way in which particular types of utter-
ance can be made conditionally relevant by prior turns. The production of a first
part of a pair-type, such as a question, sets up the constraint that a next speak-
er should respond by producing the relevant second part from that type—in this
case, an answer. Moreover, whatever does follow a first pair-part will be monitored
for exactly how it works as a response to that move. In other words, not produc-
ing something hearable as an answer in the next turn following a question is an
accountable event: something for which a participant may be sanctioned, as in the
following extract:
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(2) TW:M:38
1 Child:  Have to cut these Mummy.
2 (1.3)
3 Child:  Won't we Mummy.
4 (1.5)
5 Child:  Won't we.
6 Mother: Yes.

The child first announces that they will ‘Have to cut these’, then, following a pause
(line 2) displays that she was expecting a response of some sort from the mother:
in line 3 the child asks her to confirm the initial observation. Getting no response
again in the 1.5-second pause in line 4, child pursues that response in line 5, after
which the mother finally answers.

By saying that a second pair-part is conditionally relevant given a first, conversa-
tion analysts are pointing to something specific about the adjacency pair relation-
ship. It is not that they are merely describing the fact that certain types of turns
follow other types (which would be somewhat commonsensical). Rather, they are
pointing to the fact that the relationship between adjacency pair-parts is a norma-
tive one: in other words, one that has moral dimensions. This can be seen on two
levels. First, motivational inferences can be drawn from the non-occurrence of a
second part following the production of a first. For instance, not returning a greet-
ing may be taken as a sign of rudeness; not providing an answer to a question may
be taken as indicative of evasiveness; while not proffering a defence to an accusa-
tion may be taken as a tacit admission of guilt. Second, the oriented-to relevance of
second parts following the production of a first can remain in play across time: it is
not limited to cases of literal adjacency.

Thus, instances in which, say, a question is followed by another question, rather
than an answer, may seem to militate against the force of the adjacency pair con-
cept. But such cases in fact can quite strongly display the temporally extendible
relevance of the adjacency pair framework, once we see that the second question
routinely represents a first move in an insertion sequence (Levinson 1983:304-6).
Insertion sequences defer a second pair-part’s production, but they do not negate
its relevance. A speaker may respond to a question such as, ‘Can I borrow the car?’
with another question: ‘How long do you need it?” The response to that inserted
question—say, ‘Only a couple of hours’—provides a next slot in which a response
to the first question is once more relevant and to be monitored for.

Another aspect of the normative properties of adjacency pairs lies in the system-
atically different ways that recipients of first parts design the alternative actions to
be done in second position. Invitations, for instance, can be accepted or declined;
requests can be granted or rejected. The significant point is that these alternatives
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are non-equivalent. That non-equivalence is traced in the features of turn design
through which alternative second parts are proffered. Broadly, responses which
agree or are congruent with the expectation projected by a first pair-part are pro-
duced contiguously and without mitigation. Responses which diverge from that
expectation—which in some way disagree—tend to be prefaced by hesitations,
discourse markers such as “Well . . .,” and, unlike congruent responses, are accom-
panied by accounts for why the speaker is responding in this way (Pomerantz 1984;
Sacks 1987).

Extracts (3) and (4) show the first type of response, where the second speaker
agrees with the assessment produced in the first turn, and their turns are produced
immediately and straightforwardly:

(3) JS:1I:28
1 Jo: It'sabeautiful day outisn'tit?
2 Lee: Yehit’sjust gorgeous.

(4) VIYMC:1:2
1 Pat: It'sareally clear lake isn't it?
2 Les: It's wonderful.

Extract (5), on the other hand, shows someone seeking to decline an invitation, in
which rather than straightforwardly and immediately declining, the second speak-
er produces talk that softens or mitigates the declination. This consists of (a) delay-
ing the start of the turn with a slight laugh (‘hehl’) and the word “Well’; (b) issuing
an appreciation of the invitation (‘that’s awfully sweet of you’); and (c) providing an
account for why the invitation is being declined:

(5) SBL
1 Mary: Uhifyoud care to come over and visit a little
2 while this morning I'll give you a cup of coftee.
3 Ida:  hehh Well that’s awfully sweet of you, I don’t
4 think I can make it this morning .hh uhm I'm
5 running an ad in the paper and- and uh T have to
6 stay near the phone.

These different response types are termed preferred and dispreferred respect-
ively. The concept of preference in CA is not used to refer to the psychological
dispositions or motives of individuals; but to point to just this structural feature
of the sequential organisation of some types of adjacency pair. Research has addi-
tionally shown that the design features of dispreferred responses can be used as a
resource for the maintenance of social solidarity in talk-in-interaction. This is so
not only in the way that dispreferred responses may be accompanied by accounts
or explanations; but also in the way that hesitations and other means of marking
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a dispreferred response can provide a source for a first speaker to revise the ori-
ginal first pair-part in such a way as to try and avoid disagreement or rejection
(Davidson 1984). This happens in the following extract, where Edna, judging that
Nancy may be about to turn down her invitation to come over for lunch, issues a
candidate reason for Nancy to decline the invitation (line 4):

(6) NB:II:2:4
1 Edna:  Wanna come down an” have a bite a lunch with
2 me:?=I got some bee:r en stu:ff,
3 (0.2)
3 Nancy:  Well yer real sweet hon:, uh::m (.) [let- I hav-
4— Edna: [Or do yuh have
5 sum’pn el[se t-
6 Nancy: [No: T have to uh call Bob’'s mother. .h I
7 told ‘er I:d ca:ll ‘er this morning.

These points bring out again the centrality, for CA, of the inferential proper-
ties associated with speakers’ moves in interaction sequences. They also address
the ways that those inferences have a distinctly moral, or evaluative, dimension.
Speakers can be seen not only to be establishing and maintaining mutual under-
standing of one another’s actions in sequences of talk, but also to be holding each
other accountable for those actions. In this sense the adjacency pair framework,
and the preference organisation that operates for some types of adjacency pair,
constitute an important site in which to observe the relationships between patterns
of language use and structures of social action.

CA, social organisation and insitutional contexts

Having filled in some detail about the basic concepts and analytical procedures
used in CA, we can now begin tying back the points made above to the question
of child counselling as a form of talk-in-interaction. In order to do so we have to
understand the way that conversation analysts have applied their concerns with
turn-taking and its structural phenomena (adjacency pairs, overlap, repair and so
on) to other, non-conversational, forms of talk.

The first point to make is that CA seeks to treat talk in and of itself as an organ-
ised form of social action. It therefore begins from a broadly structuralist socio-
logical standpoint, as exemplified in the following quotation:

The initial and most fundamental assumption of conversation analysis is that all aspects

of social action and interaction can be examined in terms of conventionalised or insti-
tutionalised structural organisations which analysably inform their production. These
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organisations are to be treated as structures in their own right which, like other social
institutions or conventions, stand independently of the psychological or other charac-
teristics of particular participants. (Heritage 1989:22)

CA approaches recordings of naturally occurring talk with the aim of (a) describ-
ing the structural organisations informing its production, and (b) thereby explicat-
ing the methods used by participants to engage in mutually intelligible, ordered
courses of social interaction.

As the second of these two aims suggests, CA’s structuralism is tempered by an
action orientation in which members of society are seen as knowledgeable agents
actively involved in the intersubjective construction and maintenance of their
shared social worlds (in this, it follows the ethnomethodological line established
by Garfinkel 1967). The analytical connection between the description of orderly
features of talk and the explication of participants’ methods of sense-making is
neatly formulated in this early statement of methodological policy:

We have proceeded under the assumption (an assumption borne out by our research)
that insofar as the materials we worked with exhibited orderliness, they did so not only
for us, indeed not in the first place for us, but for the coparticipants who had produced
them. If the materials (records of naturally occurring conversations) were orderly, they
were so because they had been methodically produced by members of the society for
one another, and it was a feature of the conversations that we treated as data that they
were produced so as to allow the display by the coparticipants to each other of their or-

derliness, and to allow the participants to display to each other their analysis, apprecia-
tion and use of that orderliness. ~ (Schegloft and Sacks 1973:290)

CA’s complementary emphases on the internal structure or design of turns at talk
and the organisation of sequences are thus treated as revealing elemental features
of social agents’ intersubjective ‘definitions of the situation’ and the procedural
means by which they coordinate activities within, and as part of, those situations.

This approach leads to a particularly dynamic view of context which works on
a number of interrelated levels. In the first place, CA emphasises the fact that for
their producers, utterances do not occur as isolated actions but precisely as actions
situated in an ongoing context of social interaction. Such actions, moreover, are
always doubly contextualised in the sense that they are both context-shaped and
context-renewing:

Actions are context-shaped in that they are understood, and produced to be understood,
in relation to the context of prior utterances and understandings in which they are em-
bedded and to which they contribute. They are context-renewing because every current
action forms the immediate context for a next action and will thus tend to renew (i.e.
maintain, alter or adjust) any more generally prevailing sense of context which is the ob-
ject of the participants’ orientations and actions.  (Heritage and Greatbatch 1991:95)

Thus, context is treated as ‘both the project and the product of the participants’ own
actions’ (Drew and Heritage 1992:19). This local production of contexts for action
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is treated as analysable through investigating the ways that participants, in their
means of organising their talk, display for one another (and hence for the analyst
too) their understanding and sense of ‘what is going on’ at any given moment in
interaction.

This concern with context as an active accomplishment underpins research into
the relationship between talk and wider social contexts, or what are often described
as ‘institutional settings’. Conversation analysts have examined talk in such settings
as courts of law (Atkinson and Drew 1979), classrooms (McHoul 1978), medical
consultations (Heath 1992), television and radio studios (Heritage 1985; Clayman
and Heritage 2004; Clayman 1988, 1992; Hutchby 1996, 2006), counselling rooms
(including, for our purposes, child counselling rooms) (Perdkyld 1995; Silverman
1996) and numerous others (Drew and Heritage 1992; Arminen 2005).

In this work, CA’s view of the relevance of context is commensurate with the
statements of methodological policy quoted above. That is, at the same time as
acknowledging that institutional settings clearly involve participants adopting par-
ticular roles and engaging in relatively specialised speaking practices, CA empha-
sises the active work of participants in rendering these roles and speaking practices
into alived reality. In other words, the observably specialised nature of institutional
discourse must be seen as actively produced by participants. Therefore:

Analysts who wish to depict the distinctively ‘institutional’ character of some stretch
of talk. .. must...demonstrate that the participants constructed their conduct over its
course—turn by responsive turn—so as to progressively constitute and hence joint-
ly and collaboratively realise the occasion of their talk, together with their own social
roles in it, as having some distinctively institutional character. (Heritage and Great-
batch 1991:95)

The upshot is that emphasis is placed not on how the setting independently
determines the activities, strategies and procedures adopted within it, but on how
those activities, strategies and procedures make available (for participants and ana-
lysts alike) participants’ orientation to, and reproduction of, specialised institu-
tional features of the setting.

This approach is based on a comparative procedure in which the turn-taking
system for conversation is used as a benchmark against which other forms of talk-
in-interaction may be recognised for their distinctiveness. Ordinary face-to-face
conversation is treated, for analytic purposes, as an interactional baseline. In com-
parative terms, all forms of institutional interaction can be characterised by a sys-
tematic reduction and/or specialisation of the array of practices observable in
ordinary conversation. This comparative procedure is methodologically powerful
in terms of CA’s approach to context precisely because it reveals participants’ active
orientation to differing contexts through a focus on the distinctive details of inter-
action in different types of environment.
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Using this approach, conversation analysts have distinguished two basic types
of institutional discourse, referred to by Heritage and Greatbatch (1991) as for-
mal and non-formal. The formal types are represented by courts of law, many
kinds of interview—particularly the broadcast news interview—certain kinds of
classroom environment, and various ceremonial occasions. In such settings there
is a close relationship between the social identities adopted by participants and
the types of turn that they produce in interaction. As Heritage and Greatbatch
(1991:95) put it, ‘the institutional character of the interaction is embodied first
and foremost in its form—most notably in turn-taking systems which depart sub-
stantially from the way in which turn-taking is managed in conversation’. In activ-
ities such as courtroom cross-examination (Atkinson and Drew 1979) or broadcast
news interviewing (Greatbatch 1988), speakers adopting particular institutional
roles (counsel/witness, interviewer/interviewee) orient to normative restrictions
on the production of specific speech activities. Typically, interactions are conduct-
ed by means of question-answer sequences in which it is the institutional repre-
sentative or professional incumbent (i.e. counsel/interviewer) who produces the
questions, while the other (witness/interviewee) is restricted to that of answering
those questions. Turns which depart from these norms have to be accounted for:
that is, speakers in such circumstances may produce turn-components which jus-
tify the departure; or in the absence of justifications, their deviation from the norm
may be held to account by others in the setting. Turn-taking procedures in formal
types of institutional interaction are thus characterised by restricted variability in
turn-types and turn-order; whereas in ordinary conversation both turn-type and
turn-order are freely variable (Sacks et al., 1974).4

However, the category of formal institutional interaction incorporates only a
small number of institutional settings: mainly the court in session, various forms
of interview, and some of the more ‘traditional’ pedagogic environments. Far more
widespread are what Heritage and Greatbatch (1991:97) refer to as ‘non-formal’
types, ‘commonly occurring in medical, psychiatric, social service, business and
related environments’. In such settings, much less uniformity in the patterning of
conduct is evident. The interaction may be more or less explicitly directed towards
carrying out official tasks such as diagnosing illness (Heath 1992) or making

4. Atkinson and Drew (1979), and following them, Drew and Heritage (1992) referred to this
using the term ‘turn-type pre-allocation’. I prefer to avoid this phrase because, while these
authors were clearly adopting the conversation analytic framework and thus referring to orien-
tations by participants and not extraneous constraints imposed by the setting, the word ‘pre-al-
location’ is nevertheless open to interpretation in terms of what Coulter (1982) describes as a
‘container’ model of institutional context. That is, it can be taken to imply the view that the set-
ting itself ‘allocates’ turns to participants, rather than participants themselves orienting to what
I prefer to describe as the restricted variability of turn-types.
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decisions about clients’ health or welfare needs (Heritage and Sefi 1992; Bergmann
1992). As a result there may emerge ‘aggregative asymmetries in the patterning of
activities between role incumbents (e.g., as between doctors and patients in the ask-
ing and answering of questions in private consultations)’ (Heritage and Greatbatch
1991:97). But typically these official tasks and activities are managed within turn-
taking frameworks that allow for considerable variation, improvisation and nego-
tiation in terms of the participation status or ‘footing’ (Goffman 1981) adopted by
lay and professional participants alike.

For this reason, Heritage and Greatbatch (1991: 98) referred to non-formal types
of institutional interaction as having a ‘quasi-conversational’ character. As they
say: ‘When considered in turn-taking terms, at least, the boundaries between [non-
formal] forms of institutional talk and ordinary conversation can appear perme-
able and uncertain.’

It is important to acknowledge what is not being claimed here. The term ‘quasi-
conversational’ does not mean that there are no significant differences between
turn-taking procedures in non-formal institutional interaction and in conversa-
tion. Rather, the ‘permeability’ and ‘uncertainty’ of the boundaries between these
two general frameworks makes those boundaries often very difficult to identify in
principled analytical terms. The ‘aggregative asymmetries’ referred to above are not
provided for on the basis of normative constraints on participation opportunities
for speakers in given institutional roles, but rather seem to emerge out of a largely
tacit orientation to specific activities associated with the situation’s task-oriented
work.

Institutional interaction, task-orientation and bricolage

The child counselling sessions in my data fall under this latter heading of non-for-
mal institutional interaction. There are no organisational conventions which state,
for instance, that counsellors should ask questions and children provide answers.
Indeed, textbooks on child counselling practice frequently say just the opposite:
“There is a danger in asking too many questions, because the child may fear being
asked to disclose information which is private and/or too scary to share’ (Geldard
and Geldard 1998:11). Yet in examining the data, it is evident not only that ques-
tions are frequently asked, but that they are far more frequently asked by counsellors
than by children. Moreover, the types of questions, statements and other turns taken
by counsellors reveal an orientation to the particular task of eliciting talk about feel-
ings, concerns and reasons. This relates to a further set of features in the definition of
non-formal institutional interaction. As Drew and Heritage (1992:28) putit:
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systematic aspects of the organisation of sequences (and of turn-design within sequenc-
es) having to do with such matters as the opening and closing of encounters, with the
ways in which information is requested, delivered and received, with the design of re-
ferring expressions, etc., are now beginning to emerge as facets of the way in which the
‘institutionality’ of such encounters is managed. (Drew and Heritage 1992:28)

In his work on AIDS counselling as institutional discourse, Perikyld (1995)
suggested that a term which captures this ad hoc moulding of resources to hand
in order to shape the interaction in light of institutional concerns is bricolage.
Bricolage derives from the French verb bricoler, meaning ‘to tinker’, and a bricoleur
is someone who is adept at utilising materials in ways that they were not original-
ly intended in order to create something new. For that reason it is often associated
with the postmodernist movement in art and architecture, and with the fashions of
popular and youth subculture, within cultural studies. But for the purposes of this
book, I use the term in relation to the features of discourse in non-formal institu-
tional settings. Although few other CA researchers so far have adopted the term,’
bricolage can readily be applied to many cases of published research showing how
observable asymmetries and patterns of turn-taking emerge in the absence of nor-
mative constraints on turn-types.

Studies which show these features while not using the term bricolage include
Frankel’s (1984, 1990) and Heath’s (1992) analyses of consultations between physi-
cians and their patients. Frankel noted that while there is no institutionalised rule
that constrains patients from producing topically disjunctive questioning turns,
overwhelmingly it is the case that topics and questions are initiated by physicians
and not by patients. His analysis showed that this asymmetry emerges as a result
of a tacitly negotiated state of affairs within the consultation by which, first, physi-
cians typically open up restricted participation opportunities for patients by ask-
ing particular kinds of information-seeking questions. Such information-seeking
questions make relevant in the next turn (the patient’s turn) answers which pro-
vide the information sought by the question. Second, Frankel found that patients
themselves orient to and reproduce an asymmetrical distribution of participation
rights by seeking to introduce new topics of their own largely in the form of turn
components tagged onto their responses to physicians’ questions. In other words,
patient-initiated topics come in the context of physician-initiated questions, there-
by ‘ensur(ing) that additional information, if it is going to be dealt with, will be han-
dled via a physician-initiated obligation package, i.e., question-answer sequence’
(Frankel 1984:164).

5. ‘Bricolage’ as a central procedure in the management of talk-in-interaction has been fore-
grounded, though not from a CA perspective, by Erickson (2004).
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In a similar vein, Heath (1992) showed how in the course of general practitioner
consultations, patients tacitly orient to and reproduce an asymmetrical distribu-
tion of participation status by systematically withholding responses to physicians’
announcements of their diagnoses. The announcement of diagnosis in the general
practice consultation amounts to an ‘informing’, passed from the expert stand-
point of the physician to the lay standpoint of the patient, about some aspect of
the patient’s physical condition. While, again, there is no institutionalised rule
constraining patients from producing substantive responses to these informings,
Heath showed that patients routinely react to the announcement of diagnosis either
with silence or else by producing a downward-intoned grunt or ‘yel'. These with-
holdings of response occur even in cases where ‘the doctor provides an opportunity
for the patient to respond to the informing by not only delivering the diagnostic
information within a distinct utterance or turn at talk, but also by leaving a gap fol-
lowing the medical assessment in which the patient has an extended possibility to
reply’ (Heath 1992:240). Heath suggested that through this practice, patients tac-
itly act to sustain the asymmetrical dimensions of physician-patient interactions by
ceding control over the encounter to the physician.

In research that has a closer connection with the present book, Perdkyld (1995)
suggested that the emergent asymmetries found in his data of counselling sessions
for (adult) patients taking an HIV test could be accounted for on the basis of a
bricolage arrangement. The turn-taking itself is quasi-conversational, yet Perdkyld
found emergent uniformities whereby counsellors tended either to ask questions,
or produce post-response information statements directed at clients; while cli-
ents tended to restrict themselves to answering the questions put by counsellors.
This pattern he accounted for not in terms of a normative specification of the rela-
tionship between the roles of counsellor and client and the activities of asking/
informing, on the one hand, and answering on the other. For example, as Perdkylad
(1995:75-87) showed, when clients do ask questions this is not sanctioned or treat-
ed as a departure from the institutional norm by counsellors. Bricolage enables
counsellors and clients to locally construct a pattern of turn-taking using stock
conversational resources marshalled in the light of the particular circumstances of
AIDS counselling.

A similar perspective underpins my analyses, in the following chapters, of how
participants in child counselling sessions use bricolage practices to build locally
managed regularities in turn-taking that render the talk both similar to ordinary
conversation, yet recognisably specialised: in other words, quasi-conversational.
The empirical topics I will address begin from the broad question of how child
counsellors identify and draw out talk about therapeutic matters with the children
whom they see. In addressing how counselling-relevant matters are topicalised
using bricolage practices, I focus on specific aspects of a general feature of counsel-
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ling talk in which counsellors ‘pick up on’ those aspects of the discourse environ-
ment—not just the words that are spoken, but also objects or circumstances that
are implicated in what is said—which are open to being translated into ‘therapeu-
tic objects’: that is, matters or issues in the client’s everyday life that are amenable
to some form of therapeutic intervention.

As we proceed, it will become clear how this work is necessarily accomplished
through bricolage practices because counsellors cannot rely on norms and conven-
tions to yield from children the kinds of turns necessary to get the work of coun-
selling done. Rather, they rely partly on what they have learned from textbooks,
from training and from practical experience about the kinds of turns that will best
succeed in eliciting certain kinds of talk from the child; and partly on the essen-
tially unpredictable contingencies of how each child responds to those turns with
utterances of their own. In other words, the local management of child counselling
talk is something that occurs in local sequential environments; and as in any form
of talk-in-interaction, it is grounded in the participants’ mutual orientation to the
task at hand.

However, as we will see, children are not straightforwardly collaborative in the
task-at-hand of child counselling. While, for the most part, children at least ‘go
along with’ counsellors’ attempts to have them talk about aspects of their family
lives, they may be markedly resistant to revealing information about their feelings
or concerns regarding ongoing family separations. This becomes a topic of particu-
lar attention in Chapter 6. But it is a situation that counsellors face, and have to find
ways of dealing with, routinely. While textbooks can provide some guidance on
ways of dealing with resistance (e.g. Geldard and Geldard 1998: 71-3), in naturally-
occurring sessions counsellors need to marshall their resources in the here-and-
now of unfolding talk. Bricolage, as the ad hoc moulding of interactional resources
to hand, thus becomes especially useful in the management and maintenance of
the institutional work of child counselling discourse.






CHAPTER 3

‘So this is being taped’

From ethics to analytics in the data collection process

In line with the conversation analytic method, the data for this book consist of
tape recordings of naturally occurring child counselling dialogues.! The origin-
al process of collecting that data was somewhat complex, since I had not only to
identify a suitable and willing fieldsite, but also to gain ‘informed consent’ to the
recording of sessions from potential participants. Initial contacts had been made
with a major family therapy institute in order to facilitate data collection. Having
expressed interest in principle in collaborating in the research, the practice in ques-
tion underwent a change in management and the new Director was not prepared
to pursue the collaboration further. Other organisations were then approached,
including a national charitable foundation offering both family mediation and spe-
cialised child counselling.

After a number of meetings and discussions with counsellors and the Director,
one of the foundation’s London practices agreed to act as a field site. During
the early stages of the project itself, other practices were contacted in other cit-
ies. Meetings were held in these places with managers and counsellors. Ultimately,
however, the invitation to become involved in data collection was declined, usually
for reasons to do with the sensitivity of the data to be recorded and concerns about
confidentiality. For instance, it was often said that the counselling session was ‘the
child’s space’ and practitioners felt uneasy about allowing the researcher to have
access to what went on in that space.

The practice where the data were eventually gathered offers counselling exclu-
sively for children whose parents either have separated or are in the process of
doing so. In a seven month period, recordings were made of fifteen complete ses-
sions, including sessions conducted by both male and female counsellors, with
both single children and siblings. In the latter cases, there are recordings of siblings
seen by counsellors both together and separately. As already noted, the age range
of the children is 4-12 years.

1. This chapter partially reproduces materials from an earlier publication, “The moral status of
technology: Being recorded, being heard and the construction of concerns in child counsel-
ling’ in I. Hutchby and J. Moran-Ellis (eds.), Children, Technology and Culture (RoutledgeFalmer
2001).
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Understandably, the staff of the practice shared my concern about gaining the
informed consent of those willing to participate in the research; about ensuring
the full confidentiality of the data (the recorded tapes); and about protecting the
anonymity of the children. The counsellors, on whose cooperation the future of the
research depended, expressed their preference for the researcher not to be present
during counselling sessions, and they also expressed a preference to manage the
gaining of consent from both parents and children themselves, in the context of
the initial assessment meeting (it is for this reason that initial assessment meetings
were not recorded).

After some discussion, we drew up a selection of consent forms: one designed
for parents, and three others intended to explain the research in language acces-
sible to children of varying age groups. These forms ensured full anonymity, gave
the participants the right to withdraw consent at any time without prejudice, and
sought to ensure confidentiality by restricting access to the audio tapes solely to
the researcher. This latter policy was also intended to militate against the possibil-
ity of tapes being subpoenaed by lawyers acting for one or other parent in con-
tested divorce proceedings. This was a possibility about which the Director of the
practice, who was also experienced in mediation and in child protection proced-
ure, expressed considerable concern. No recordings were undertaken unless one
or both parents, and the child concerned, had signed the relevant consent form.
Moreover, the identities of parents and children were withheld from the researcher,
and tapes were labelled with client codes rather than children’s names.

One consequence of this process was that during the data collection period,
while the researcher was not physically present during recordings, the recording
itself was not conducted covertly. The tape recorder was in full view of the partici-
pants throughout, the procedure being to place the device (a small battery oper-
ated portable machine) on a table at the side of the room, and situate two small, flat
multidirectional microphones in different parts of the room (for example, one near
the armchairs where participants would sit, and one near the toy cupboard from
which children would choose games, often at the counsellor’s invitation).

My aim in this chapter is to focus attention on this particular aspect of the talk:
the fact that it involves a recording technology—the tape recorder and micro-
phones—in clear visibility throughout the session. As we will see, counsellors
were often concerned, particularly at the start of sessions, to render the technolo-
gy’s presence visible for the child, even though the fact that the session would be
recorded (as well as the research purposes of the recording) had been discussed
beforehand with both parents and children.

The issue I will discuss revolves around the role of the recording technology in
the production of the talk; and, more particularly, the talk-instantiated work of the
counselling session. Beginning from a concern, characteristic of much qualitative
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research, with naturalistic recording as an ethical issue, as well as one which pos-
sibly impacts on the ‘authenticity’ of what is being recorded, I offer an alternative
focus on the fact of the recording as an analytic phenomenon. Looking at those
moments where participants—both counsellor and child—display their orien-
tations to the presence of the technology leads to a consideration of the ways in
which the technology comes to have different forms of presence within the talk;
and in which it is thus bound up with various aspects of the counselling session’s
distinctive interactional work.

From ethics to analytics

The tape-recording of discourse, especially in non-experimental or non-laboratory
settings, brings with it a range of concerns, both ethical and analytical. On the eth-
ical level, researchers need to decide whose consent among the participants should
be sought prior to the recording taking place; and who among the relevant parties
should be informed about the fact of the recording and the nature of the research.
The general trend over recent years has been away from the use of ‘covert’ methods
of data collection (for instance, using hidden recording devices, one-way mirrors
and so forth), seeing these as deceptive and therefore unethical. Ethical standards
in social research strongly favour the gaining of ‘informed consent’ from those
whose participation is sought, or whose behaviour is to be recorded, prior to the
initiation of data collection itself.

When young children are involved this ethical dimension takes on a greater sali-
ence. In this study, particularly in the light of legislation such as the UK Children
Act of 1989 (one aim of which is to give children greater voice, agency and auton-
omy in terms of legal processes surrounding divorce), it was not thought appro-
priate simply to gain the consent of parents and counsellors to the recording of
sessions. It was necessary also to gain the informed consent of children themselves.
This was in accordance with guidelines issued by professional bodies such as the
British Sociological Association and the British Psychological Society. The process
of obtaining the informed consent of parents and children” was done prior to the
counselling period actually starting, at the initial assessment meeting.

Aside from ethical issues of informed consent, however, the fact that both coun-
sellor and child were fully cognisant of the presence of the tape recorder in the room
also raises significant analytical issues. In social science, researchers working within

2. In legal terms, children under the age of majority may in fact only ‘assent’ to their parents’
‘consent’; that is, children cannot overrule their parents’ refusal of consent, though they can de-
cline to give their own assent to something their parents have consented to.
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both qualitative and quantitative paradigms have engaged in much methodological
debate about the influence and effects of the researcher and their research instru-
ments on the behaviour being investigated. ‘Researcher effects’, ‘reactivity’ or ‘reac-
tive effects’ (Bryman 1988: 112; Hammersley 1992: 164; Hammersley and Atkinson
1995:130), ‘interviewer effects’ (Fielding 1993: 145; Fowler and Mangione 1990: 46;
Judd, Smith and Kidder 1991:259), ‘context effects’ (Foddy 1993:52ff), ‘observer
effects’ (Robson 1993) and the ‘observer’s paradox’ (Labov 1972) are just some of
the terms used to describe the ‘unintended’ influence of the research technology
and/or the researcher on the results of a study (Maykut and Moorhouse 1994: 155).

AsJudd, Smith and Kidder (1991: 304-5) point out, participant observers tend to
avoid recording conversations on tape because of a feeling that the recording device
would ‘inhibit the researcher’s participation in many situations’. It may limit rap-
port and possibly ‘interfere with participant observation’. Tape recording may also

‘make respondents anxious’ (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight 1996: 154). Hammersley

and Atkinson (1983: 158) suggest that even where consent has been gained, ‘aware-
ness that proceedings are being recorded may significantly affect what occurs’.
Stubbs (1983:224) argues that ordinary speakers’ language changes to a ‘more for-
mal’ style when they know they are being observed. Ten Have (1999:61) makes a
related point, noting that ‘even if people do consent to being recorded, they quite
often offer nervously hilarious comments on possible exposures’. Thus, everyday
language is ‘susceptible to contamination by observation’ (Stubbs 1983:224). Since
being tape-recorded and studied ‘is not a normal situation for most people’, there
will always be the ‘suspicion’ that ‘in extraordinary situations people produce extra-
ordinary language’ (ibid: 225).

In such methodological discussions, there is an implied realm of normal, natural
and authentic social interaction that the presence of a researcher or of recording
devices inevitably disturbs, distorts, or otherwise contaminates. ‘Natural’ interac-
tion, it seems, could only be captured for research purposes if the researcher could
stand behind a one-way mirror or become, in a literal sense, the proverbial fly-on-
the-wall. This ‘one-way mirror dilemma’ (Speer and Hutchby 2003) represents a
problem for research based on tape-recordings because, seen in this way, the eth-
ically necessary procedures for recording social behaviour as it naturally occurs
themselves lead to the distortion of the very phenomena to be analysed.

These issues are not confined to the methodological debates of social scientists.
On a practical level, counsellors themselves were prone to express similar concerns
during initial discussions about their involvement in the collection of data. For
instance, would the presence of the recording device not have a detrimental effect
by making it difficult to capture examples of ‘authentic’ counselling talk? Would it
not prove problematic through inhibiting the child from speaking ‘naturally’? And
would it not, even, affect the counsellors themselves, making it difficult for them to
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produce the kind of talk they would ‘normally’ produce in a session? This is inter-
esting partly because many counsellors and psychotherapists, particularly those in
the field of family therapy (though not necessarily the ones involved in the present
data”), routinely use one-way mirrors in their practice. The one-way mirror ena-
bles co-practitioners to observe the behavioural dynamics of clients without the
possible distractions of being involved in direct interaction with the client. Yet pre-
sumably, the same concerns could be raised about the one-way mirror technique
itself as were voiced about the presence of the tape recorder.

Concerns about ‘natural or ‘authentic’ talk are of particular significance, perhaps,
when it comes to research in the area of conversation analysis. We have seen that
CA relies for its data on the tape-recording of naturally-occurring talk-in-interac-
tion. One upshot of this is that, in most cases, at least one of the participants whose
talk is being recorded knows that a recording is taking place. That is, given the gen-
eral reluctance of social researchers to conduct totally covert recording, there is an
awareness at least for the participant operating the recording device, if not also for
others involved in the interaction, that ‘this interaction is being recorded’.

Unlike the researchers and counsellors referred to above, conversation analysts
in general have not given much consideration to this factor or its potential signifi-
cance. Despite the fact that large corpora of recorded telephone conversations have
been gathered and transcribed, along with numerous collections of video record-
ings, one hardly ever finds in the literature any discussion of which participants, if
any, were aware that a recording was being made or of the purposes for which it was
intended. Among the reasons for this might be the way that CA’s very basic com-
mitment to working with tape-recorded materials developed. As Sacks described it
in one of his earlier lectures:

Such materials had a single virtue, that I could replay them. I could transcribe them
somewhat and study them extendedly—however long it might take. The tape-recorded

materials constituted a ‘good enough’ record of what had happened. Other things, to be
sure, happened, but at least what was on the tape had happened.  (Sacks 1984:26)

This suggests an essentially pragmatic rationale: the tape is thought of primarily
as a useful means of reproducing for repeated listening the detail of an actual event
in the world, where the concern is not primarily with the ‘completeness’ or ‘authen-
ticity’ of that event, but with what can be said about its achieved organisation as
a piece of interaction. Thus, tape recording is often described in the CA literature
as preferential to other standard data collection procedures, such as interviews,
experiments, on-the-spot coding of behaviour, observation and the taking of field-
notes. As Heritage and Atkinson (1984:4) put it:

3. One counsellor did reveal that he had some experience, in another practice, of having sessions
videorecorded for training purposes.
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the use of recorded data serves as a control on the limitations and fallibilities of intu-
ition and recollection; it exposes the observer to a wide range of interactional materials

and circumstances and also provides some guarantee that analytic conclusions will not
arise as artifacts of intuitive idiosyncracy, selective attention or recollection, or experi-
mental design .. .. [It] has the additional advantage of providing hearers and, to a lesser
extent, readers of research reports with direct access to the data about which analytic

claims are being made, thereby making them available for public scrutiny in a way that

further minimises the influence of individual perceptions.  (Emphasis in original)

However, conversation analysts (and some CA-influenced discourse analysts)
have sometimes gone further than this, building a rhetorically effective distinc-
tion between ‘natural’ and ‘contrived” data (Speer 2003a). Thus, one of the main
issues in data collection has been to identify ways of gathering recordings that are
as ‘naturally occurring’ as they can be. In Potter’s (1996a:135) description, nat-
ural data ideally comprise recordings of interaction ‘that would have taken place
... 1in the form that it did, had the researcher not been born’, while for ten Have
(1999:48), natural data is that which has not been ‘co-produced with or provoked
by the researcher’ (see also Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998:14). In such descriptions
we see once again the shadow of the one-way mirror dilemma: it is easy to see how
notions of ‘informed consent’ and overt data collection methods which make clear-
ly visible the presence of a recording device can render these sorts of requirements
problematic.

In one of the few discussions in the CA literature of the possible impacts of the
presence of a recording technology, in this case a video camera, Drew (1989:99-
100) takes the following line of reasoning:

Being filmed may indeed alter people’s behaviour: it may make them nervous, they may
make more jokes, talk more, be more withdrawn, sit in different places, hesitate to say
certain things, and so on . ... Butif. .. the focus of one’s analysis is . . . not on the fre-
quency of some activity but on the details of its management and accomplishment, then
any possible disturbance caused by participant’s knowledge of their being filmed be-
comes unimportant. People cannot think about or control their behaviour at the level of
detail for which the systematics of the organisation of action (verbal or non-verbal) are
being investigated in conversation analysis.

This is a potentially controversial claim, especially in the sense that Drew makes
his assertion about the levels at which people can ‘think about or control their
behaviour’ without providing any supporting evidence. In fact, he is relying on a
standard argument in conversation analysis, described in this way by Heritage and
Atkinson (1984:4):

Conversation analytic researchers have come to an awareness that only the small-
est fraction of what is used and relied on in interaction is available to unaided intu-
ition. Conversation analytic studies are thus designed to achieve systematic analysis of
what, at best, is intuitively known and, more commonly is tacitly oriented to in ordin-
ary conduct.
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But the significant feature of Drew’s claim for present purposes is that it impli-
citly proposes a level of ‘authentic natural action’ which can be analysed as such
in spite of any potential impacts of the recording technology on the participants’
behaviour. In other words, the ‘systematics of the organisation of action” are seen
as primordial: they necessarily underpin the production of mutually intelligible
communication regardless of the context; and they transcend the psychological
dispositions of individuals who may, at a higher level of awareness, be more or less
affected by the presence of a recording technology.

Drew’s approach therefore does not offer a solution to the problem posed by the
one-way mirror dilemma. Instead it works to sidestep the issue by arguing that the
phenomena of real interest are those that are tacitly oriented to in interaction. In
doing so, it implicitly acknowledges the terms of the one-way mirror dilemma by
positing a level of ‘authentic’ behaviour which cannot, in fact, be affected by the
processes and techniques of data collection.

I want to argue that the conversation analytic perspective offers another—an-
alytically more powerful—way of approaching the one-way mirror dilemma.
Instead of attempting to solve it or find a way around it, this is to examine the ways
in which the recording device is, in fact, observably oriented to—and thus made
interactionally relevant—by the participants as the talk unfolds. Instead of seeing
the presence of a recording device as potentially contaminating what would other-
wise be a pristine occasion of real-world interaction, and rather than worrying
over the extent to which participants’ noticing of, making reference to, or other-
wise displaying orientations to the fact of their being recorded gets in the way of
the ‘authentic’ talk that is to be analysed, we should instead concentrate on inves-
tigating precisely what it is that participants are doing when they orient to being
recorded. In particular, how might what they do in such orientations play a part in
the ongoing construction of specific situated interactions?

Therefore, this approach represents a different perspective on the process of
recording-based social research than that which generates the one-way mirror
dilemma in the first place. From this perspective, it is not the case that the presence
of a recording device—or even a researcher—makes the occasion somehow ‘non-
natural’. Neither does an observable orientation by participants to a tape recorder
or a researcher’s presence mean that such orientations contaminate the phenom-
ena or render (some aspect of) the interaction ‘inauthentic’.

The phrase “from ethics to analytics’ is intended to convey a shift from an eth-
ical concern with informed consent to the overt recording of talk, to an analytical
concern with what is done in that talk when the fact of the recording is topicalised
by the participants. This means asking what role the technological device itself
might play in the unfolding of the session. Do participants appear to orient to its
significance in any observable ways? And if so, what are the ways in which the
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technology itself comes to impinge on the work of the counselling session: on the
aim to have the child verbalise and explore his or her feelings about a problematic
life situation (Geldard and Geldard 1997)? Is the presence of the recording tech-
nology inherently problematic; or might there be ways in which its presence can
have an enabling effect?

In what follows I present some observations which illustrate the analytical
pay-offs from adopting such a methodological stance. The main focus is on one
particular session with an eight year old child in which, at the very start of the
session, the tape recorder was accorded various statuses by both participants. As
we will see, the attribution of presence, both physical and, in some sense, moral,
to the technological device is not to be seen as a negative feature of the counsel-
ling session. Rather, it turns out to facilitate a wide range of talk about the child’s
responses to the breakdown of her parents’ relationship. What I will show is a
range of ways that the counsellor monitors, interprets and constructs the child’s
utterances in order to bring into play possible ‘concerns’ about family relation-
ships. Orientations to the technology play a part in this, as the presence of the tape
recorder comes to be situated within three interrelated interpretive frameworks:
‘being recorded’, ‘being heard’, and ‘being counselled’. These frames colour the
interpretation of utterances at different points in the opening stages of the session
in question.

Observability: ‘Being recorded’

Tenny’ is an eight-year-old child whose parents have brought her to the service
because they are currently in the process of negotiating a separation. Jenny saw the
(male) counsellor on four occasions. My observations will focus on the first full
session (the ‘post-assessment’ session). At various points in this session (not only
at its beginning), both the counsellor and the child displayed their orientations to
the presence, and the relevance, of the tape recorder and associated technological
phenomena (the microphones, the reels, volume controls, LCD sound level moni-
tor, etc.). Thus, the presence of the technology becomes observable from the par-
ticipants” points of view.

There is a significant distinction between orienting to the ‘presence’ of the tech-
nology and orienting to its ‘relevance’. Orienting to the presence of the device
means according it a status as a physical object within the room. This may involve
a variety of actions; for instance, mentioning that there is a tape recorder on the
table, noticing aspects of it such as the flashing LCD lights on its recording display,
asking questions about how certain aspects of it operate, and so on. Orienting to
the device’s relevance, on the other hand, means bringing its presence into play in
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situations where it may not be overtly oriented to in the first sense, but where it is
taken by one or other participant to be implicated somehow in what is being said.
Both these means of orienting to the technology are involved in the counsellor’s
work of enabling the child to speak about her feelings; and both will be illustrated
in the course of the analysis.

The first mention of the device’s presence comes right at the beginning of the
session, as the counsellor and the child are engaged in selecting the places where
each will sit:

(1) C19/99:1a
1 = C: Sitdown and we'll ta:lk about the recording >(if you

2 like) f’r a< mo:ment, (.) Where you gonna ssit. >Djwanna
3 sit?< (.) Sit over there.
4 (2.2) ((Sound of footsteps))
5  C: Oowuhhh (.) Where shall Isit. (0.2) Shall I
6 si[t over] here,
7 J:  [There.]
8 J. Nothere. There.
9  C: Which one this one o[ver he]re?=
10 T [There.]  =Yeah.
11  C: Right. (.) Okay. (1.5) Oowhhhh (0.5) So yeah. Djwan- (.)
12 Ifyer feeling uncomfortable, take your bag off won't
13 you.(0.3) If you want to: or leave it on you decide.
14 (3.1) ((Rustling sounds))
15  C: So:hhh .hh(.) Soyour second time he:re,
16 (3.6)
17 C: Yeah?.thhh Soan-and (.) ((banging)) 'm gonna move the
18 chair cuzI- (0.4) ca:n’t see you very well. .h I's too
19 far away.
20 ((Banging))

21 J: Hunhheehehe
22 C: Hhh .h ((sniff)) So've [you-
237 [So this is being recorded.

As they enter the room C mentions ‘the recording’ (line 1) and suggests that, if
the child likes, they can ‘ta:lk about’ it. What immediately follows this, however, is
not talk about the recording but a discussion about (a) where ] might like to sit,
and (b) where C should sit, the latter issue being resolved by J herself (lines 7-10).
The ensuing few turns involve a series of five attempts by C to initiate the session
proper, each of them using the prefatory item ‘So’: ‘So yeah’ (line 11), ‘So?’, ‘So your
second time he:re’ (both line 15), ‘So an- and’ (line 17); ultimately moving towards
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the production of a first question for the child: ‘So ve you-’ (line 22). This question
is interrupted by J herself reintroducing the issue of the recording: ‘So this is being
recorded.’” (line 23).

There are a number of points to note about this initial sequence. First, J dis-
plays her orientation to the relevance of the recording device by picking up on C’s
first brief mention, even though subsequently C gives indications that he may be
moving away from that topic. His attempts to initiate the session instead involve
references to this as the ‘second time’ (i.e. the first post-assessment session), and
the beginnings of a question taking the form ‘So [ha]ve you . . Neither of these
give any clear indication that the recording is about to be topicalised. Rather, the
impression is that it is the session itself, and perhaps some issues connecting back
to the first assessment, that will be the initial topic of talk. C may, of course, have
good reasons for not wanting to make too much of the presence of the recording
device, given counsellors’ above mentioned concerns about normalcy and natural-
ness in the session.

Second, J's reintroduction of the topic itself utilises the very prefatory marker ‘So’
used five times already by C: ‘So this is being recorded.” This suggests that she may
have been monitoring C’s aborted attempts to produce a ‘So’-prefaced sentence in
the light of an expectation that these would, indeed, eventually result in an oppor-
tunity to ‘ta:lk about the recording’. Having heard the counsellor’s initial move
away from that topic, with ‘So your second time he:re, (line 15), and then heard the
beginnings of his second apparent shift, the start of the question ‘So ’ve you-’ (line
22), ] comes in with her own proposed completion of the sentence: ‘So this is being
recorded.’

The third point is that this of course involves ], an eight year old child, taking
the initiative (in the sense of taking control of the topic and, therefore, the immedi-
ate course of the session) in a discourse environment where it might be expected
that the adult (a professional child counsellor) would do that. This is not meant as
a negative reflection of this particular counsellor’s skills. Far from it: as we will see,
he is able to turn the child’s displayed orientations to the presence and relevance
of the recording device to good therapeutic use. It is rather to note something else:
namely the fact that it is the very presence of the device that comes to furnish the
environment in which the child can engage in this initiative-taking move. In other
(non-recorded) circumstances, there may be other features of the environment
which a child may draw upon in order to initiate their own line of interaction. The
point with this datum is that the recording technology is shown to have something
more than a mere constraining effect on the course of the talk. Even at this early
stage in the session, and in this relatively minor way, the device begins to reveal its
affordances as a resource for the (child’s) initiation of a course of action.

Extract (2) shows how this course of action proceeds:
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(2) C19/99:1a ( (Continuation of extract 1))
22 C: Hhh h ((sniff)) So've [you-

23 . [So this is being recorded.

24 C: Thisisbeingrelcorded now.

25 J. ((brightly)) TO:ka:y,

26  C: Yeah.

27 J: Isoundlike a ba:by.

29 ()

30  C: Areyou worried that you sound like a baby,

31 ()

32 J: NoT:,=

33 C: Ordjuthink soundinglike a baby’s okaly.

34 ] [(Dae)

35 cTalr:e=ehh

36 C: Yeah? heh.h Who=who thinks you sound like a baby most.
37 (0.7)

38 J: Mygrandmaan’ grandad.

39  C: De- An’ what does s:he say tuh- to tell you that she
40 thinks you sound like a baby.

41  J: Yousound like a Tbaby.

42 C: Doesshe. (0.2) .hh An’ dju think she:- shel- does she
43 Tlike that or, (.) d[oes she sa]:y, that she’s not- not=
4 [( )]

45  C: =likingit.

46  J: Shedoesn'tlike it cuz Isay it sounds like my cousin.
47  C: A:hh

48 J: Ehhuhhuhheeheuh.u.hh

Cresponds to J's topicalisation of the recording by confirming that the session is
indeed being recorded (line 24), after which J utters ‘O:ka::y’ with a playfully exag-
gerated brightness. What happens next illustrates another way in which the tech-
nology’s presence, having been mentioned, is brought to bear on a course of action:
this time, an entry into a therapeutic dialogue.

J’s next comment, T sound like a ba:by’ (line 27), is hearable in a number of dif-
ferent ways. For instance, it may be taken to be an expression of her self-conscious-
ness about being recorded; or we might imagine that this is something she has
either been told or decided herself on occasions when she may have been playing
with recording her voice on a tape recorder. From a conversation analytic perspec-
tive, however, what is of most relevance is the understanding or interpretation that
her interlocutor, the counsellor, displays of this utterance in his following turn in
the sequence.
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Of the many and varied ways in which anyone might respond to an eight year
old child’s announcement that ‘T sound like a ba:by’ (for example, ‘Do you?’, ‘No
you don’t, ‘Who says that?’, ‘Why do you think that?’, ‘What’s wrong with that?’,
etc.), C selects one that begins quite clearly to frame the sequence up in therapeu-
tic terms: ‘Are you worried that you sound like a baby’. The significance of this is
that it manifests an orientation to the child’s talk as involving ‘concerns’. More
than that: it constructs J’s utterance as one that may be expressive of a concern. In
picking up on a hearing of the assertion T sound like a ba:by’ that treats it as pos-
sibly expressive of a concern, rather than (for example) a factual observation, C is
engaged in making relevant a counselling ‘frame’ for the present interaction. It is
not clear, on the surface of things, whether J’s turn in line 27 shows her to be ori-
ented to the relevance of ‘counselling’ rather than (or in addition to) that of ‘being
recorded’. But C’s response in line 29 clearly seeks to bring that relevance to bear
on the talk.

Here, then, is a second way in which displayed orientations to the presence
of the technological device can be recruited in the pursuit of other interaction-
al projects relevant to the setting. By ‘hearing’ the child’s reference to what she
sounds like not simply within the frame of reference of ‘being recorded’, but also
that of ‘being counselled’, the counsellor is able to direct the talk towards provid-
ing a first picture of J's relationship with family members (in this case, her grand-
parents).

There are other frames of reference which can be brought to bear upon orien-
tations to the technology’s presence. One of the most significant, itself related in
different ways to the frames of ‘being recorded” and ‘being counselled’, is that of
‘being heard’.

Analysability: ‘Being heard’ and the moral status of the technology

The next extract shows how the counsellor’s picture of the child’s possible con-
cerns about her family relationships becomes filled out quite substantially, again by
means of displayed orientations to the technology’s presence. What is of note here
is the way that the discourse moves between the relevancies not just of counselling
and ‘being recorded’, but also of a third possible framework: ‘being heard’. Notice
how, in the course of the extract, the counsellor once again orients to aspects of the
child’s actions in respect of the tape recorder as possibly expressive of concerns,
and how the technology and features of its layout (recall that there are two micro-
phones placed in different parts of the room) come to stand in for moral evalua-
tions of J’s relationships with her two parents.
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(3) C:19:99:
1 C
2
3 J:
4 C:
5 C:
6
7 J:
8 C:
9

10 J:
11 C:
12 IE
13 G
14
15 G
16
17 J:
18
19 G
20 J:
21
22 G
23
24— J:
25  C:
26
27 C:
28— J:
29
30— C:
31
32> T
33
34 G
35 J:
36
37
38
39

la

: So::, (0.8) as you say Jenny i’ is being recorded, (0.4)

an’ look there’s a microphone ther:e,
Boo(h)loo: uhih hi[h hee h*eh
[uheh
An’another one, (.) the other side of the roo:m,
)
Let’s see. ((Footsteps))
Canyou seeiit,
(3.2)
((Close to microphone)) Oh ye:::ah.
Yeah?=
=That one can’t record as much because were over here.
Yeh I guess so.
(1.5)
So d’you think this microphone’s gonna record us more
than the other one.
Yeah.
(3.0)
[[Wu-
[[Cuz, if we speak really loudly that one will be able to
getit.
°Yee:ah. (.) Guess so.°
(1.6)
HeTLLO::::! hee hinh=
=Djthink that microphone heard that.
(1.8)
No:.

(3.2)

.hhh How l:oud dyou have t’ speak at ho:me. .h tget
people to hear you.

.hh Well my tda:d’s: {de:af.

(0.4)

TA:lh:.

SoI>have tgo-<.h(.) This morning I w’trying to get
his attention cuz I saw something in a magazine that I
might want, .hhh an’, ’'m goin’, TDA:1:D, knock TknO:lCK,
are you TthE::lRE, (.)TDA:l:D, TDA:l:(h)D'hhh

(0.8)
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40 C: An’did ‘ehear.

41 J: No.

42 C: Notatall

43 ]J. No..

44 (1.2)

45  C: Okay. (.) .hhhh So how d’you get his attention.

46 (0.6)

47 J: Thaveto gettuh up an’ go an’ (.) sort of like

48 s:strangle ehhih(m) (.) .hh ba:sic’lly:, (1.6) Kick him
49 or somethi[ng.

50 C: [What abou:t (.) getting your mum t'hear what
51 you've got to s[ay.

52— J: [°She hears everything.’=

53  C: =Mum hears absolutely everything.
54  J. °Yeh*°

In an incremental, turn by turn development, aspects of the geography of the tech-
nology here lead into a discussion of the child’s picture of her problematic home
life. The key to this is again the counsellor’s orientation to ‘counselling’ in addition
to ‘being recorded’, in his question at line 30-1. Once more, this involves a hearing
of J’s hails aimed at the differently located microphones—Boo(h)loo:” in line 3,
and ‘HeTLLO::::!” (line 24) followed by an even louder “hhhTHETTLLO::::!" in line
28—as possibly expressive of concerns: in this case, a concern about ‘being heard
at home’.

The main image associated with C’s question ‘How l:oud dyou have t’ speak at
ho:me’ (line 30) is a common one used in child counselling and in books aimed
at helping children ‘get through’ parental separation—that of parents continually
arguing and children being made to feel miserable in the middle. Yet the very men-
tion of this stock image in counselling at this particular point in the session seems
to emerge out of clearly displayed orientations to the presence of the technology.
More than that, there is a sense in which the discussion of the two microphones
(one quite close by, the other on the opposite side of the room) and the subsequent
discussion of the child’s communicative relationship with her parents (one who
often does not hear her, the other who hears everything) reflect one another.

Note that ‘hearing’ is a concept introduced in this exchange by the counsellor
(in line 25) and subsequently picked up by the child (in line 28). The child herself
had initially used a more mechanical vocabulary in referring to the microphones:
‘That one can’'t record as much’ (line 12). Later she uses a slightly different term: ‘If
we speak really loudly that one will be able to get it’ (line 20), and it might be said
that ‘get it’ occupies a kind of intermediate status between the mechanical, inani-
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mate ‘record’ and the far more animate, anthropomorphic ‘hear’ used by the coun-
sellor. But the use of ‘hear’ in relation to the microphones is interesting because, in
as much as it is taken up by J in line 28 (‘think it heard that one’), it links into the
subsequent exchange about the hearing of her parents.

Note, then, the close relationship between the way J describes her father and
mother’s ‘hearing’ of her and the way the differently located microphones have been
mentioned. She asserts (in line 32) that her father is ‘deaf” (though it is not clear
that this is the case, especially since C, who has met the father, responds by orient-
ing to this as ‘news’ as opposed to merely acknowledging what should be a mutu-
ally shared piece of knowledge), and that she has to yell at him to get his attention
(lines 35-8). It is interesting to note that there is a close prosodic match between
J’s enunciation of ‘HeTLLO:::::!’ (line 24) and “hhhTHETTLLO:::::!" (line 28), and
“IDA:1:D, knock TknO:{CK, are you TthE::lRE, (.)TDA:!{:D, TDA:l:(h)D!hhh’ (line
37-8). The first set of hails has a ‘singsong’ prosody which is reproduced in a more
pronounced way in the second set. Although difficult to capture in the form of a
transcript, in the hearing this makes for a markedly close link between the (here-
and-now) address to the microphone and the (reported) address to the father.

There is also an intriguing relationship between the description of the mother
(in line 52) and the previous discussion of the recording microphones. Invited to
draw a comparison between the necessary actions in getting her father’s attention
and those involved in gaining her mother’s, ] announces, with a marked drop in
volume, that her mother ‘hears everything’. And when C invites a confirmation,
with ‘Mum hears absolutely everything’ (line 53), ] responds by dropping her voice
almost to a whisper: “°Yeh®® (line 54).

Although there is no clear indication that the child is consciously making these
comparisons between the different aural capacities of the two microphones and
those of her two parents, the link is a striking one, particularly when we bear in
mind the close sequential and temporal relationship between the respective
descriptions of ‘hearing’ and ‘being heard’. What is clear, nevertheless, is that the
counsellor’s introduction of the topic of ‘being heard at home’, on which the com-
parison turns, has a direct sequential link to the child’s utterance in the turn that
precedes it, where she refers to the microphone having ‘heard that’. Again, albeit
in a more ambivalent way, we can trace a relationship between orientations to the
technology’s presence and the production of a counselling frame for the talk.

In the following case, we see another example of the counsellor picking up on
references which may orient to the technology’s relevance (as distinct from merely
its presence), and using that to lead the child into talk about ‘concerns’. The issue
here hinges on different aspects of ‘hearing’ and ‘being heard’. It is somewhat later
in the session, and the child is drawing pictures, the counsellor exploring with
her some thoughts about these pictures. ] has drawn a sketch of a dog, which she
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describes as ‘very thin’ and as ‘a stray’. This comes to initiate a lengthy story involv-
ing many other drawings. I will just focus on the beginning stage of this story.

(4) C:19:99:1c

1 C:
2 IE
3

4

5 C:
6

7 C:
8— I
9 C:
10 J:
11
12 C:
13
14
15 J:
16 C:
17— J:

It’s good to pretend sometimes.
.h Well ACtually he waslocked in a boot an’ he got out,
(0.3) an’ and the r-RSPCA found ‘im ‘n ‘e, .hh he- .h

hle-
[He wzlocked in someone’s boot?
(0.4)
Goodn]|ess.
[Y- The RSPCA found him, .hh[h He was] on TV=
(Uh huh. |
=en he ran away=h=an’ ‘e couldn’t find a home.
(0.8)

So:: he- did ‘e=who did ‘e run away from the boot or from
the RSPCA.
(0.3)
The RSPCAL[:.
[He ran away-=
=Cuz ‘e was scared of the camera.

Note here two things in particular. First, J’s utterance in line 8, ‘He was on TV’; and
second, her remark that the dog ran away ‘cuz ’e was scared of the camera’ (line 17).
It is not clear whether these references, at the moment of production, are associated
with J’s orientation to the actual presence of a different kind of recording technol-
ogy in the room at present. However, the next extract shows how, as the story car-
ries on, the counsellor indeed picks up on this very possibility (note especially line
22, and lines 24-6):

(5) C:19:99:1c ( (Continuation of extract 4))

17 I
18

19 G
20

21

22— C:
23

24— C:
25

26

Cuz ‘e was scared of the camera.

)

So the people that were tryin’ to- (.) help ‘im, he ran
away from.

(1.1)

He was scared of th’camera.

(0.7)

.h Dju think ‘e would've been sca:red, .hh if there was
no camera. (.) But if hi:s voice was being taped but not
being filmed?
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27 J. mYeah.

28  C: Hedvestill been scared then,

29 J. °Mm:.°

30 (0.2)

31 C: Ah

32 (2.8)

33 C: How could=how could he not be sca:red, (0.2) with his
34 voice being taped.

35 (1.9)

36 J: Wull,if:: he:;, (0.3) yihsee he’s got very good hearing.
37  C: Yeuh,

38 ()

39 J: mYeh.

40 (0.5)

41 J: An’so[:

42 C [Bit like your mum.

43 (0.6)

44 J. Yeah..h[h ]An:, (0.4)so:.

45 C: [Mm.]

46 (1.7)

47  C: What=what does that mean having good hearing.
48 (0.9)

49— J: He can hear the tape recorder goin’, bvhvh[vhv

50 C: [He c’n hear it
51 whirling round.=

52 J: =Yeah.

We again find the counsellor orienting to the child’s utterances as possibly expres-
sive of concerns, except that this time, references to the technology are not to be
heard in terms of concerns about ‘being heard” within the family situation. Rather,
the concern is taken to be about the fact of ‘being recorded’ within the counselling
session itself.

The pivotal utterance here is in lines 24-6, where C renders explicit a relation-
ship that is only potentially present in the child’s remarks about the stray dog’s fear
of ‘the camera’: that is, the relationship between this fictionalised event and the
child’s current circumstance. More than that, C’s turn invites J herself to see, and
to go along with, that proposed relationship. As the exchange proceeds, it becomes
ambivalent as to whether it is the imagined concerns or fears of the dog, or the real
concerns of the child, that are at issue (note the continued third person reference
in the child’s turns in lines 36 and 49). This ambivalence is shown especially clearly
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in the child’s turn in line 49, in which she mimics the muted sound of the actually
present tape recorder in the course of describing how the dog’s fears arise because
of the fact that ‘he’s got very good hearing’ (line 36). Once again, then, ‘hearing’
and ‘being heard’ are brought up as central concerns, this time in the context of
a story where the concerns of a fictional character become merged with the sup-
posed concerns of the child storyteller.

In these examples it has become clear that the technology may not be oriented
to simply as a presence in the room, but more significantly, in terms of its relevance
for the activities being carried out within the room. In the process, the inanimate
objects of tape recorder and (differently located) microphones come to be attrib-
uted with a range of complex identities, linked to which are a number of moral sta-
tuses. In the course of the talk, the relevance of ‘being recorded’ interweaves with
that of ‘counselling’ and ‘expressing concerns’, ‘hearing’ and ‘being heard’, and the
status of the technology shifts as it is used to facilitate forms of counselling talk.

Conclusion

There are those among the community of social researchers, as well as among the
communities of socially researched (such as professional counsellors), for whom
the presence of a recording device as a data collection technology renders problem-
atic the ‘normalcy’, ‘naturalness’ and ‘authenticity’ of the events and actions being
recorded. This tends to be expressed in the form of a view that participants’ aware-
ness of the fact that they are being recorded will alter their behaviour, such that the
researcher’s object of analysis is inevitably distorted. Given contemporary ethical
standards challenging the conduct of covert data collection, particularly when it
involves children or those from disadvantaged groups, such a concern raises seri-
ous questions about the viability of qualitative research based on naturalistic data.
These concerns about the authentic, the natural and the normal are often at
the heart of methodological considerations in counselling psychology, much of
which is directed towards evaluation of the counselling process or of counsel-
ling outcomes (see Woolfe and Dryden 1996). Silverman (1996) observes how a
vast amount of counselling research seeks to develop a normative model of good
counselling practice which can be assessed using either quantitative measures of
‘outcomes’ or qualitative measures of people’s ‘responses’ to counselling. However,
each of these emphases in different ways leads to a situation in which the phenom-
enon itself—that is, what actually happens in the counselling session—disappears.
In order to keep that phenomenon squarely in view, we have to turn the focus not
towards what people think about counselling but towards what they do in coun-
selling. The aim, therefore, is not to begin with a normative model of counsel-
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ling which the presence of the tape recorder may in some sense distort. Rather, by
focusing on events within the counselling session as it unfolds, a conversation ana-
lytic approach turns the question about the possible ‘effect’ of the recording on the
‘reality’ of the session into a different issue: one which asks, what kind of presence
(ifany) does the tape recorder have in terms of the observable behaviour of the par-
ticipants, both counsellor and child?

Rather than assuming—and worrying—that the data is inevitably distorted due
to the presence of a recording technology, one thing we can do is to turn the tech-
nology’s presence into an analytical phenomenon. The fact that participants in the
data presented above explicitly orient to the presence and the relevance of the tech-
nology does not mean that their interaction is not ‘authentic’. Certainly, had the
recording device not been there, they might not have engaged in some of the talk
reproduced above. But this is an interactional event involving a tape recorder; just
as, on a different day, there may have been a training practitioner present as an
observer, and that in its turn would have been analysable as an interactional event
involving a non-participating observer. In either case, it is the event as it unfolds
that is of analytic interest, rather than some ‘real thing’ that would ‘otherwise” have
taken place.

In treating the technology’s presence as an analytic phenomenon, we have seen
how the participants themselves observably orient to it as an interactional phenom-
enon. But more than that, it is clear that the device, far from simply ‘standing in
the way’ of the setting’s activities, becomes actively bound up with those activities
through the very orientations of the participants. Instead of being a determinate
negative force, the technology reveals a whole array of communicative affordances
(Hutchby 2001) which enable both the counsellor and the child to begin commu-
nicating about the (largely implicit) matter at hand: the estrangement of the child’s
parents. Apart from instigating talk about what the child has been told, by adults,
that she ‘sounds like’, the technology in its particular spatial configuration affords
the child an imagined comparison with her differential relationship with her father
and mother. Similarly, the audible hum of the reels affords incorporation into the
imagined dilemmas of the fictional characters she invents in the course of a story.
Out of these affordances, as we have seen, the counsellor is able to begin, some-
times tentatively and sometimes leadingly, to constitute a therapeutic object.






CHAPTER 4

Talking about feelings

The perspective-display series in child counselling

It is a general feature of counselling that the practice depends for its success on the
collaborative production of talk about ‘therapeutic objects’ particular concerns,
feelings, worries or difficulties the client is experiencing and that furnish a rea-
son for him or her being in counselling. The type of interventions that may result
from such talk range from specific recommendations as to what a client may do in
order to change or ameliorate a situation that has been identified as problematic, to
much vaguer procedures such as drawing the client’s attention to linkages between
different circumstances that may be implicated in the problem. But wherever the
intervention lies along this continuum, its production depends on the prior identi-
fication of a therapeutic object to which it can act as a response.

This process of topicalising possible concerns involves what I will call therapeutic
vision: the ability, as part of the professional and institutional work of doing coun-
selling, to identify and work up the existence of issues that are amenable to a coun-
selling intervention. In child counselling, this can be complex because children are
often reluctant to volunteer the kinds of concerns, or talk about feelings (‘feelings-
talk’) that counsellors, in their professional role, desire to elicit. Certainly, we do not
find young children entering the setting prepared to ‘put issues on the table’ for dis-
cussion, in the way that counsellors and psychotherapists dealing with adults (par-
ticularly in private work with paying clients) are wont to expect (Pain 2003).

There are two significant factors at work here that are similar to themes that have
previously been drawn out by Perdkyld (1995) in his work on AIDS counselling for
adults—another environment where counsellors regularly encounter difficulties in
topicalising therapeutic objects. First of all, in both settings there is an ‘opacity of
frame’, in the sense that ‘what the general goals of a counselling session are may be
more or less opaque’ (Perdkyld 1995:98). This might, in fact, be characteristic of
counselling in general, since:

There is no shared public understanding concerning what counselling...is about.
We—as ordinary members of Western societies—do not know what happens in coun-

selling with the same precision as we know what is going on in a doctor’s surgery or in a
lecture hall.  (Perdkyld 1995:98)

The second factor is the overarching presence of ‘delicate topics’ in both child coun-
selling and AIDS counselling dialogues. As Perikyld (1995:100) writes about his
own data:
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During much of the time in counselling sessions, the participants are talking about the
clients’ sexual practices and about their fears concerning the future. The etiquette of ad-
dressing topics like these is very complex in ordinary conversation (cf. Jefferson 1980).
The counsellors, however, direct the talk—sometimes persistently—towards these
issues [while clients] talk about delicate matters only as much as counsellors, through
their questions, create special space for such talk.

These factors are equally salient—albeit in somewhat different ways—in the
child counselling setting. In terms of the ‘opacity of frame’, children have often
been brought to the practice at their parents’ behest and for reasons that the par-
ents treat as important. For instance, perhaps their behaviour in reaction to the
parents’ separation is seen as problematic; or perhaps the parents simply want their
child to be given the opportunity to explore their feelings about the situation with
someone external to the family. There is therefore no guarantee that children will
come to the sessions with any shared investment in the process and its intended
goals and outcomes.

At the same time, the topics under discussion are, as in Perdkylds (1995) data,
‘delicate’. The reason for the child entering the counselling session in the first place,
in these particular cases, is that their parents either have separated or are in the
process of doing so. The main topic under discussion, therefore, is the break-up of
a family unit and the worries or concerns that the child has in relation to that event.
As noted above, children do not tend to volunteer specific information on their
worries or concerns; however counsellors nonetheless work on the assumption that
such concerns exist and ‘direct the talk—sometimes persistently—towards these
issues’ (Perakyld 1995:100). Therefore counsellors work up interpretations of chil-
dren’s talk and other activities that favour the possibility that the child may be
‘angry’, ‘confused, ‘upset’, and so forth.

We saw some signs of this in Chapter 3. There, although the child in question
was talkative and collaborated with the counsellor in discussion about a variety of
topics, the bulk of the work involved in linking the child’s utterances to possible
therapeutic concerns was done by the counsellor. We saw the counsellor’s thera-
peutic vision in the way that he picked up on aspects of the discourse environ-
ment—not just the words that were spoken, but also objects or circumstances that
were implicated in what was said—in such a way as to translate them into thera-
peutic objects.

In this chapter I discuss a particular type of sequence that occurs frequently in
my data and by which counsellors seek to exercise this kind of therapeutic vision.
It is similar to what Maynard (1989, 1991) called the perspective-display series in
which one participant in talk-in-interaction seeks another’s position, viewpoint or
understanding in relation to a topic. Typically, the viewpoint that is expressed is
then compared with or related to the first speaker’s own view, and Maynard shows
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how such a sequence is used to perform varieties of interactional work in ordinary
conversation and certain institutional settings.

I begin by outlining in more detail Maynard’s (1991) account of the perspec-

tive-display series in both ordinary conversation and medical interactions, before

examining how a similar technique functions somewhat differently in the child
counselling setting. The key point is that while the perspective-display series suc-

ceeds in enabling certain interactional work to be done in both conversation and
medical consultation, it does not appear to succeed when deployed in the child
counselling setting. The reasons for this tell us more about the nature of child coun-

selling as institutional interaction.

The perspective-display series

As Maynard (1991) observes, numerous strategies exist in everyday conversation
by which a participant can give an opinion or assessment. One such strategy is

simply to offer the opinion at an opportune moment in the unfolding interaction.

Frequently, as Pomerantz (1984) shows, such offers of opinions or assessments are
treated by their recipient as occasioning a ‘second assessment’ (i.e., one of their
own) in the next turn. But another strategy is for one party first to solicit the other’s

opinion, then produce an opinion of his or her own which takes the first opin-

ion into account. This—the perspective-display series, or PDS—is a strategy that
seems to be used in contexts where there is a desire for agreement or congruency
between opinions.

Consider the following example from an exchange involving two teenagers talk-

ing about certain types of wheels used in customising cars:

(1) From Maynard 1991:459
1— Bob: Have you ever heard anything about wire wheels?
2— Al:  They can be areal pain. They you know they go outta line

3 and-
4— Bob: Yeah the- ifya geta flat you hafta take it to a special
5 place ta get the flat repaired.

6— Al:  Uh—why’s that?

7  Bob: Cause um they’re really easy to break. I mean to bend

8 and damage.

9— Al:  Ohreally?
10 Bob: An’(.) most people won’ touch ‘em unless they ‘ave the
11 special you know equipment or they- they have the know
12 how.
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13 Al:  They'relike about two hundred bucks apiece or something

14 too.
15  Bob: Yeah,yaget ‘em- you get ‘em chromed and that’s the only
16 way to have ‘em just about too you know.

17  Al:  heh Yeah

In line 1, Bob solicits a perspective on ‘wire wheels: a type of wheel which his
coparticipant, as a fellow car customiser or would-be ‘hotrodder’, may be taken to
have a similar kind of awareness of, if not an actual opinion about. Line 2 shows
that Al indeed has that awareness; but more than that, he treats Bob’s solicitation
as an occasion to give his opinion on wire wheels—that they ‘can be a real pain’. As
he proceeds to expand on that negative assessment, Bob comes in with an agree-
ment followed by his own negative assessment of wire wheels (that flat tyres cannot
be repaired by hand but have to be taken to ‘a special place’). Following this, there
are turns in which Al topicalises Bob’s negative assessment (in lines 6 and 9), after
which the pair of them continue on with other notable downsides to wire wheels
(you need special equipment, they are expensive, they are only acceptable to the
hotrodding community if chromed, and so on).

This extract is an exemplar of the PDS as found in ordinary conversation, which
can be represented in formal terms in the following way:

The perspective-display series in conversation

1. A solicits B’s perspective

2. B produces perspective

3. A produces own perspective, taking account of B’s
4. B topicalises A’s perspective

As Maynard (1991:466) notes, the first move in the series,’ a perspective-display
invitation, operates to open an interactional context which ‘allows one party to
deliver reports and make assessments of social objects in a way that is sensitive to
another party’s understanding or perspective and to simultaneously provide for a
favourable response to the delivered report’.
Significantly, however, Maynard also notes that:
A search through a variety of conversational collections turned up fewer instances
of this series among acquainted than among unacquainted parties. It may be that the

circuitous way in which the PDS allows arrival at a third-turn ‘report’ is an inherent-
ly cautious maneouvre that makes the series particularly adaptable to environments

1. The PDS tends to be described, as here, in terms of slots in an unfolding sequential pattern.
Hence, it may or may not be the case that any specific PDS comprises four ‘actual’ turns or more
(though it could not consist of fewer than four); but in any given case the series is produced by
means of the actions represented here occurring in their slots and in this order.
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of professional-lay interaction, conversations among unacquainted parties, and so
on. (Maynard 1991:460; original emphasis)

For this reason, Maynard quickly turns to a more detailed examination of the
perspective-display series in non-conversational discourse; specifically, clinical
interactions between pediatricians and the parents of young children who poten-
tially have developmental problems and about whom a diagnosis is about to be
announced. In other words, like counselling dialogues, these are interactions char-
acterised by the introduction of ‘delicate’ topics: namely information about a young
child’s degree of mental retardation, linguistic impairment, and so on.

It turns out that clinicians in this context frequently issue perspective-display
invitations to parents prior to their announcement of a diagnosis. Such invitations
ask for the parents’ own opinion on what is ‘wrong’ with their child or what they
see as the ‘problem”:

(2) From Maynard 1991:468
1 DrE: What do you see? as- his difficulty.

2 MrsC:  Mainly his uhm- the fact that he doesn’t understand
3 everything and also the fact that his speech is

4 very hard to understand what he’s saying, lots of

5 time

(3) From Maynard 1991:469
1 DrE: Wu- whatta you think his PROblem is
2 MrsM: Speech

(4) From Maynard 1991:474
1 DrS: Now that you've- we've been through all this I
2 just wanted to know from YOU. HOW you see J at this
3 time.
4 MrsC:  Thesame.
5 DrS: Which is?
6 MrsC:  Uhm she can’t talk.

Note that these extracts are not taken from the start of the initial consultation
period. Rather, in each case, the doctor already has the clinical diagnosis ‘in hand’
but is delaying announcing that diagnosis in favour of asking for the parent’s own
viewpoint first. Maynard (1991) suggests that the reason for this is that it enables
the doctor to create an environment in which the eventual diagnosis—which may
contain quite devastating news about a child’s developmental prospects and future
quality of life—can be announced in such a way that the parents’ own perspective
is to some degree coimplicated in the clinical assessment.
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There are numerous ways, varying in complexity, in which the PDS is used to
emphasise congruence and reduce disjuncture between parents’ opinions and
clinical evaluations, but for present purposes one example will suffice. Extract (2)
above continues in the following way:

(5) From Maynard 1991:468

1— DrE: What do you see? as- his difficulty.

2— MrsC: Mainly his uhm- the fact that he doesn’t understand

3 everything and also the fact that his speech is

4 very hard to understand what he’s saying, lots of

5 time

6 DrE: Right.

7 DrE: Do you have any ideasWHY it is? are you- do you?
8

MrsC: No
9— DrE: Okay I you know I think we BASICALLY in some ways
10 agree with you, insofar as we think that D’s MAIN
11 problem, you know DOES involve you know LANGuage,

12— MrsC:  Mmhmm
13 DrE: You know both you know his- being able to

14 underSTAND, and know what is said to him, and also

15 certainly also to be able to express, you know his

16 uh thoughts

17 (1.0)

18 DrE: Um, in general his development ((continues with
clinical diagnosis))

The four arrowed turns here show the basic pattern of the perspective-display series
in medical interaction, which structurally speaking is very similar to that described
earlier for conversation. Line 1 shows the perspective-display invitation, which is
followed in line 2 by a turn in which the parent formulates her son’s problems. In
this case, the first turn actually mentions the child’s ‘difficulty’ thus providing an
indication of precisely what type of perspective is being invited from the parent.
However it can also be noted that even when the initial inquiry is couched in more
neutral terms, as in extract (4) above (‘T just wanted to know from YOU. HOW you
see J at this time’), the parent nevertheless orients to it as asking for a ‘problem’
assessment (which in extract (4) is ‘Uhm he can’t talk).

Following the parent’s perspective display, the doctor produces an agreement
token (‘Right’, line 6), then after a probe for further detail which gets a negative
response (lines 7 and 8), embarks on his own perspective which is cast in terms
of a basic agreement with what the parent says (lines 9-10) but also exhibits fea-
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tures that mark it as a clinical perspective. First, the doctor uses the term ‘we’ in
phrases such as ‘we BASICALLY in some ways agree with you” and ‘ we think that
D’s MAIN problem.... This is a standard feature of clinical discourse, especially in
the diagnostic phase, by which doctors speak from the perspective of the medical
profession rather than as individuals, invoking institutionally legitimised bodies
of knowledge that render what they are saying in terms of professional expertise.
Second, the doctor slightly reformulates the parent’s description of the child’s prob-
lem as being to do with ‘speech’ and describes it as a problem with ‘language’. As the
following extract also shows, language’ is the preferred clinical term:

(6) From Maynard 1991:469
1 DrE: Wu- whatta you think his PROblem is
2 MrsM: Speech
3— DrE: Yeah. Yeah his main problem is a- you know a
4 LANguage problem
5— MrsM: Yeahlanguage

Here, we similarly find a perspective-display invitation followed by a (very brief)
perspective display, which is then agreed with by the doctor before the production
of a clinical perspective which differs in its terminology from the parents’ state-
ment. Following that, the parent topicalises the clinical perspective (line 4; see also
the parent’s Mm hmm’ in line 12 of extract (5)).

This, then, is the basic structural pattern for the PDS in medical interaction:

Perspective-display series in medical interaction

1. Clinician solicits client’s perspective

2. Client produces perspective

3. Clinician elaborates on, or reformulates, client’s perspective in line with clini-
cal diagnosis

4. Client topicalises clinician’s perspective

Although it is structurally similar to the PDS found in conversation, this pattern is
fitted to the institutional contingencies of pediatric consultations in a number of
ways. First, it overtly situates the parents of young children as valid possessors of
knowledge about their child’s condition, even if that knowledge may ultimately be
shown to differ from the clinical diagnosis yet to be stated. Second, the perspec-
tive-display invitation itself frequently mentions the child’s ‘problemy’ or ‘difficulty’;
and even where it does not, it is treated by the parent as requesting an opinion on
that topic. Third, the sequence enables potentially upsetting news to be delivered in
such a way that the recipient (the parent) is not only consulted as to their view but
can find that view coimplicated in the delivery of diagnostic news itself.
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Perspective displays in child counselling

Turning now to the child counselling data, we find that perspective-display invita-
tions are frequently produced by counsellors. They are often couched in terms of
what the child ‘thinks’ or ‘feels’ about a particular issue. For example:

7)
1 C: Amanda what j’think about goin’ ’see yuh dad.
(8)
1 C: Why d’you think they said you couldn’t go.
)
1 C: Why d’you think, (0.3) mum an’ dad said what they said.
(10)
1 C: What does it feel like havin’ the houses so far apa:rt.
(11)
1 C: what if you said no to mum.

There are some basic similarities here with the situation just described for pediat-
ric interactions. Perspective-display invitations are produced by the institutional
agent (counsellor) rather than the client (child); and the perspective-display invi-
tation itself is designed in the light of specific interactional work involved in the
setting. In the above extracts, counsellors’ utterances focus on the child’s respons-
es, thoughts or feelings in relation to potentially problematic family events. These
include seeing a parent in the context of a family separation (extract 7); being told
upsetting news by disputing parents (extracts 8 and 9); having parents living separ-
ately (extract 10); or potentially ‘standing up to’ a parent (extract 11). (Later in the
chapter these turns are shown again in the sequential contexts in which they were
produced.)

In other examples, particular issues are not foregrounded but a more ‘generic’
inquiry (such as ‘How are things at home?”) nevertheless results in what can be seen
as counselling-relevant news:

(12) C07/00.1:B
1 C: How uh things going?

2 (0.5)

3 P: Fine.

4— C: What's bin happnin|g,

5 (D) [Fa:h fa:[:h

6— C: [Down at the ra:nch,
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7 ()
8— P: Erm:, Well we saw daddy, (0.2) last week an’ we saw ‘im
9 the week before.=
10  C: =What you wen’ out with him.
11 (0.3)
12 P: Um, yeah he came- we::- he s—picked us up, an’ we went to
13 his house.
14  C: Hepickedy-(0.4) so:, yih da:d came t'pi-=all four of
15 you.
16 ()

17 D: Yealh()
18 C [But that’s the first time since Christmas.

Prior to the start of this extract, the children (four siblings) and the counsellor had
been engaging in some small talk about the trip to McDonald’s the children had
been treated to before coming to the session. C’s turn in line 1 comes after a pause
and seeks to initiate a new line of talk, this time focusing on how ‘things’ have been
‘going’. Perhaps because of its similarity to generic inquiries such as ‘How are you?’
or ‘How’s things?’, it attracts a standard ‘no problem’ response: ‘Fine’ (Jefferson
1980). However, C’s next turn exhibits that this was not the kind of response he was
seeking by pursuing a perspective, this time specifying, with the colloquial ‘Down
at the ra:nch’, that he is enquiring about things at home. That second attempt, while
it similarly does not nominate a particular home-related issue, is followed with an
announcement that the children have started to see their father again for ‘the first
time since Christmas’ (at the time of the recording it was July). Thus, while there
are an indefinite number of factors that could constitute a perspective on ‘things at
home’, P selects one that is particularly salient in this setting. This is similar to the
situation described in extract (4) above, where a clinician’s invitation that did not
nominate a specific problem nevertheless resulted in a problem-oriented perspec-
tive from a parent.

However, this extract does not develop into a perspective-display series since
the counsellor elects in subsequent turns to topicalise the child’s announcement,
rather than producing a perspective of his own on the topic of things ‘Down at
the ra:nch’ The extract is, in fact, atypical in the data corpus precisely in the way
that the child produces a counselling-relevant news announcement in response
to a counsellor invitation. As we look at further data extracts, it will become clear
that children far more frequently exhibit varying degrees of reluctance to volunteer
the kinds of talk about feelings or announcements of counselling-relevant events
that counsellors’ perspective-display invitations seem to be probing for. Indeed the
sequences of talk that such invitations typically engender in the child counselling
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data result in significant differences from the kinds of patterns discussed above.
Those differences reveal more about the kind of therapeutic vision that child coun-
sellors seek to deploy, as well as the extent to which therapeutic objects in this set-
ting are in fact collaboratively produced.

Extract (12) above is taken from a session that involves four siblings: two young
brothers (‘Greg’, 5 and ‘Dan, 8) and two older sisters (‘Pany, 10 and Amanda’, 12).
As we saw; at least one of them, Pamela, seems keen to tell C about the reappearance
of their father on the scene. However, shortly afterwards, C begins to pursue their
responses in more depth and other children show markedly less enthusiasm. In the
following extract from the same session C directs a perspective-display invitation
towards Amanda in the midst of some excitable talk from her younger brother Dan:

(13) C07/00.1:B
1— C: Sowhat- what d’you think,
2 D: An’ wereha[vin this teacher called-

3= C [Amanda what j'think about goin’ t'see yuh
4 da[d.
5 D: [We're havin’ this [new teacher called ()
6 C [Yer bein’ very >quiet="old it< shh!
7 (.) shush °a minute shush,®
8 (0.2)
9— A: Idorntmimndreally.
10 (0.9)
11 (D): ku[hh ((cough))
12— C: [Mind really.
13 (D): kuhhugh
14 (1.2)
15 D: Mandy;,
16— C: [Mmm do I sense a bit uv, (.) 'm not so sw:re.
17— (1.1)

18 D: ([ )

19 C: [Some good bits (.) an’ some not suh good bits.

20— (0.8)

21 D: Pleiasecanlha-

2 (1.6)

23 A:  Nojus the same as Pam really like- [(.) y'get tmiss=
24 D [Please c'n I have=
25 A: =[onsome-]

26 D [alittle ] (Man[dy)

27  A: [.h No:.
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28 C: [[Yihgett miss out on bit([s.

29 A: [[Yihget tmiss out- [Bu- Dan give me back my
30 jui[ce.

31 D ql )

32 G [Da:n, (0.3) Da:n,

33 A:  No:wulh.

34 P [Dan.

((Talk continues regarding D’s purloining of A’s drink))

Here, we begin to see some of the features of the perspective-display series as it
characteristically occurs in the child counselling data. C invites A’s perspective
on the topic of ‘goin’ t'see yuh dad’ in lines 1-4. However, after a short pause, A's
response is brief and noncommittal: ‘T don’t mi:nd really’ (line 9). Following this
there is a longer pause of almost a second (line 10) before C produces a partial
repeat of A’s turn (line 12). That partial repeat notably performs a particular oper-
ation on the prior turn, recasting it in different terms by shifting the pattern of
emphasis. Whereas A placed the emphasis on ‘mind’ in ‘T don’t mi:nd really’ (line 9),
C emphasises ‘really’ in ‘Mind really’ (line 12). The effect of this is to transform the
perspective from one of mild indifference to one which potentially manifests scep-
ticism or uncertainty about the topic of ‘goin’ t’see yuh dad’. In other words, C can
be understood here to be proferring a version of A’s perspective: an interpretation
which she herself may or may not wish to go along with.

However, what follows is another silence during which A declines to expand on
her viewpoint (line 14); and (leaving out of account for now Dan’s interjacent utter-
ances requesting some of Amanda’s drink) C subsequently pursues his own per-
spective on A’s feelings about seeing her father. Lines 16 (‘Mmm do I sense a bit uv,
(.) 'm not so sw:re’) and 19 (‘Some good bits (.) an’ some not suh good bits’) seek to
do this work in the environment of numerous long pauses (lines 14, 17, 20 and 22)
during which this alternative perspective is not topicalised by A.

When Amanda does elect to speak again she begins to produce the pursued
expansion on her perspective (lines 23-5); yet it is noticeable that she does not
explicitly align with C’s proferred version emphasising uncertainty, but instead
with her sister Pamela’s view (expressed in a previous exchange) that seeing their
father merely means that they sometimes miss out on other weekend events. C then
shifts position in an attempt to topicalise this view (line 28) but the line of talk is
disrupted at that point by Amanda directing her attention towards Dan who, fol-
lowing his earlier unsuccessful requests (see lines 21, 24-6, and A’s self-interrup-
tive refusal in line 27), has taken Amanda’s drink for himself. Others in the room,
including the counsellor, now also turn their attention towards Dan’s actions, and
the perspective-display series is abandoned at that point.
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Thus, although this extract is complex due to the number of children involved in
the session, we can see in it a PDS structure which is different in many respects to
the structures outlined earlier for conversation and medical interaction. A perspec-
tive is invited by the counsellor; but the child gives only a brief and noncommittal
view; moreover she seems reluctant subsequently to expand upon it. The counsel-
lor then produces utterances which suggest a slightly different perspective—and
one which is noticeably counselling-relevant in that it seeks to foreground sup-
posed doubts in the child’s orientation to her visits to the absent father. But that
alternative perspective is not topicalised subsequently by the child, and in fact what
follows is a shift in the topical focus of the talk.

Further extracts show a very similar pattern. For example, extract (14) comes
from early on in a session where the counsellor is trying to explore the child’s reac-
tion to having a trip to Disneyland with his father cancelled by his estranged par-
ents who had each blamed the other for the cancellation:

(14) C:23/99.3b:B

1 C: Sowhat-what- what d’'you think happened=who- who said
2 you couldn’t go.
3 (0.7)
4  P: Bothofthem.
5 C: Bo:thofthem,
6 (2.5)
7 C: Areyousurprised they said you couldn’t go.
8 P: Yeah,
9 C: Youare.
10  P: Mm.
11 (1.0)
12— C: Why d’you think they said you couldn’t go.
13— P: Mmm don’t know,
14 (1.2)

15— P: Mm wanna start dra:win’.
16  C: Does-do:, (0.2) the fights that mum and dad have, stop

17 you doing other things.

18  P: Yea-a[h.

9 G [What kind’ve things d’they stop you doing.
20 (2.4)

21  P: Mm-oohIdon'tknow.

22 C: Mm.

23 (3.8)

24— C: Whyd’you think, (1.8) mum an’ dad said what they said.
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25 (0.4)

26  P: Don’tknow,

27 (4.1)

28— C: Cuzitsounds like they were a bit cross.

29 (0.6)

30 P: Don’tknow,

31— C: Who d’you think they’re cross with.=

32 P: =Don’tkno[w,

33 G [.h O:hIthink you do:[:, I think you're=
34 P: (huh huh, .hhh hih=
35  C: =[playing games with me.

36 P: =[hih.hhhhihhih

37 (1.6)

38— C: HavelIgotto tryan’-.h will you say don't know all
39 evening.

40 ()

41  P: Don'tknow.

42 C: Hmm.

The perspective-display invitation in line 12 once again receives a brief and non-
committal response from the child (line 13’s ‘Mmm don’t know,” has the audible
quality of a kind of ‘verbal shrug’). After a pause the child then attempts to shift
topic in line 15; C however declines the request to move to the activity of drawing
in favour of pursuing information about P’s response to the situation regarding
his parents and the cancelled trip. Although his questions receive only minimal
responses (lines 18 and 21), C nonetheless issues another perspective-display invi-
tation in line 24. We find the same pattern as before: a noncommittal response (line
26) followed by silence (line 27). At that point the counsellor introduces his own
perspective, one which, again, brings to the fore a therapeutically relevant inter-
pretation of events: ‘Cuz it sounds like they were a bit cross.” There is, however, no
subsequent uptake of this perspective by P, despite C’s pursuit of it in line 31; and
shortly afterwards the topic is abandoned as C introduces a ‘game’ directed towards
attempting to discourage P from responding to all questions with ‘Don’t know’ (for
further detail on this particular aspect, see Chapter 6).
The following two extracts exhibit the same basic pattern:

(15) C19/99.1a

((Jis drawing))
1 C: Cu- wzthe:ure- (.) When- when we spoke, la:st time we
2 met.

3 )
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4 IE
5— C:
6

7

8— J:
9 C:
10

11

12 IE
13 C:
14

15— C:
16 J:
17

18— C:
19
20— J:
21

22 G
23

24 .
25 G
26

27 ]
28— C:
29

30

31

32

33

34

35 I
36 C
37

38
39—
40 C:
41—

Ye:[ah,

[Is there anything that, (0.2) that you tho:ught about
or that you wanted to talk about today about. (0.9) From
what we talked abo[ut.

[N:0. (0.5) Not reall(h)y,[h
[Any- any

questions you had from that. Or anything.
(1.1)
Uh would've a:sked you when we were doin’ it.=
=A:h kay.
(1.6)
Cny remember the kind of things we t- did talk about.
Yeah.
)
What- what s:ticks in your mi:nd the most.
)
(hh) The magne:ts::, (.) .ha:nd, (.) when I was
drawing about .hh how I felt:. The fish.
What like when you were (f-)talkin’ about bein’ caught
in, .hh (.) anet. Two nets an’ bein’ pu[lle  ]din the=

[Mm.]
=opposite direction, (0.3) That one.
(0.9)
.h Yeah.
Did i- >Whadabou-=What< I remember about that in
particular, .hh was you sayin’ that, .mh the worry, (0.3)
w:a:s that .hh you had one net pullin:g, (.) one fishing
net pullin:g, in one direction, (0.2) another fishing net
pulling from the other direction, .hh an’ then .hh an’
then you sayin’ that y- your worry, .h was that you this
little fish in the middle,
Mm,
Suddenly both nets would s:nap an’ split in ha:lf, (.)
an’ you would kind of sink tuh the bottom uthe sea: an’
be left all alo:ne.
(1.9)
Iremember that.
(2.8) ((J finishes her drawing))

42— J: What d’you think.=
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43— C: =Thatsounded >really important.<.hh Yeah I like the

44 dog. (0.8) As ‘e gotta na:me. (0.5) Isit a suh-=I'm
45 sayin’ heisitahe orisitashe.
46 (0.2)

47  J. He:It’s:a:x, (0.2) he.

A perspective-display invitation couched in neutral terms (beginning in line 5)
receives a noncommittal response and is then pursued (lines 15 and 18). In this
instance, the child does cooperate slightly more than in the two previous extracts,
offering a view on what aspects of her drawing in the prior session ‘stick in her
mind the most’ (lines 20-1). C seeks to topicalise those aspects of the drawing in
his next turn, but following a pause (line 26) J produces no further talk beyond a
confirmation. C then moves to produce a perspective of his own on the drawing,
foregrounding potential therapeutic matters such as the child’s fear that ‘Suddenly
both nets would s:nap an’ split in ha:lf, (.) an’ you would kind of sink tuh the bot-
tom uthe sea: an’ be left all alo:ne.” This perspective is not topicalised by J (note the
pauses in lines 39 and 41), and she subsequently initiates a change in topic by ask-
ing C what he thinks of the new drawing she has just finished.

In (16), the child (Peter) has been in the process of producing a drawing depict-
ing the two separate houses that his mother and his father now live in:

(16) C:23/99.3b:B

((P is drawing))
1 C: What ‘ave you written there.
(0.8)
3 P: Theyre numbers tuh show how-wu- [s:how-
4 C [To show how far away it
5 is.
6 (6.6)
7— C: What does it feel like havin’ the houses so far apa:rt.
8 (1.9)

9— P: Don’tknow,
10— C: Does it feel like this picture?
11 (1.2)
12— C: (Itfeels) that picture looks, (0.9) a bit sad.
13> (22)
14  C: Does this face ever get happy,
15— (3.0)
16  C: What makes that face happy.=
17 P: =°(Don’tknow.)°®
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Again, we find the same components. C produces a perspective-display invitation
(line 7) which once more focuses on the child’s ‘feelings’; this is followed by a pause
and a noncommittal response (line 9). C pursues a feelings-based perspective in
line 10, trying to encourage P to conceive of his feelings in terms of the drawing he
has made. Following the lack of a response at line 11, C proffers his own interpret-
ation of the feelings depicted in the drawing (‘that picture looks... a bit sad’). Again,
however, in subsequent turns that perspective is not topicalised by the child.

In summary, the pattern is that a perspective is invited by the counsellor to which
the child responds only briefly or noncommitally. The counsellor then pursues a
perspective but receives either no response or a similarly noncommittal one from
the child. The counsellor then volunteers a perspective of his own which seeks to
foreground therapeutically relevant matters. The child declines to topicalise that
perspective and the series is abandoned by means of a shift in topic or activity. We
can thus represent the basic structural form of the perspective-display series in the
child counselling data as follows:

Perspective-display series in child counselling

Counsellor solicits child’s perspective

Child produces noncommittal response or declines to respond
Counsellor pursues a perspective

Child declines or produces brief/noncommittal response
Counsellor produces own perspective

Child declines uptake

S

Counselling perspectives and therapeutic vision

Maynard (1991:460) speculates ‘that the circuitous way in which the PDS allows
arrival at a third-turn “report” is an inherently cautious maneouvre that makes the
series particularly adaptable to environments of professional-lay interaction, con-
versations among unacquainted parties, and so on.” It is also, as Maynard (1991)
showed, suitable for environments in which bad news or an upsetting diagnosis is
about to be delivered. We might therefore imagine that the strategy would be suited
to environments in which delicate topics are brought into play; and as indicated at
the start of this chapter, child counselling in situations of parental separation is one
such setting.

However, it seems that the PDS does not function particularly well in child coun-
selling: not, at least, in the sense it operates in the pediatric consultations studied
by Maynard (1991) where the series can enable the client (parent) to find their own
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viewpoint coimplicated in the clinical diagnosis. It is possible that child counsel-
lors seek their clients” (children’s) perspectives for similar reasons; namely so that
the child’s viewpoint can be built into the therapeutic work of the counselling ses-
sion. Counsellors are trained to avoid ‘leading’ their clients, and child counsellors
especially are also encouraged to situate the child’s own ‘story’ at the centre of their
work (Geldard and Geldard 1997). Therefore, using a variant of the perspective-
display series might seem a good interactional strategy. But the key point about the
PDS is that the ‘third turn report’ (produced by the series initiator) is heavily reli-
ant on a successful second turn perspective to which it can be shown to be respon-
sive. It is the lack of such a second turn perspective—that is, one oriented towards
potentially counselling-relevant matters—from the children in the above extracts
that leads to the PDS in child counselling taking the particular shape it does.

The differences between the invitation and display of perspectives in child coun-
selling, in conversation and in pediatric consultations can thus be traced to two
factors. First, the interactional work that the initiator of the series is seeking to
do; and second, the degree of cooperation accorded to that unfolding enterprise
by the interlocutor. In conversation, it may simply be that the first speaker is seek-
ing to explore the types of views held or the level of knowledge possessed by a
second in relation to some mutually relevant topic. As Maynard (1991) suggests,
the cautiousness of the strategy makes it suited to conversations between relatively
unacquainted parties because it provides a sequential environment in which, if nec-
essary, congruence between opinions can be maximised and conflict minimised or
avoided altogether. For the PDS to succeed, therefore, the second speaker needs to
collaborate not only in providing their own perspective, but in subsequently topi-
calising the first speaker’s perspective in the fourth move of the sequence:

Perspective-display series in conversation

1. A solicits B’s perspective

2. B produces perspective

3. A produces own perspective, taking account of B’s
4. Btopicalises A’s perspective

In medical (pediatric) consultations, a different kind of interactional work is
involved but the same conditions hold. The clinician may not be inviting the client’s
perspective in any ‘naive’ way in the course of a mutual exploration of viewpoints,
but seeking to create an environment in which a potentially upsetting diagnosis
can be introduced more ‘softly’ than if it were just straightforwardly announced.
But again, such a strategy depends on the client not only acquiescing in providing
a perspective but also topicalising the clinical perspective:
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Perspective-display series in medical interaction

1. Clinician solicits client’s perspective

2. Client produces perspective

3. Clinician elaborates on, or reformulates, client’s perspective in line with clin-
ical diagnosis

4. Client topicalises clinician’s perspective

In child counselling, although it often appears as if the counsellor is simply
seeking to explore viewpoints with the child in a sort of conversational mutual
exchange (recall the remarks in Chapter 2 on the quasi-conversational nature of
the discourse), what happens in subsequent turns indicates that there is an insitu-
tional agenda at work here in which children’s perspectives are ideally related to
feelings, or to other matters that can be given a counselling-relevance. In fact, that
agenda is often built into the design of counsellors’ perspective-display invitations
in the first place, which as remarked above tend to ask about ‘What [X] feels like’ or
‘What the child thinks about [Y]” (where [X] and [Y] are matters related to the fam-
ily situation).

It is not possible to say whether or not children possess any awareness or under-
standing of such an institutional agenda at the time counsellors’ utterances are
produced. What does seem clear is that their responses exhibit varying degrees of
reluctance to engage with such feelings-related topics. Even in the few cases where
children are more forthcoming in producing perspectives, talk about feelings, fears
and concerns is topicalised more extensively by counsellors than by children. For
example, in extract (15) ] mentions ‘how I felt:” in her turn following a perspective-
display invitation, the past tense indicating that she is now reporting on what she
remembers about the drawing she did in the previous session:

(15) (Detail)
15 C: Cny remember the kind of things we t- did talk about.

16 J: Yeah.

17 ()

18  C: What- what s:ticks in your mi:nd the most.
19 ()

20— J: (.hh) The magne:ts:, (.) .ha:nd, (.) when I was
21— drawingabout.hh how I felt:. The fish.

The counsellor in this case subsequently produces his own perspective on this
which foregrounds the child’s fears:
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(15) (Detail)
28— C: Didi- >Whadabou-=What< I remember about that in

29 particular, .hh was you sayin’ that, .mh the worry, (0.3)
30 w:a:s that .hh you had one net pullin:g, (.) one fishing
31 net pullin:g, in one direction, (0.2) another fishing net
32 pulling from the other direction, .hh an’ then .hh an’
33 then you sayin’ that y- your worry, .h was that you this
34 little fish in the middle,

35 J: Mm,

36 C: Suddenly both nets would s:nap an’ split in ha:lf, (.)

37 an’ you would kind of sink tuh the bottom uthe sea: an’
38 be left all alo:ne.

Note how this turn begins with the phrase ‘What I remember about that in particu-
lar’, emphasising that what follows is C’s own recollection which, of course, may or
may not differ from that of the child. Whereas ] had merely mentioned ‘how I felt:’,
C’s turn explicitly mentions ‘the worry’ (line 29) and ‘your worry’ (line 33): a worry
that is presented using the graphic image of ‘sink[ing] tuh the bottom uthe sea: an’
be[ing] left all alo:n€’. Nevertheless, having previously cooperated by producing a
perspective (albeit briefly), the child declines to take this topic up in further talk (in
spite of C’s later remark that “That sounded really important’).

In the majority of cases, children exhibit far more reluctance to deliver a per-
spective, with the result that counsellors end up volunteering counselling-relevant
perspectives of their own; although this often follows some pursuit of a child’s per-
spective. As we have seen, a key difference again is that the child declines to topic-
alise the counsellor’s perspective, frequently by means of an attempt to change the
topic.

There is thus far less mutual collaboration in the PDS in child counselling than
we find in either of the other two types of interaction. Hence, although counsel-
lors” attempts to elicit children’s perspectives may be motivated by a desire to avoid
leading the child and to orient the session around ‘the child’s story’, the sequential
environment that emerges places them in a position of proffering a perspective
that is not overtly based on the child’s story but on the counsellor’s interpretation,
which itself tends to index key counselling concerns or—as I go on to discuss in the
next chapter—tropes.
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Conclusion

This chapter has analysed one of the means by which child counsellors can be said
to exercise therapeutic vision: the professional work of seeing in events, actions or
utterances phenomena that can be worked up into ‘therapeutic objects’. I began by
indicating some of the ways in which the child counselling session, although set up
and oriented to by counsellors themselves as ‘the child’s space’ to talk about family
problems without the pressure of their parents’ presence, in fact may be an inauspi-
cious environment for such talk. Key factors are the opacity of frame in terms of the
general goals of the counselling session, and the overarching presence of delicate
topics, namely the imminent or ongoing break-up of the child’s family unit. While
children tend to avoid detailed discussion of feelings of anger, guilt or sadness, or
concerns and fears about the future, and so on, counsellors nevertheless orient
towards the potential existence of such feelings or concerns. They therefore seek to
open up spaces in which children may feel disposed to producing such talk.

The perspective-display series is one means by which this is done. Use of the
PDS can be said to be responsive to two partially conflicting professional impera-
tives under which counsellors operate. First, their professional (therapeutic) vision,
which encourages them to try and topicalise ‘difficult’ issues in order to help the
child to appreciate alternative perspectives that may help them to understand what
is going on in their lives. Second, the basic training imperative to act as a facilitator
or conduit and avoid taking up too ‘active’ a role in the production of talk (an issue
I return to in Chapter 5).

The conflicting nature of these imperatives becomes observable in the very
organisation of the PDS as it occurs in the data discussed above. Faced with a situ-
ation in which children avoid producing the kinds of perspectives counsellors are
seeking, counsellors resort to producing perspectives themselves—or at least, to
putting such perspectives forward so that the child may accept or decline them. As
it turns out, children seem ultimately to decline the whole line of talk involved in
the PDS. The PDS is thus one interactional environment in which we can observe
the relevance of ‘therapeutic vision’ and the ways that children seek to deal with
counsellors’ exercise of it—that is, fairly consistently, to resist or evade it.



CHAPTER§

Active listening and the formulation
of concerns

In this chapter I address further aspects of how counselling-relevant matters are
topicalised in the course of interaction between counsellors and children.! The
focus turns towards a practice that is often referred to as a key skill for counsellors
and therapists: not just those involved with children, but in a wide variety of prac-
tice settings. In textbooks on counselling techniques, such a skill is referred to as
‘active listening’.

Like many counselling techniques, certain elements of active listening are in fact
very similar to procedures involved in the production of ordinary conversation.
Conversation analysts have noted that in order to manage successful turn-taking
in conversation, participants need to be not simply hearing, but actively listen-
ing to the talk of their interlocutor(s) (Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson 1974). As we
know from the phenomenon of supermarket muzak, among other things, one can
be ‘hearing’ a sound without actually ‘listening’ to it. The difference is that in listen-
ing, within conversation, one is inevitably engaged in interpreting, making sense
of, and usually responding to an utterance. By the same token, participants are
involved in a process by which their own next utterance is to be oriented to for how
it proposes an understanding of the co-participant’s prior utterance.

In child counselling, this practice comes to be bound up with the constitution
of the counselling framework itself, in its activity of monitoring the child’s talk for
possible ways into a therapeutic interpretation or intervention. The counsellor’s
active listening in relation to even minor aspects of the child’s talk plays a key role
in the success of the session’s work: the work of inciting the child to communi-
cate about his or her experiences. In the following analysis I focus on one particu-
lar active listening practice by means of which counsellors monitor, interpret and
construct the meaning of children’s utterances in order to bring into play possible
‘concerns about family relationships—a process that in general can be described as
the elicitation of feelings-talk.

1. An earlier version of this chapter appeared as ‘Active listening: Formulations and the elicita-
tion of feelings-talk in child counselling’, Research on Language and Social Interaction, 38:303-
29 (2005).
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Active listening in child counselling

‘Active listening’ is often referred to as one of the key skills of counselling; particu-
larly, though not only, child counselling. For example, in their practical introduc-
tion to child counselling techniques, Geldard and Geldard (1997:53) state that:

Counselling skills need to be relevant for the various stages of the therapeutic process.
Generally this therapeutic process will span a series of sessions during which the coun-
sellor will need to perform a number of different counselling functions:

« joining with the child;

« observation of the child;

« active listening;

« awareness raising and the resolution of issues to facilitate change;

o dealing with the child’s beliefs

« actively facilitating change;

« termination of counselling.

Similarly, Sharpe and Cowie (1998: 81) state that:

Counselling-based approaches [to helping children] vary widely in emphasis, encom-
passing issues like bullying, loneliness, adjusting to a new school, and dealing with sep-
aration and loss. But there are some common elements in these . . . including . . . basic
skills of active listening, empathy, problem solving and supportiveness.

But what is ‘active listening?’ In general, the term is intended to convey a sense
that counsellors are ‘able to help the child to tell her story and to identify troubling
issues. In doing this the child must know that we are paying attention and valuing
the information that we are receiving’ (Geldard and Geldard 1997:57). Geldard
and Geldard (1997:57-64) expand on this by discussing practical techniques that
child counsellors may use to engage in active listening. These include ‘reflecting’
and ‘summarizing’. In ‘reflecting’, the counsellor is enjoined to ‘pick out the most
important content details of what the child has said and re-express them in a clear-
er way (Geldard and Geldard 1997:59). In ‘summarizing’, the counsellor ‘draws
together the main points in the content, and also takes into account the feelings
which the child has described” (op. cit.: 63). Sharpe and Cowie (1998: 85) refer to
similar terms but with less specificity: ‘[counselling] skills include active, empathic
listening, summarising and reflecting back the accounts and narratives of . . . “cli-
ents”, allowing space and time for the expression of emotions, learning not to offer
advice too early, and collaborating . . . to develop a problem-solving stance’.

In other words, active listening seeks to advance the goals of counselling and the
therapeutic process by, first, providing an interactional context in which the child
feels comfortable and trusting enough to ‘tell their story’. Second, in facilitating
that telling, it enables the counsellor to identify, draw out, and make interactionally
available ‘feelings” expressed in the course of the story.
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This, however, is an ideal model, and it is not immediately clear from either
Geldard and Geldard’s (1997) or Sharpe and Cowie’s (1998) accounts how that
model maps onto the reality of child counselling. One possible consequence is that
practising child counsellors may be encouraged to evaluate their own real-world
sessions against the ideal model and, perhaps, find them wanting. In fact, when
we observe the techniques used by counsellors in the real-time unfolding of their
interactions with children, we see that such ideal models map only loosely at best
onto the therapeutic interchange. The relevance of analyses such as this one, there-
fore, is that conversation analysis can reveal the practical skills that counsellors
use—often regardless of models recommended by their training—to accomplish
outcomes amidst the contingencies of turn by turn talk-in-interaction (see also
Perikyld 1995; Silverman 1996).

This is significant because, as suggested by the above quoted remarks on ‘reflect-
ing’ and ‘summarising’, what counsellors are told about the nuts and bolts of how
to do active listening tends to be highly generalised, and correspondingly vague.
This may be because the unavoidable context-sensitivity of turns at talk means that
precisely how a speaker could go about summarising or drawing together feelings-
relevant points in a prior utterance is essentially unspecifiable in advance, except
by the recommendation of formulaic utterances such as “What I hear you saying is
.. which in themselves may not always be contextually appropriate.” Geldard and
Geldard (1997:59-62) do provide a range of examples of ‘reflecting’-type utter-
ances, but it is not made clear whether their examples are taken from actual child
counselling talk or are invented. The following example suggests that it is likely that
they are, in fact, invented, and hence formulaic:

Child statement: Every time I ask Mum if I can go to Aunty Karen’s she says ‘No’. Kelly’s
going this weekend and it was my turn.
Possible counsellor responses: You're disappointed, or You sound angry. [The cor-

rect response would depend on the context and on non-verbal cues.] (Geldard and
Geldard 1997:61)

Associated with these points is the model of the counsellor that underpins such
descriptions of active listening as those quoted above. In these descriptions, it is
as if the counsellor’s role is to act as a conduit, a largely neutral presence ‘draw-
ing together” and ‘re-expressing’ or clarifying the “feelings” described by the child.
In other words, the child’s talk is held to contain authentic expressions of feelings

2. As Puchta and Potter (1999) found in their study of the relationship between training manu-
als and actual practice in conducting focus groups, generic advice on ‘best practice’ (such as ‘ask
clear, simple questions’) is undermined when the talk is situated within the contingencies of in-
teraction (where it may be far more appropriate, even necessary, to ask fairly elaborated ques-
tions). See also Suchman and Jordan (1990) for a discussion of related issues in the context of
standardised interviews for social scientists, market researchers and others.
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which, while they may not be immediately apparent, can be revealed through the
practices of reflecting and summarizing.

However, what becomes clear when we look at the practical accomplishment of
active listening in naturally-occuring child counselling dialogues is that the tech-
nique is much more ‘constructive’ or ‘directive’ than it is simply ‘active’; indeed it is
less a matter of ‘listening’ per se, and more a matter of ‘listening for a way to formu-
late what is said as therapeutically relevant. Given the general reluctance of chil-
dren to topicalise their concerns in this setting, counsellors can be seen to orient
to children’s talk as if it contains signs, or indices, of unarticulated concerns. Such
concerns, which the policy of active listening may encourage counsellors to feel are
nonetheless present, thus have to be constructed as ratifiable artefacts in the public
domain of discourse.

In the following analysis, active listening is approached as part of the practical,
contingent and interactionally skilful work of counsellors and children as cultural
members, rather than the abstract recommendations of handbooks and training
manuals. In a nutshell, active listening is seen as a term of therapeutic art that needs
to be explicated through fine-grained examination of actual practice. The focus is
on counsellors’ production of ‘formulations’ of children’s talk and the subsequent
responses to those formulations: whether cooperative or, in a small proportion of
cases, seemingly resistive.

Formulations and the work of child counselling

Asnoted in Chapter 2, textbooks on child counselling frequently instruct the coun-
sellor to avoid asking questions. As Geldard and Geldard (1997:11) put it, “There
is a danger in asking too many questions, because the child may fear being asked
to disclose information which is private and/or too scary to share.” Nevertheless,
the chapters so far illustrate that counsellors routinely initiate question-answer
sequences with children. One reason for this may be the very reluctance of chil-
dren themselves to topicalise family-related concerns. The asking of questions
allows counsellors to exert some control over the topical direction of the session.
But more than that, certain categories of question, or question-types, enable coun-
sellors to draw out of the child talk about feelings or other counselling-relevant
matters. One type of question-answer sequence that is of interest in this respect
involves the counsellor following up the child’s answer with a formulation.
Formulation is a conversational practice (see Garfinkel and Sacks 1970; Heritage
and Watson 1979; Heritage 1985) which Heritage (1985:100) describes as ‘sum-
marizing, glossing, or developing the gist of an informant’s earlier statements’. He
goes on to suggest that formulation is ‘relatively rare in conversation’, but regularly
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occurs in certain forms of institutional interaction, where it is it is ‘most commonly
undertaken by questioners’ (Heritage 1985:100). In his study of formulations in
broadcast news interviews, Heritage (1985) found that the practice could be used
both in a relatively benign, summarizing role (‘cooperative recyclings’), and also
as a means by which the questioner seeks to evaluate or criticise the respondent’s
remarks (‘inferentially elaborative probes’).

Heritage proposes that formulations are neutral in the sense that they avoid
commenting on or making assessments of the content of a prior turn. However,
as the ‘inferentially elaborative probe’ category suggests, formulations can in fact
‘make something more of [a topic] than was originally presented in the . . . prior
turn’ (Heritage 1985: 101). Thus, formulations are not always entirely neutral. What
they do is to act as candidate re-presentations of what an interlocutor can be taken
as having said, or meant. Such candidate re-presentations are selective, in that they
focus on a particular element of the prior talk and preserve that element as the
topic for further talk. They can also be driven by an underlying agenda on their
producer’s part, which in turn can be cooperative, uncooperative or openly argu-
mentative. And they open a sequential slot in which the interlocutor may, in the
next turn, accept, reject or otherwise respond to the formulation. But whatever the
response, the formulation reveals its producer not as a neutral conduit but an active
interpreter of the preceding talk.’?

Formulations occur frequently in the child counselling data, and they are invari-
ably produced by counsellors, not by children. This is consistent with Heritage’s
(1985) observation that formulations in institutional forms of talk tend to get pro-
duced by speakers occupying professional or institutionally-representative roles
(e.g. doctors, therapists, interviewers and so on)—in other words, those whose
typical turn-taking role tends to be that of questioner (Drew and Heritage 1992).

In the data analysed below, the focus is on those occasions when a counsel-
lor follows up a question-answer sequence with a formulation. Formulations may
occasion a response from the recipient in the next turn, in which the interpretation
offered of their prior talk may be agreed or disagreed with. However, such response
turns do not always occur (see, for instance, extract 1 below). Thus, for the sake of
convenience I will refer to this simply as a Question-Answer-Formulation (QAF)
sequence—even though, as we will see below, further talk occasioned by coun-
sellors’ formulations also plays a major part in the elicitation of feelings-talk. In

3. In the counselling and psychotherapy literature, such a practice is often referred to as ‘refor-
mulation’. Given these comments about the non-neutral status of inferentially elaborative probe-
type formulations, it might be that ‘reformulation’ is in fact a more accurate term. However, due
to the prevalence of the term formulation’ in the conversation analytic literature, I will continue
to use that term, while bearing in mind that the practice typically involves the production of non-
neutral, candidate re-presentations of a prior stretch of talk.
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the following examples, as in other work on formulations, the formulation itself is
often marked out by the use of a prefatory item, ‘So), in turn-initial position (as in
‘So you're saying that . . or ‘So what that means is .. ). But not all turns beginning
with the particle ‘so’ in the following data are in fact formulations. For this reason
lettered arrows have been used to mark out analytically relevant sequences. The
relevant question is marked by an arrow (Q), the child’s answer by arrow (A), and
the formulation by arrow (F).

Extract (1) is taken from a session involving two young brothers and two older
sisters. Early on in the session, the children have informed the counsellor that they
have recently seen their father for the first time in months, and have visited at his
home:

(1) C07/00.1:B

1 Q— C: So:howmanytimes evy’seen ‘im since w’last met.
2 A— (D): *°Two®’=
3 A— (P): =°Two*
4 F— C: Twice.Isit- Sotw[o Sundaysin a row.
5 (P): [°Yeh®
6 (1.0)
7 C: An’ery gonna see ‘im this Sunday.
8 )
9 D:  Ahthink [so,
10 p: [Probally.
11 (0.8)
12 P:  Yah.
13 (0.5)
14 C:  So:, (1.8) What bits o’ that do y’ like an’ what bits
15 o that don’ty’ like.
16 (2.0)
17 P:  Erm, (0.4) the on’y bit I don’t like is that cuz we ‘ave
18 tgo- (.) cuz we go evry Sunday sometimes we miss out on
19 doing things,

In line 1, the counsellor begins by asking how often the children’s visits have taken
place. Two of the children offer the same response in lines 2 and 3, and at the start
of line 4 the counsellor marks the newsworthiness of this response: “Twi:ce.” He
then appears to embark on the production of a next question (‘Is it-") before cut-
ting off and producing a formulation which foregrounds a particular aspect of the
news that there have been two visits since the last meeting. With this formulation,
‘So two Sundays in a row’, the counsellor marks out something about the frequency
of these visits. That is, there have not just been two visits, but two visits on con-
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secutive Sundays. In previous sessions, a key topic has been the lack of contact the
children have with their father. The counsellor’s formulation begins to orient to the
possibility that, not only has there now been a contact visit, but there is potentially
a regular series of visits underway. There is no verbal response to this formulation
in the one second silence at line 6 (the ‘Yel' in line 5 is produced in overlap with
C’s formulation and seems designed as a confirmation of the preceding “Twi:ce).
C nevertheless pursues the newsworthiness marked out in his formulation in his
next utterance (line 7), where he asks if the visits are likely to continue this week.
Indeed, the possibility that there has been the initiation of a weekly visiting routine
is made explicit in P’s turn at line 18 (‘cuz we go ev’ry Sunday’).

Three main points should be noted about this extract. First, a ‘so’-prefaced for-
mulation is used to mark out as newsworthy something in the children’s responses
to the counsellor’s question; but more than that, precisely what it is that is news-
worthy about that something (the initiation of weekly visits) is drawn out as the
sequence of talk unfolds following the formulation. Second, the marked news is
highly counselling-relevant. In this setting, information regarding frequency of
contact between children and absent parents is especially salient—the more so
when the noteworthy information concerns a change in those arrangements. Third,
the counsellor subsequently seeks to relate that news back to the children’s feelings
about events, when in lines 14-15 he asks, ‘What bits o’ that do y’ like an” what bits
o that don’'t y’ like.” It is in the context of this follow-up question that one of the
children places the ‘weekliness’ of the visits on record.

In the next extract, two ‘so’-prefaced formulations are used in the process of fore-
grounding another counselling-relevant piece of information. This time the issue
under discussion has associations with imagery frequently deployed in materials
aimed at helping children to ‘deal with’ the experience of parental separation, par-
ticularly their responses to the occurrence of arguments between parents, which
are depicted as involving increased levels of shouting:*

(2) C19/99.1:A
Q—>1 C How does your mum get your dad to hear what she wants to
2 say.
A— 3 T Oh she shouts:.
Q2—4 C:  Doesyour dadhea[r her.

4. During observational work in the child counselling practice where the data were collected,
I noted a number of story books, picture books and so on distributed around the waiting room
and reception area, places where children and their parents would routinely sit whilst waiting
for their appointed session time. These books seemed intended to make available to children
and possibly parents too a range of ‘positive images’ around parental separation, rows, violence,
blameworthiness and other relevant issues.
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A—> 5
6
7
8
F— 9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
Q— 28
29
A— 30
F— 31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

IR

OO0

o= 0

.o

J:

[She shout really loudly cuz she’s a
teacher and she shouts sort uv.hh she’s got thisuh
really lou[d voice ((squeals))

[.h A:hh.
So she’s good at sort of shou|[ting] like, like she’s=
[Yeh.]
=be[ing a teacher.

[But she doesn- she doesn’t do it in such a high
pitched voice. .hh If I did it the building would
probably blow up.

(0.8)
What cuz you've got a high pitched voice.
)
Nlo:. Because-]

[O:rjust like yo]Jur mum.
Because it’s: really loud.
(0.3)
And your dad’s learning to be a teacher.
Mmm.
Soishelearnin:g to shout [loud too.

[No h(h)ed(h)oesn’t

shout.
)
Is ‘e gunna learn to shout &'y’ think like other
teachers. (.) Or d’you think he’ll always not shout.
I dor’t think he will shout.
So he'll be akind of teacher that doesn’t shout.
(2.3)
He doesn’t like telling them off.
(0.5)
A:h.
(1.8)
Does ‘e shout at you.
(0.2)
N::ot mu::ch,

The first formulation here comes in the context of a discussion about how J per-
ceives differences between her mother who, according to J, ‘shout(s) really loudly
cuz she’s a teacher’ (lines 5-6), and her more quietly spoken father. J’s associ-
ation between the category ‘teachers’ and the activity ‘shouting’ is produced in the
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course of her answer to C’s question in lines 1-2, inquiring about how the mother
gets the father ‘to hear what she wants to say’. The association is picked up and for-
mulated by the counsellor in lines 9-11. We might notice here a slight shift from
the child’s description of her mother shouting ‘cuz she’s a teacher’ (line 6), to the
counsellor’s formulation in which the mother is described as shouting ‘like she’s
being a teacher’ (lines 10-11). In this shift, C’s formulation foregrounds the fact
that the shouting is taking place not in the school, where the mother may be acting
straightforwardly as a teacher, but in the home, where she is characterised as act-
ing as if she is being a teacher.

The teaching/shouting association is brought into play by the counsellor again
in line 24, where he suggests that learning to be a teacher might lead to the father
‘learnin:g to shout’. In line 25, notably, ] declines to extend the association to her
father, focusing instead on his purported trait as someone who ‘d(h)oesn’t shout’
(significantly, she does not use the future tense, as in ‘he won't shout,, but the
present tense, in her categorical assertion ‘he doesn’t shout’).

At this point, then, to use Sacks’s (1972) terms, C is orienting to shouting as a
‘category-bound activity’ for members of the category teachers, a category-bound-
edness which | herself had introduced in relation to her mother. However, in
relation to her father, ] seeks to establish a separation between the category-bound-
edness of this activity and his actual practice as a category member. In the three
turns that follow we find a QAF sequence in which this ambivalence is pursued by
the counsellor. His question in line 28 both reiterates the earlier question in line
24, and yet allows for the possibility that the father’s ‘natural’ propensity for non-
shouting behaviour may exempt him from the category-boundedness of shouting.
J’s response in line 30 takes up the latter possibility; and in line 31, C’s ‘so’-pref-
aced formulation (‘So he’ll be a kind of teacher that doesn’t shout’) foregrounds the
breakdown of the category-boundedness between teachers and shouting.

Again, then, ‘so’-prefaced formulations are used in the course of topicalising an
issue with particular salience in the child counselling setting: differences in behav-
iour—especially aggressive behaviours such as shouting—between a child’s par-
ents. In quite a subtle way, C’s pursuit of the strength of the bond between ‘being
a teacher’ and ‘shouting’ is complicit in the child’s differential construction of her
parents’ personalities, with the father, at this stage in the process, being seen in a
considerably more positive light than the mother. A final point to note is the way
in which, following the second formulation, the counsellor once again indexes the
father’s lack of shouting directly back to the child in line 37 (‘Does ’e shout at
you.).

Extract (3) offers another example of a formulation being used to pick up on
and foreground the key issue of differences between parental behaviour and prac-
tices:
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(3) C19/99.1:A

Q—1 C: .hh(.).h Ar’ d- do you normally decide what’s gunna
2 happen then.

A— 3 J:  Normally with my dad but with my mum if I did it, .h I'd
4 be in s:erious troub(le.

F— 5 C: [A::h. Soit’s a bit different with
6 mum than it is with da[d.
7 J: [It’s really hard because my dad
8 tells me tdo one thing and my mum tells me tuh do the
9 other

The counsellor’s question in line 1 picks up on previous talk (not shown) to ask
about the extent to which the child gets the opportunity to decide about activities
undertaken with each of her parents. s answer provides a number of potential
avenues for further talk: for instance, the counsellor could pursue the indication
that ] has the freedom ‘normally’ to make decisions when with her father (line 3);
or he could follow up on the child’s feelings about her mother in light of the refer-
ence to ‘s:erious trouble’ (line 4). However, the counsellor elects to formulate J's
turn in lines 3-4 in terms of the statement ‘it’s a bit different with mum than it is
with dad’ (lines 5-6). More explicitly than in extract (2), this formulation picks up
on imagery that is common in storybooks and other literature aimed at children in
parental separation, and usually to be found and used as resources in child coun-
selling practices, which depicts estranged parents as frequently contradicting one
another, leading to confusion and distress for their children. This can be described
as the ‘conflicting messages’ trope.

Two further points are worth making about this example. First, notice that the
counsellor prefaces the formulation withanewsmarker: ‘A::h.’ (line 5). Newsmarkers
are turn-initial items by means of which the recipient of a prior turn can indicate
that what was said constitutes either new information for them, or is something of
particular noteworthiness (Heritage 1984). The counsellor’s utterance is thus pro-
duced not simply as a formulation of the child’s prior turn, but as a formulation
which exhibits that, whether the child knows it or not, something potentially highly
significant has just been said. I return to this use of newsmarkers by counsellors in
the following section.

Second, notice that the child herself adopts the ‘conflicting messages’ trope in
her next turn (lines 7-9). Indeed, as we see by means of the following extension of
extract (3), there ensues an extended sequence of talk in this vein where the child’s
descriptions in particular are remarkable for their closeness of fit with the kind of
imagery provided in ‘help’ manuals for children in parental separation:
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(4) (continuation of Extract 3)

7 J: [It’s really hard because my dad
8 tells me tdo one thing and my mum tells me tuh do the
9 other=.hh=an’ it feels a bit like I showed you last week,
10 .hh with my da:d saying do this and wi’ mum saying do
11 this an’ I don't know what t’ do:.
12 0.7)
F— 13 C: Soy-y-you get told tdo two different things [at ]the=
14 J: [Yeh]
15 C: =same ti:me.
16 J:  An’Idon’tknow what tdo an’ then I get in trouble with
17 my mum an’ get in trouble with my dad .hh an’ I say well
18 which one am I meant to do an’ they say my one an’ ’'m
19 like .hh well youre both saying my one an’ they say well
20 do my one ‘n they’ve both s*aid *it..hhh

The counsellor, in lines 13-15, responds to J's further talk with a second formu-
lation (again prefaced by ‘So’ but this time lacking the newsmarker) which once
again emphasises the conflicting messages trope: the child gets ‘told tdo two differ-
ent things at the same ti:me.’. The child in turn assents to that formulation (line 14)
before proceeding, in lines 16-20, to elaborate still further on the topic.

In terms of understanding in detail the work counsellors do to draw out con-
cerns, therefore, formulations are significant on a number of levels. First, like for-
mulations observed in other settings (Heritage and Watson 1979; Heritage 1985),
they operate to foreground specific aspects of the child-client’s responses to the
counsellor’s questions. That is, they act as candidate re-presentations of the prior
talk which select, and thereby focus on a particular element of that prior talk, seek-
ing to preserve that element as the topic for further talk. More than that, however,
such candidate re-presentations are of a particular type. In each of these extracts,
the formulations ‘home in’ on what can be described as ‘counselling-relevant’
factors: those which potentially assist in topicalising therapeutic matters. These
include frequency of parental contact (extract 1); different parental propensities to
shout (extract 2); and the provision by parents of conflicting messages, or ‘being
told to do two things at the same time’ (extracts 3 and 4). Third, we have seen that
formulations tend to occasion further stretches of related talk, not just in the child’s
response to the formulating turn itself, but in the way that counsellors may further
develop counselling-relevant matters in relation to the child’s experience: by ask-
ing how they feel about such matters or whether the matter affects them. Thus, the
formulation of counselling-relevant matters generally seems to involve the coun-
sellor bringing into play events in the child’s ‘private’ or intrapersonal sphere (feel-
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ings, emotions, experiences) and translating them into the ‘public’ or interpersonal
sphere of talk-in-interaction.

Unfolding therapeutic matters

This process of translation between the intra- and interpersonal domains is often
bound up with more extended sequences of talk through which therapeutically
relevant matters are revealed or made interactionally available. This is shown par-
ticularly clearly in the following extract. Here, the ultimate formulation of a seg-
ment of feelings-talk is presented as the climax to a set of ‘discoveries’ which the
counsellor makes—and makes available to the child through marking them as
such—on the basis of information provided in the child’s talk. Note, in this respect,
the counsellor’s frequent use of the newsmarker ‘Ah’ (lines 1, 9, 20, 25, 31 and 48).

(5) C19/99.1:A

1 C: A:h ‘kay so if you did what your da:d (.)
2 a:sked you or suggested, li[ke ] go an’ play on the=
3 J: [Yeh]
4 C: =computer, (0.5) would that happen would your mum an’ dad
5 have an argument about it.
6 J: Well they- the:y wouldn’t me an’ my mum would an’ me an’
7 my dad would. .hh An’ my mum an’ dad would tell each
8 other off but they wouldn’t argue.
9 C: A:h. (\) Is that, different do [they-
10 J: [A’ my mum would smack
11 me an send me up t’ bed. [Even-
12 C [Su- What even though she’s
13 cross with da:d.
14 ()
15 J: [[Yeh.
16 C: [[Shed smack you?
17 0.2)
18 J: Yeah.
19 (0.5)
20 C: A:h.=But she’s cross with dad.
21 J: YehIknow.
22 C: Butyou get the smack,=
23 J: =Yeah.
24 ()
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25 C: .h A:h.='m gunna scratch my head there.

26 ()
27 J: Kuhhe:h heh.
28 C: That sounds a bit odd.
29 J: Itdoesbutit’s tru:e my mum can’t smack my dad so she
30 puts the anger on me.
31 C: A:h.
32 (1.0)
Q—33 C: D’you think shed prefer to smack dad.
34 ()
A— 35 J: No:.
36 (0.8)
37 = J: Cuzdad would smack her back an’ then, .h theyd have a
38 big fight on smacking.
39 C: Abigsmacking fight.
40 J: Yeah.=
41 C: =That doesn’t sound like a ver[y nice (thing)
42— T [No: so I just take the
43 - smack an’ I don’t really care (cuz) she can’t- .hh well
4 - she can smack really hard but it doesn’t hu:rt.
F— 45 C: So:, so fshe smacks you::, (.) sometimes it might feel
46 — better cuz it means that mum and dad don’t have a row.
47 J: Yeh.

48 C: A__::gh. ‘Kauy.

I have already commented on the occasional use of newsmarkers such as ‘Oh’
and ‘Al’ by counsellors. In this extract, we find the repeated use of such items, often
in an exaggerated form, as in ‘A::h "kay’; ‘A::h’; or ‘A:::h. ‘Kaxy”. The particles ‘OR’
and ‘Ah’ in turn-initial position are often referred to as change-of-state markers,
following Heritage (1984), who found that in ordinary conversation, they tend
to be placed in a third slot after question-answer sequences where speakers have
either been informed of something or have accomplished repair on a prior misun-
derstanding. Notably, however, Heritage (1984:336) remarked that forms of insti-
tutional discourse that are characterised by question-answer sequences (medical
consultations, interviews, classroom interactions and so on) ‘are marked by the
absence of “oh” as a routine third-turn receipt object’, an absence that ‘contributes
to the maintenance and reproduction within the talk that it is some special institu-
tionalised activity which is in progress’ (original emphasis).

Given this absence of overt newsmarkers in other forms of institutional talk,
the question arises as to what this type of turn design is doing in the context of
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child counselling interaction. Practical manuals caution against the use of respons-
es that can be perceived as evaluations or judgements of the child’s talk. Instead
they recommend the use of what they call ‘minimal responses’: ‘expressions such
as “Ah-ha”, “Uh-hum”, “Yes”, “OK” and “Right™ (Geldard and Geldard 1997:58).
In ordinary conversation, such items can be used as continuers (Schegloff 1982)
which exhibit that the recipient of a current extended utterance is both (a) attentive
to that utterance and (b) passing on any opportunities to take a turn of their own
during its course. Geldard and Geldard (1997:58) recommend such items because
they ‘are very useful in encouraging the child to continue to tell his story’. They go
on to state that:

It is important when making . . . minimal responses that they are not likely to be inter-

preted as judgemental in either a positive or a negative way. If the child is to tell her story

accurately, then the story must not be significantly influenced by the child’s perception
of the counsellor’s approval or disapproval. (Geldard and Geldard 1997:58)

We find here evidence of the model of the counsellor as a neutral conduit, referred
to earlier. The assumption is that the child is in possession of their ‘story’ and the role
of the counsellor, as an active listener, is to enable that story to emerge in its authen-
ticity, that is, without distortion. In the present data, however, young children invar-
iably refrain from volunteering information about potentially therapeutic matters.
Nevertheless counsellors tend to orient to children’s utterances as if they are pos-
sible indices of such matters as problematic parental relationships, feelings of anger,
guilt or confusion, and so forth. One issue then is how to indicate that there may be
something potentially interesting in the child’s talk without ‘leading’ the child.

Newsmarkers like ‘AR’ can facilitate this work. A key difference between contin-
uers of the kind recommended by Geldard and Geldard (1997) and newsmarkers
is that the former are, indeed, relatively neutral turn components. In as much as
they are ‘passing’ turns, they avoid commenting on the content of an interlocutor’s
utterance. Newsmarkers, on the other hand, specifically flag up that something
of note, some new information, something ‘commentable’ has been identified in
the other person’s talk. But at the same time, the newsmarker itself does not spe-
cify precisely what it is that may be noteworthy in the prior turn. Through their
use, therefore, counsellors can exhibit the extent to which the child’s turns provide
them with information previously unknown, without directly evaluating any spe-
cific part of the child’s turn.

Extract (5) above shows how newsmarkers, produced as part of a three-part Q-A-
‘AN’ structure, can produce the environment in which feelings-talk is elicited by the
counsellor via a stepwise technique that culminates in the formulation of therapeu-
tically-relevant matters. In the course of the extract C works to mark out a whole
series of newsworthy utterances in a performance of ‘discovery’ which is ultimately
formulated in terms of feelings and consequences on the child’s part.



Chapter 5. Active listening and the formulation of concerns

93

For example, the A:l’ in line 9 comes in response to J's answer to the initial
question about whether her playing on the computer would lead to the two par-
ents arguing with each other (lines 1-5). The answer presents a slightly different
‘take’ on the situation, in which ] would argue with each parent individually, and
they in turn would ‘tell each other off but they wouldn’t argue’ (lines 6-8). C’s
turn-initial newsmarker orients to this as potentially informative, and he appears
next to be initiating a follow-up question on the topic, Is that, different . . ! (line
9). Although this utterance is not ultimately completed, the key point is neverthe-
less that the newsmarker serves to flag up something potentially informative in the
child’s prior talk.

C’s turn is abandoned as ] overlaps the question (line 10) with a follow-up com-
ment of her own, revealing that her mother would ‘smack [J] an’ send [her] up
t'bed’. This remark leads to a sequence of exchanges in which the counsellor pro-
duces a slightly playful act of ‘puzzlement’ over this reported situation. In a series
of turns between lines 12-28, C seeks to foreground an interpretation of the cir-
cumstances which led to the smack as ‘a bit odd’ (line 28). Here, the newsmarkers
in lines 20 and 25 come to play a role in accentuating that very oddness. The first
of these occurs in a Q-A-AlY’ structure in which the question, ‘Shed smack you?’ is
responded to with “Yeah’ (lines 16, 18). The ‘A:l’ is designed to mark this answer
as puzzling, as indicated by the latched, disjunctive follow-up statement, ‘But she’s
cross with dad.” In line 25, following a turn which once again foregrounds that it is
nevertheless ] who ‘get(s) the smack’ (line 22, responded to affirmatively in line 23),
the ‘A:h’ marks out C’s ‘puzzlement’ even more explicitly, followed as it is with the
utterance T'm gunna scratch my head there.’

This segment revolves around another key child counselling trope, in which chil-
dren are depicted as suffering the consequences of parents’ frustrations with each
other, as they ‘take it out on’ the child. In a particularly striking utterance, ] herself
verbalises this trope as she reacts to the counsellor’s ‘puzzled’ act: ‘it’s tru:e my mum
can’t smack my dad so she puts the anger on me’ (lines 29-30).” Noticeably, rather
than responding to this statement by, say, agreeing that that is indeed what seems
to be going on here, the counsellor produces a newsmarker: ‘A::h.” (line 31). As in
the preceding instances (albeit, this time, after a pause (line 32)) the newsmarker is

5. Whether C’s ‘acting puzzled’ here represents a strategy for getting the child to see what might
be wrong in the circumstances being described is an interesting possibility, but one whose in-
vestigation would take us outside the scope of the present chapter. However, if this sequence can
indeed be seen as an instance of a more widely adopted strategy, or technique, then it is particu-
larly successful in this case as it results in the child herself verbalising the ‘counselling-relevant’
interpretation of events. In any case, J’s utterance in lines 29-30 is a fine example of just how so-
cially competent children can be seen to be in this kind of institutional setting (recall the discus-
sion in Chapter 1).
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followed up by an utterance which seeks to develop the newsworthy aspect that it
indexes in the prior turn. The child’s responses are then formulated by the counsel-
lor in a way which foregrounds the therapeutically relevant elements of the preced-
ing exchange.

Inline 33 C asks, ‘D’you think shed prefer to smack dad’, a question which gener-
ates a series of responses in which the child first provides a straightforward answer
(No?, line 35); then expands on this by proposing that C’s suggestion would mean
that her mother and father would begin fighting each other (lines 37-8). Ultimately
she indicates that, as a result, J stoically ‘take(s) the smack” which, though her
mother can ‘smack really hard’, ‘doesn’t hu:rt’ (lines 42-4). It is following these
expansions, or accounts for her initial answer, that C produces a ‘so’-prefaced for-
mulation: ‘so ’f she smacks you::, (.) sometimes it might feel better cuz it means that
mum and dad don’t have a row.”

This formulation exhibits a number of key properties that link it to the particular
contingencies of the child counselling session. First, it refers the issue under dis-
cussion back to the child by reference to her feelings. That is, the issue of the differ-
ent ways her parents might react to her ‘playing on the computer’ is described in
terms of the child feeling better’ if she is smacked by the mother. Second, relatedly,
it refers this issue to its consequences for the child in terms of child-parent rela-
tionships. That is, taking the smack might ‘feel better’ because it leads to the posi-
tive consequence of avoiding a row between mother and father. Third, it picks up
on another trope often found in storybooks and other literature, and related to the
‘conflicting messages’ trope mentioned earlier, in which children are depicted as
feeling responsible for their parents’ falling out, leading to situations in which they
try to intervene to smooth things over, despite the fact that, in this case, it may lead
to them ‘taking the smack’.

In summary, then, the presence of newsmarkers may perform interactional
work which is closely linked to the institutional requirements of child counselling;
namely, the elicitation of feelings-talk in an environment where the child rarely
volunteers to topicalise such talk yet where counsellors orient to a professional
requirement not to act in a way that might be construed as ‘leading’ the child.

Formulations and the resistance to counselling talk

One thing that emerges from the discussion in the previous sections is that, to a
significant extent, the process of formulating therapeutically-relevant matters is
dependent on the child’s willingness to go along with the counsellor’s formula-
tion. However, research in other settings involving children has indicated that such
willingness is not to be taken for granted. For example, in Marlaire and Maynard’s



Chapter 5. Active listening and the formulation of concerns

95

(1990) study of standardised educational testing, they found that children fre-
quently react with resistance towards repetitions of their prior talk when produced
by adult professionals. Along similar lines, Aronsson and Cederborg (1996) found
that children in family therapy settings recurrently reject or resist parents” or pro-
fessionals’ formulations of their ‘problems’.®

In the present data there are no examples of children overtly rejecting or disagree-
ing with counsellor formulations of their prior talk. There are, however, examples
in which children appear resistant on a broader level to counsellors’ attempts to
topicalise possible concerns about family relationships. In one particular case (dis-
cussed at greater length in Chapter 6), the child (‘Peter’, 6) systematically resisted
any of the counsellor’s attempts to topicalise concerns. His principal device in this
was to respond to the majority of what the counsellor said, asked, or invited him
to do with the words ‘Don’t know’. Observing the data reveals that, in some cases
(though by no means all), the talk that occasions resistance involves the counsellor
attempting to produce a formulation. Following are some examples.

As we join extract (6), C is attempting to explore P’s feelings in relation to
another ‘conflicting messages’-type issue. This time, P and his younger brother (the
‘Graham’ referred to in line 23) had been given differing reasons why their father
had changed his mind about taking them on a trip to Paris and instead was going
there with his new girlfriend:

(6) C23/99.3B:B

1 C: That’s gonna be sad isn’ it when your dad’s there an’
2 you’re not there with him.
3 (1.5)
4 P: °Thass Josephine.°
5 C: Isthat yuh dad’(s girl]friend.
6 P: ([ ]l
7 P: (Look.)
8 ()
9 C: Isity dad’s girlfriend.
10 P: Yeh.
11 (0.9)
12 C: Soisyuh dad still goin’ there wi'Josephine.
13 (1.8)
14 P: Yeah,=

6. Family therapy is different from child counselling in that the therapist or counsellor sees the
parents and children together, in contrast to child counselling where children are seen on their
own while parents wait elsewhere. For a discussion of family therapy see, for example, Boscolo
et al. (1986).
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15 C: =Yeah.

16 (7.5)
Q—17 C: Are they takin’ any other kids.
18 (7.9) ((During pause P shakes his head: see line 21))
A— 19 P: °°Don’t know.*°
20 (2.6)
21 = C: Youalready said no, e-too late yih shook y’ head.
22 (1.0)
F— 23 C: .hh So they’re gunna be in Paris without you an’
24 Peter-Graham,

25 P: Don'tknow,
26 — C: .hhAn’youre gunna be stuckin TLondon.
27 P: Don’tknow,

C, it appears, is trying to draw out P’s feelings or concerns about having been let
down by his father. In lines 1-2 he produces an utterance which offers a feelings-
relevant interpretation of the situation: that it will be ‘sad . . . when your dad’s there
an’ you're not there with him’. The child does not verbally respond to this turn; rather,
carrying on with the drawing he is making, he adds a picture of the father’s girl-
friend and points it out to the counsellor (“Thass Josephin¢’, line 4). C subsequently
uses this mention of Josephine to pursue the topic of the rearranged Parisian trip.
He asks whether Josephine is accompanying P’s father (line 12); then, following
P’s confirmation (line 14), asks whether they are ‘takin’ any other kids’ (line 17).
Notably, at the same time as the the child says ‘Don’t know’ (linel9) in response
to this, he has also produced a non-verbal response, a lateral head-shake, to which
the counsellor orients in line 21: “You already said no:, e-too late yih shook y’ head’.
This utterance should be understood in the context of a series of attempts by the
counsellor to persuade the child to desist in his repetitious avoidance strategy of
saying ‘Don’t know’ (described in Chapter 6). One of those attempts has involved a
game the object of which is to ‘try and get the other person not to say “Don’t know”;
for instance by asking questions with ‘obvious’ answers such as ‘Would you like a
million pounds?’ The fact that the counsellor here proposes that the child has been
‘caught’ shaking his head ‘no’ at the same time as saying ‘Don’t know’ has echoes of
that earlier activity.

Therefore, C’s turn in line 21 places ‘on the record’ a non-equivocal answer to his
question inline 17, in place of the equivocal response that P has verbalised in line 19.
The fact that the child has thereby confirmed (if only, as it were, by proxy) that the
father and girlfriend are visiting Paris alone provides the context in which C can
produce a formulation which may be designed to bring into view possible con-
cerns about having been ‘left behind’. Note that having heard C embark upon his
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formulation (‘So they’re gunna be in Paris without you an’ Peter-Graham,’ (C first
getting the name of P’s brother wrong and repairing his reference to ‘Graham’)), P
reinstitutes the strategy he has been using to resist the counsellor’s topics through-
out the session so far: that is, the repetition of ‘Don’t know’. In line 26, nevertheless,
C presses on with the attempt to elicit feelings-talk, indexing the matter back to the
child’s feelings through a reference to him being ‘stuck in London’.

Extract (7) provides another example, from the same session, of a formulation
which occasions resistance from P. This time, the utterance ‘Don’t know’ seems
more overtly resistant in the sense that the child shouts the words with an almost
palpable anger (line 9):

(7) C23/99.3B:B

Q— 1 C: Dijuthink it should stay the sa:me, .h or dju think it
2 should be diff rent tuh how it is now.
3 (1.0)
A— 4 P: °Dift’rent.°
5 C: Diff’rent.
6 (1.8)
F— 7 C: Soyouknow it needs to be diff rent,
8 ()
9 — P: DON'TKNOW!
10 ()
11 = C: Nono-n-listen you know it needs t’ be diff rent,
12 P: Don’tkno[w,
13- C [But dju know how it should be.

C’s question in lines 1-2 seeks the child’s view on the current situation, in which
his parents live apart and are not on friendly terms, asking whether this situation
(the ‘it’ referred to) should perhaps be different. The question adopts a form com-
mon in the data, whereby counsellors tend to phrase questions in terms of disjunc-
tive alternatives (as in Ts that good or not so good?’, ‘Do you like that or do you not
like that?’ or, here, ‘Should it stay the same or should it be different?’).” One inter-
actional function of disjunctive questions is to encourage the respondent to make
an active choice between the proffered alternatives. Clearly, like any question, they
can also be responded to with the non-committal ‘Don’t know’. Note here, however,
that P does respond by choosing one of the alternatives (line 4). As in the previous

7. Examples of this question form can be found in some of the extracts previously discussed: for
instance, in extract (1), lines 14-15 (‘So::;, (1.8) What bits o that do y’ like an’ what bits o’ that
don’ty’ like’); and in extract (2), lines 28-9 (‘Is ‘e gunna learn to shout d’y’ think like other teach-
ers. (.) Or d’you think he'll always not shout’).
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extract, this answer provides C with resources for further talk on the topic which
‘Don’t know” would systematically withhold, and he uses that opportunity to for-
mulate the child’s talk: ‘So you know it needs t’ be diff rent’ (line 7). One thing to
notice here is the way in which the formulation shifts from what the child ‘thinks’
(‘dju think it should be diff’rent’, lines 1-2) to what he ‘knows” (‘So you know it
needs t be diff rent’, line 7). The formulation thus seeks to foreground knowledge
of some need for change, which then provides C with the framework for his fol-
low-up question, ‘But dju know how it should be’ (line 13). However, once again,
it appears that on hearing C beginning a formulation, P judges that he may have
‘given away too much’ in admitting that things should be ‘different’. As in extract (5),
his interjected ‘DON’T KNOW! attempts (this time somewhat more forcefully) to
reinstate his adopted stance of non-committal resistance.®

I remarked at the start of this section that child resistance to, or disagreement
with, counsellor formulations is rare in the current data corpus. There are in fact no
examples of outright rejection of formulations by the children in my data. Indeed,
even in the examples cited above, it is not unequivocally clear whether the child in
question is exhibiting resistance to the counsellor’s formulations or resistance on
a broader level to the overall counselling agenda of discussing problematic family
relations. What these examples do illustrate, however, is the way that counsellors
may seek to pursue the formulation of therapeutically-relevant matters even when
the child exhibits resistance to moving the talk in such a direction. This suggests
both the strength of child counsellors’” orientation to the need for such matters to
be identified and translated from the intra- to the interpersonal sphere; and, more
importantly, an orientation to the functionality of formulations in the accomplish-

ment of this work.

Conclusion

This chapter has addressed certain elements of the practice of ‘active listening’, as
found in the child counselling data. Within counselling psychology, the term is
usually taken to refer to the ways in which counsellors seek to show responsivity
to what the client is saying. I have shown how the conversational practice of ‘for-
mulation’ is utilised to achieve some of the complex interactional work involved in
active listening. Specifically, I discussed how this practice is bound up in the con-
struction of the child as an ‘object of therapy’—that is, as someone for whom cer-

8. The fact that the counsellor orients to the child’s turn here as an interjection can be seen in the
way that he repeats the formulation in line 11, that is, following the child’s DON’T KNOW! and
prior to the counsellor’s own production, in line 13, of the follow-up question.
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tain counselling-relevant problems or issues apply, even where those may not have
been apparent from the content of the child’s talk itself.

Fomulations have been shown to be a key resource by means of which children’s
concerns or feelings about events in their family life are rendered into publicly
available topics of talk. Children mostly enter the arena of child counselling at the
volition of their parents, and this may account for the fact that the data reveal vary-
ing levels of reluctance to actively topicalise family concerns, a reluctance that goes
across the 4-12-year age range. Nevertheless, the principles of active listening seem
to encourage child counsellors to orient to children’s talk as if it contains indexes
of concerns that remain unspoken. Formulation, as a technique which generally
involves the speaker foregrounding the gist or upshot of a co-participant’s talk, is
a means by which counsellors can ‘reveal’ such unspoken concerns; and crucially,
this can be done regardless of whether or not the child ‘actually’ had such concerns
lurking in his or her head prior to the formulation.

The analysis has shown how formulations perform ‘translations’” of a child’s talk
into therapeutic objects: in other words, recasting it in terms that may be amenable
to a counselling intervention. The characteristic properties of such formulations
are: (1) that they refer issues back to the child, especially in terms of their subject-
ive experience; (2) that they refer issues to feelings the child has or concerns that
they may harbour; and (3) that they refer issues to their consequences in terms of
child-parent relationships. These three key properties are what makes the formula-
tions analysed in this chapter particularly ‘counselling-relevant’. They are centrally
involved in what I have called the elicitation of feelings-talk: the bringing of (pos-
sibly unarticulated) intrapersonal phenomena into the interpersonal sphere.






CHAPTER 6

‘Tdon’t know’

The interactional dynamics of resistance and response

Child counselling is akin to other forms of counselling and psychotherapy in that it
is underpinned by an institutionalised incitement to speak (Silverman 1996)." But
as has been hinted at in various places so far in this book, that institutional impera-
tive is not straightforward and does not always function smoothly. For example, in
the organisations studied by Silverman (1996) and by Perikylé (1995), counselling
(for adults) was provided as part of an overall package associated with the provision
of an HIV test, rather than specifically being requested or sought out by the client.
As a consequence, counsellors were seen to develop a range of strategies for bring-
ing counselling into play in the face of resistance from the client. Related issues were
addressed by Heritage and Sefi (1992) in their study of ‘health visitors’, qualified
nurses who monitor the progress of mothers—particularly first-time mothers—in
the weeks following the birth of their child by visiting them at home. In visits car-
ried out at the volition of the health visitor rather than at the request of the mother, a
context emerges in which unsolicited advice or counselling on matters of child care
is vulnerable to being interpreted as criticism by mothers, and sometimes resisted.
In child counselling, the sessions involve young children who may not fully
understand or accept the role of the counsellor, and who have often been intro-
duced to the service at the behest of their parent(s) rather than their own volition.
Partly as a result of this, there is always a danger of their active resistance to the pro-
duction of talk about therapeutic matters. This danger is recognised by counselling
practitioners. Geldard and Geldard (1997:71) remark that children ‘tend to avoid
emotional pain’, and that when issues that are associated with emotional trauma
get brought into their awareness, for instance through discussion in counselling,
children may ‘deflect’ those issues. ‘This deflection may involve the child becoming
silent and withdrawn, or may involve the child distracting away from the painful
issues by becoming loud and boisterous’ (Geldard and Geldard 1997:71). However,
as already remarked at various points in previous chapters, Geldard and Geldard
do not provide any empirical examples of children engaging in this deflection.
Similarly, their reccommendations as to how counsellors should deal with resistance

1. An earlier version of this chapter originally appeared as ‘Resisting the incitement to talk in
child counselling: Aspects of the utterance “I don’t know™, Discourse Studies, 4: 147-68 (2002).
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are vague—such as ‘giving the child feedback’ about the resistance or ‘validating
the child’s fear’ (1997: 72)—and are equally unsupported by empirical analysis.

In the present chapter, I discuss empirical examples of child resistance and
counsellor response found in my data. I focus on a particularly acute case involv-
ing a six year old male child in counselling with a male counsellor. The resistance
in this case takes neither the silent, withdrawn form nor the loud and boisterous
form suggested by Geldard and Geldard (1997). Instead it involves systematic, and
often strategic, non-cooperation on the child’s part. From early on in the session,
the child, anonymised in transcripts as ‘Peter’, develops a way of avoiding talk-
ing about the counsellor’s topics by saying, and thenceforth repeating, the words
‘Don’t know’. In all, thoughout the main body of this session, the counsellor asks a
total of 92 questions” and Peter says ‘Don’t know’ 57 times (note, however, that not
all ‘Don’t know’s stand as answers to questions, and not all questions actually get
answers). Perhaps a more telling raw statistic is that out of a total of 132 turns taken
by Peter during the main counselling dialogue, some 43.5% (57 turns) comprise
purely and simply of the words ‘Don’t know’.

The analysis focuses both on the child’s resistance strategy itself, and on the
counsellor’s techniques for attempting to combat resistance and work towards a
therapeutically relevant outcome to the session in question. It has been noted that
child resistance to the agendas of adult professionals in settings such as clinics
(Silverman 1983, 1987) or school parent-teacher interviews (Silverman, Baker and
Keogh 1998) can be treated not as a deficiency on the part of the child but as a
display of interactional competence. “This is because silence [for example] allows
children to avoid implication in the . . . adult moral universe and thus . . . enables
them to resist the way in which an institutional discourse serves to frame and con-
strain their social competencies’ (Silverman, Baker and Keogh 1998:220). The use
of T don’t know’ instantiates particular interactional skills in this respect, since it is
a recognisable answer to a question, yet builds into the question-answer sequence
the possibility that the same answer can be used in response to a follow up request
for specification or elaboration.” At the same time, by analysing the way that the
adult professional develops different responses to this strategy the present chapter
adds to our understanding of the practices, discursive techniques and competen-
cies of child counsellors themselves.

2. For the purposes of this rough statistical count, I identified as questions only those turns that
were syntactically formed as such. See Schegloff (1984) for a more sophisticated take on what
counts (interactionally) as a question.

3. See Sacks (1992 Vol. 1:49-56) for a discussion of how the power of question-answer sequenc-
es lies in the way that the questioner gets the right to speak in the next turn following the answer,
and in that turn he or she may produce a follow-up question, a situation which Sacks refers to

as the ‘chaining rule’.
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‘Tdon’t know’ as an interactional object

Utterances disclaiming knowledge, such as ‘Dunno), ‘T dunno’ and ‘T don’t remem-
ber’, have been addressed in a range of ways in the discourse analytic and con-
versation analytic literature (Drew 1989, 1992; Potter 1996b). The main argument
pursued in these studies is an interactionist and (broadly) constructivist one that
maintains that a speaker’s use of words such as ‘I don’t know’ should not be treated
purely cognitively, that is, as a literal indication that the speaker ‘does not know’
something. It is not necessarily, and certainly not only, a report on the mental ‘state’
of ‘lacking knowledge’. Rather, considered within the context of talk-in-interaction,
it has to be analysed for the kinds of interactional work it is doing in the sequential
places in which it is produced.

For example, Potter (1996b) offers some observations on the use of T don’t know’
produced as a tag at the end of a knowledge claim (in the extract below, a claim
about the length of skirt the speaker’s wife had been wearing during the events he
is describing). The interesting thing about this is that, having first made a claim to
knowledge of the state of affairs in question, the speaker appears immediately to
be disavowing that knowledge. However, Potter argues that we need not see this
in any strictly cognitive sense. Rather, he suggests that the use of T don’t know’ in
this kind of tag position functions interactionally as a means of ‘inoculating’ the
speaker against possibly negative inferences that may be drawn on the basis of what
he has just said.

Consider extract (1):

(1) From Potter 1996b: 131
Jimmy: Connie had ashortskirtonIdon'tknow....

The extract comes from a recording of a counselling session between a husband
and wife concerning problems in their relationship which apparently stem from
his jealousy and possessiveness. Jimmy’s observation about the length of his wife’s
skirt is made when he is recalling one specific incident in a longer narrative in
which he claims that Connie flirts with other men.

Potter (1996b: 131-2) suggests that the speaker here is in an inauspicious envir-
onment: the points he wants to raise have a sensitive character in that they could be
the basis for negative assessments about his character. That is, Jimmy is potentially
laying himself open to accusations of pathological jealousy. However, we can notice
that this observation about the length of his partner’s skirt is produced in tandem
with an expression of uncertainty: ‘T don’t know’. This might seem an entirely cas-
ual supplement, but for Potter, its use allows the speaker to establish that he has no
‘stake’ in, or commitment to, the sensitive issues that have been introduced.

In other words, Jimmy’s use of ‘T don't know’ portrays him as not really noticing
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his wife’s dress precisely at the point in the account when it becomes an issue for
him. A sceptical recipient of his account might attribute a negative motive to Jimmy
for making the ‘short skirt’ observation: that he is unwarrantably jealous and pos-
sessive, and therefore he would have a stake in monitoring the length of his wife’s
skirt. But by using T don’t know’ to characterise his uncertainty about, or indiffer-
ence to, his wife’s clothes, he is able to inoculate himself against the charge that the
grounds for his grievances are not derived from his partner’s actual behaviour, but
are more a reflection of his own psychological problems.

The point is that it is not necessary to consider whether Jimmy is making any
actual disavowal of the knowledge that he has just previously avowed. Produced
in this kind of sequential position and in this particular interactional environment,
the utterance T don’t know’ does the interactional work which Potter (1996b) char-
acterises as ‘stake inoculation’ regardless of whether Jimmy really does or does not
know (or remember) whether his wife’s skirt was short or not.

On the face of it, this tag-positioned use of ‘T don’t know’ is very different from
the same utterance’s use in a stand-alone turn, such as in response to a question or
an invitation. For one thing, in the latter environment, T don’t know’ can comprise
the whole of a turn, rather than being tagged onto a prior phrase. For another, the
turn in which it is produced is hearable as a response to the interlocutor’s previous
turn, with the result that its cognitive aspect is open to being treated as an answer to
the previous turn’s substantive action (the question or invitation). However, Drew
(1992) showed how ‘T don’t know’ or T don’t remember’, used in response to an
attorney’s questions by a witness in court, can have interactional functions that
are markedly similar to those claimed by Potter (1996b) for the tag-positioned
version.

In analysing the testimony of the female victim of an alleged rape, Drew (1992)
notes that the witness frequently uses ‘T don't know’ or T don’t remember’ in
response to the cross examining attorney’s questions about details of the night on
which the alleged rape took place. For instance, the attorney asks about ‘whether or
not the tavern was open, whether there were any cars parked in the area, how many
telephone calls the defendant made to her, how far he was across the street, whether
his car had a spoiler, and so forth’ (Drew 1992: 483-4):

(2) From Drew 1992:482
1 Attorney: About how far awa:y was the defendant from you

2 when you had this conversation?
3 (0.5)

4 Attorney: In([feet(.)if you can estimate it

5  Witness: [(1d-)

6— Witness: Idon't kno:w how many feet
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(3) From Drew 1992:482-3
1 Attorney: How many phone ca:lls would you say that you

2 (.) had received from the defendant. betwee:n
3 (0.6) February and June twenny ninth:,

4 (1.1)

5— Witness: Ah don’ know.

6 0.7)

7  Witness: Ahdidn’tanswer all of them.

8 (0.8)

9  Attorney: ‘Scuseme?
10— Witness:  Ahdon’t remember,=I didn’t answer all of them.

Drew (1992:480-6) argues that, regardless of whether the witness actually does or
does not remember these small details, stating that she does not know or remem-
ber accomplishes specific interactional work. That is, her responses portray these
details as unmemorable at the time, as unnoticed, not the sort of thing that she, or
perhaps anyone, would feel were worthy of any particular attention. The upshot
of this, in the context of the attorney’s questions about the alleged rape, is that the
witness can exhibit her innocence of the intentions of the alleged rapist, thereby
situating herself in the position of a victim who had no reasonable grounds for sus-
pecting that, when she climbed into the man’s car to accept a lift, she was about to
be sexually assaulted.

In one sense, then, there is a similarity between Drew’s (1992) account and
Potter’s (1996b) idea of stake inoculation: the witness in extracts (2) and (3) is
inoculating herself against the potential accusation that she should have suspected
something was wrong and that, in not doing so, she was possibly complicit in the
alleged rape. As well as advancing this account, Drew considers other non-cogni-
tive, interactional uses of the utterance T don’t know’: for instance, as a strategic
device used in order to frustrate a particular line of questioning. Significantly, how-
ever, Drew departs from Potter’s strict anti-cognitivism by acknowledging that, in
some respects, we should continue to bear in mind the specifically cognitive claims
embodied in utterances like ‘T don’t know’ or ‘I don’t remember’.

In the present chapter, I will draw on both these kinds of account. I agree that
we cannot treat T don’t know’ straightforwardly as a cognitive claim, and in line
with a more interactionist position I will analyse the means by which ‘Peter’ in my
data uses the utterance as a way of strategically avoiding answering certain ques-
tions and talking about certain topics. Nonetheless, I also agree with Drew (1992)
that we should not deny the fact that T don’t know’ can act as—and be oriented to
as—a claim to an actual cognitive state. But I argue that that cognitive claim itself
needs to be seen as produced and sustained within the flow of talk-in-interaction.
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In order to show this I focus on the ways in which the counsellor himself orients to
Peter’s use of ‘T don't know’: first by seeking to treat it (non-cognitively) as a game;
then by developing a (cognitive) understanding of it as, in itself, a distinctive thera-
peutic matter.

The child’s strategy: ‘Don’t know’ as a way of avoiding answering

The following two extracts give a first sense of how ‘Don’t know’ is brought into
play in specific sequential environments. In both cases, the child is interacting rea-
sonably happily with the counsellor, until it becomes clear that the counsellor is
asking particular types of questions: ones that pursue the topic of the falling-out of
the child’s parents. At that point Peter uses ‘Don’t know’ in overlapping position as
an apparent attempt to shut down that line of questioning. It is worth noting that,
of the 57 occurrences of ‘Don’t know’ in the session, only four are produced in
overlap. Of these, only the two examples discussed below overlap the counsellor’s
turn by more than two syllables. And in each of these two cases, the ‘Don’t know’
is enunciated brusquely. All this seems to give added weight to the claim that the
child is using ‘Don’t know’ to close down a line of questioning.

Consider the arrowed turn in extract (4). The extract begins in the course of a
discussion about a drawing the child is producing:

(4) C:23/99.3b:B

1  P: That'’syourbottom.
2 C: MY bott[o:m,
3 P [mhuh hah hih hih! .hh! hh! hih=hih!=
4  C: =Ismybottom [that bi:g?
5 P [.hh! hah .hh! eehih! hrrk!=
6 C: =Nyol[:!
7 P [hihih ha hihih! .h!=.hhhh!
8 C: WhatamIdoing.=
9  P: =h!=hhhh!
10 (0.8)
11 P: (Cappring.) (.) I['ve (only) drawn your poo.
12 C [Uh?
13 ()
14  C: W-(.) Maybe it sometimes feels like I am a bit pooey. Maybe
15 coming here, (.) .h feels like it’s pooey an’ messy an’
16 horrid.
17 (2.6)
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18 C: Yeah.

19 (2.8)

20 C: Cuzlmakeyou ta:lkan think about things that feel pooey
21 don’t L.

22 (1.2)

23 P: POOoo:!=
24  C: =I'makeyoutalkabout, (.) mum an’ dad not livin’ together.

25 (0.8)

26  C: Mum [an’ dad fighting.

27— P [Don’t know,

28 )

29  P: Don'tknow,

30 )

31  C: ‘Nthat’s sometimes >pooey.<=What uh- what’s happening
32 here with my hands.

This extract comes from towards the end of the session. P has been drawing a
picture for some time, and suddenly announces that what he has just added is a
depiction of C’s ‘bottom’. As C responds with mock indignation, P laughs exten-
sively (lines 3—11). However, from line 14 onwards C begins to construct an inter-
pretation of P’s drawing which focuses on the relevance of the counselling setting.
And when, in lines 24 and 26, he raises the issue of the child’s supposedly prob-
lematic family life (‘mum an’ dad not livin’ together . . . Mu:m an’ dad fighting’),
P attempts to interrupt (line 27) with a strategy that he has, by this stage, been using
repeatedly throughout the session, the slightly clipped enunciation of ‘Don’t know’.
Some evidence of C’s orientation to this as a ‘closing down’ move on P’s part may
be provided in lines 31-2, where he rather swiftly terminates of the topic of how
‘pooey’ counselling can be and ‘rushes through’ (indicated by the equals sign at the
transition relevance place after ‘pooey’) into a new topic, referring again to the
drawing in front of them (‘what’s happening here with my hands’).

Extract (5) shows a similar use of ‘Don’t know’ in overlapping position as a way
of orienting to the undesirability of C’s line of questioning:

(5) C:23/99.3b:B
C: Djuthink mum and dad er ever gonna get on again.=dju think
they’re ever gonna- .hh say things that’re nice to each
other,
(0.9)
C: Never?
()

P: Yeah never-

NG W N
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8  C: Never ever ever?

9  P: Nevereverever EVer.=
10 C: =Canyouremember when they, (.) u:sed to say nice things to
11 each other,
12 ()
13 P: Mmm, (0.3) afew million years ago,
14 C: Yeath,
15 (1.8)

16 C: Canyoustill remember a few million years ago,
17 P: Mmmm,

18 )

19  C: Notreally,

20  P: No,

21 (2.1)

22 C: Haveyou ever seen them say nice things to ea[ch other,
23— P [Don’t know,
24 (2.0

25— C: A:h,’'m not gonna win this game again am L.

Here, P seems to cooperate for a short time with C’s topic of whether ‘mum and dad
er ever gonna . .. say things that’re nice to each other’. Although P’s turns in lines 7,
9 and 13 exhibit features of escalation and exaggeration that have been noted in the
combative talk of children of this age (Lein and Brenneis 1978), there is a degree of
cooperation as the counsellor asks about P’s own opinions and memories about his
mother and father. However, the question in line 22 refers specifically to behaviour
that P can recall actually seeing, and therefore is more concrete. This is responded
to with an overlapping (and audibly brusque) ‘Don’t know’. In this case, C himself
more clearly orients to this as an attempt at closing down the topic when, in line 25,
rather than pursuing his own topic, he acknowledges that the child is engaging in
the ‘game’ of avoiding answering.

The strategic, non-cognitive use of ‘Don’t know’ seems particularly clear in these
extracts: given that both are taken from the latter stages of the session, the overlap-
ping placement is indicative of the reinstigation of a technique which has previous-
ly got P out of talking about problematic issues (see below); while at the same time,
C himself evidently orients to the fact that the child is using this move strategically.
In both cases, C responds to the production of ‘Don’t know’ by withdrawing from
the pursuit of his therapeutically relevant topic (by changing topic in extract 4 and
by referring to the ‘game’ in extract 5). However, this kind of backing down is not
the only way in which C reacts to P’s avoidance strategy throughout this session.
In order to analyse the development of his response, we need to track back to the
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beginning of the session and observe the way in which the resistance strategy itself

emerges.

Extract (6) is taken from very near the beginning of the session, and opens as the
counsellor raises some topics they had discussed with the child’s mother just prior

to the session:

(6) C:23/99.3b:B

1 C
2
3 P
4 C:
5
6
7 P
8
9
10 C
11 P
12 C
13
14 P:
15 C:
16 P:
17 C:
18 P:
19
20 C
21
22 P
23 C
24
25
26 C
27 P
28
29 C
30
31
32 P
33 C

Okay.=Wait a minute, I want to tell you some things first.
(0.5) Before you start drawing. (0.5) Okay?
Yeh.=
=SoIwanty’ to do that..hh A::nd d’you remember the
other thing mum, (1.2) talked about?
(0.6)
(A::t’s) um, daddy says we not goin tuh, (1.1) mum says-
Mum s- Daddy says dut mummy says. .hhh dut we can’t go
an’ dad-[dy-] an’ mummy says .h dut we- .h dut daddy says=
[Yeh]
=we can’t go.
So:,.h (1.0) Dad, (.) booked a holiday, (1.0) fuh you
an:d,
mhhh
Graha[m,
[Graham=no Grayaa.
Graya?
Yeh.
(0.8)
It's Graha:m! ((smile voice))
)
No Gray°aa®. ((‘pleading’ voice))
Alright Graya. .h So daddy booked a holiday for you and
Graya to go to where.
(1.0)
Disneyland,=
=Tuh Disneyland.
)
A::ind, (1.5) And then he told you that you can’t go
cuz mummy says you can’t go,
(0.8)
Yeh.
An’you then said tm- asked mummy, (1.0) an’ she said
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34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73

®

QO

o

o

TOFO

OFOTOF

no that’s not tru:e, daddy said-ju can’t- daddy, got
it wrong.
(2.1)
Is that right=is that what happened.
Yeh.
So what-what- what d’you think happened=who- who said
you couldn’t go.
(0.7)
Both of them.
Bo:th of them,
(2.5)
Are you surprised they said you couldn’t go.
Yeah,
You are.
Mm.
(1.0)
Why d’you think they said you couldn’t go.
Mmm don’t know,
(1.2)
Mm wanna start dra:win’.
Does- do::, (0.2) the fights that mum and dad have, stop
you doing other things.
Yea-a[h.
[What kind’ve things d’they stop you doing.
(2.4)
Mm-ooh I don’t know.
Mm.
(3.8)
Why d’you think, (1.8) mum an’ dad said what they said.
(0.4)
Don’t know,
(4.1)
Cuz it sounds like they were a bit cross.
(0.6)
Don’t know,
Who d’you think they’re cross with.=
=Don’t kno[w,
[.h O:hIthink you do:[:, I think you're playing]=
[huh huh, .hhh hih hih]
=[games with me.
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74 P: [.hhh hih=hih

75 (1.6)

76 C: Havelgottotryan-.hwill yousaydon’'t knowall
77 evening.

78 ()

79 P: Don'tknow.

80 C: Hmm.

The start of this extract provides some context for the session. In lines 4-5,
C introduces a topic that ‘mum talked about’ in their brief chat before the counsel-
ling session and invites P to recollect it. P does so in his next turn (lines 7-11), where
he presents a somewhat muddled account of the conflicting versions of events pro-
vided by his parents concerning a suggested trip to Disneyland. The account is then
clarified by C in his subsequent turns. This is significant because, as the extract pro-
ceeds, it becomes clear that C has picked up on this as a potentially difficult family-
related issue for the child. Indeed, it is a scenario that is frequently represented in
books and leaflets aimed at children in separation and divorce, with parents provid-
ing mutually conflicting stories and reasons for their actions, thus serving to confuse
and distress the child. As such, this little scenario about a proposed, then cancelled,
trip to Disneyland can serve the counsellor as a gateway into counselling talk.

However, what also becomes evident is that the further C seeks to pursue the
topic of the trip and possible reasons for its cancellation, the more P resists. C
puts a series of questions about the Disneyland trip to P following the descrip-
tion of the scenario. Notice that the first few questions, in lines 37, 39, and 45, all
receive answers—albeit minimal ones—from P. The first question seeks confirm-
ation of the accuracy of C’s account of events, and is answered affirmatively. In line
39 C begins to direct the talk towards the potentially problematic issue at stake:
the conflicting accounts offered by P’s parents. Of the two questions produced in
this turn (‘what d’you think happened’ and ‘who said you couldn’t go’), P elects to
answer the second one, and to do so, again, minimally and literally: ‘Both of theny
said he couldn’t go.

C then begins to press for the child’s reaction to this circumstance. ‘Are you sur-
prised they said you couldn’t go’ in line 45 gets another minimal response: ‘Yeah.
The next question is a ‘why’ question and as such does not easily lend itself to the
same kind of minimal confirmation or disconfirmation (“Why d’you think they
said you couldn’t go’). Nevertheless, such ‘why’ questions do have available min-
imal responses, and P here uses perhaps the most straightforward one, a know-
ledge disclaimer: ‘Mmm, don’t know’.

P’s attempt, following this, to move on and start the activity of making a draw-
ing (line 53) is declined by C, who instead pursues his line of questioning. He asks
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about ‘mum and dad’s fights’ (lines 54 and 57); he then reiterates his earlier ques-
tion ‘Why d’you think [they] said what they said’ (line 62); he offers his own inter-
pretation of why they said it by suggesting that mum and dad were ‘a bit cross’
(line 66). He then again asks P once more to speculate on his parents’ motives with
‘Who d’you think they’re cross with’ (line 69). This line of questioning seems to be
grounded in a standard trope used in child counselling texts, where parents are
often depicted from the child’s point of view as being ‘cross’ with each other, leav-
ing the child stuck in the middle. The counsellor’s aim seems to be to get the child
to think about where responsibility for his confusion about the Disneyland trip
might lie, and presumably (again in line with a standard child counselling proced-
ure) to see that it lies with his parents and not with him.

We can see that the child responds to this series of turns with a series of ‘Don’t
know’ turns. The strategic character of this repetitious use of ‘Don’t know’ for
resisting the counsellor’s line of questioning becomes particularly clear in lines 68—
70. Three points are worth noting. First, in line 68, C produces ‘Don’t know’ for the
first time in a sequential context following a turn that is not grammatically a ques-
tion (‘Cuz it sounds like they were a bit cross’, line 66). Second, C follows up this
‘Don’t know’ for the first time without leaving a gap (see previous instances in lines
52, 61 and 65), thereby increasing the tempo of his questioning. And third, the sud-
denly increased tempo is sustained by P, who produces a further ‘Don’t know’ in a
latched position in line 70. The impression here is that both of them increasingly
recognise that whatever the counsellor asks, the child will now respond to it with
‘Don’t know’.

It is at this point that we see the counsellor’s first attempt at dealing with the
interactional dilemma that is beginning to be posed for him. He treats the child’s
resistance to his line of questioning as a game. Note, in his utterance at line 71, the
playful enunciation, as well as the stated claim that C takes it that the child does
know the answers and is actively choosing not to give them. Note also the way in
which P himself collaborates in the game interpretation, in his laughter in lines 72
and 74. Following this (in data not shown) the two of them engage for some min-
utes in a question-and-answer game, the aim of which is to ‘try and get the other
one not to say “Don’t know””.*

We get a strong sense, then, of one kind of strategic, non-cognitive use of ‘Don’t
know’ in the child counselling setting—as a means of attempting to close down
an undesired line of counsellor questioning by the child. We have seen how the
child brings the ‘Don’t know’ strategy into play in specific sequential environments.
These environments involve the counsellor aiming to develop collaborative talk on

4. The game involves asking questions with answers that are ‘obviously’ not ‘Don’t know’, such
as ‘Would you like a million pounds?’.



Chapter 6. Resistance and response

113

topics associated with possible therapeutic matters. The use of ‘Don’t know’ emerg-
esvery early on in the session as a means of exhibiting resistance to the requirement
to talk on those matters. And the counsellor himself orients to the non-cognitive,
strategic use of ‘Don’t know’ as something other than a reflection of the child’s lack
of knowledge on the issues in question.

The counsellor’s response: ‘Don’t know’ and the modulation between playful
and serious talk

As remarked previously, it is not enough just to treat the utterance T don’t know’
in this strategic, non-cognitive sense. Although the counsellor begins by orienting
to it in this way, as the session develops there is a significant sense in which the lit-
eral, cognitive aspects of ‘knowing’ and ‘not knowing’ come to be bound up in his
varying responses to, and eventual therapeutic uses of and possible solution to, the
child’s repeated use of ‘Don’t know’.

I have noted that the initial response developed by the counsellor to the child’s
resistance technique is to adopt a playful stance and turn the repeated saying of
‘Don’t know’ into a game. Nevertheless, it is clear that the playful framework is a
temporary one, and the counsellor eventually seeks to direct the talk back towards
counselling-relevant topics.” At this point, it quickly becomes clear that for the
child, the strategy we saw developing in extract (6) above is an effective one that he
intends to adopt for the longer term, as the rest of the counselling session plays out
and the counsellor continues to solicit talk on the topic of current family issues.

In this dynamic, there develops what I will refer to as a modulation between
‘playful’ and ‘serious’ orientations to P’s repetition of ‘Don’t know’. It is this mod-
ulation that, we will see, eventually provides the counsellor with an alternative
response to the interactional dilemma that is confronting him. We will also see that
this ultimate response turns out to be intimately bound up with C’s eventual iden-
tification of what I described above as a therapeutic matter: the matter that enables
the construction of what, for him at least, is evidently a worthwhile therapeutic
intervention. In other words, it enables him to salvage the very therapeutic dimen-
sion of the counselling session that the child’s non-cooperation has placed under
threat.

5. Itis worth pointing out that games of various kinds can in fact be used as tools for doing coun-
selling. The counsellors in my data regularly used a specially designed board game with older
children, in which the questions that have to be answered all consist of hypothetical family scen-
arios. The aim of the ‘correct’ answers is to help the child to think positively and avoid self-blame,
among other things. See also Perikylé (1995) for a discussion of the importance of hypothetical
scenarios in the management of counselling as a specific form of interaction.
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The following three extracts all show examples of C attempting to shift P’s talk out
of the supposedly playful ‘Don’'t know’ mode. Extract (7) is taken from a point just
after the “Try to get the other not to say “Don’t know” game referred to above, and
shows C once more attempting to topicalise P’s reactions to the failed Disneyland
trip with which the session started. Extracts (8) and (9) are taken from later, once
C has finally abandoned this line and acceded to P’s desire to draw pictures.

(7) C:23/99.3b:B

.ht Shall I tuh- I want to talk a little bit about (that) cuz,
y’ know when um, you just said tme about mum an’ dad en- not
being able to go on holiday ‘r you disappointed?
)
Don’t know,
You can nod’n shake your head you don’t have to- say anything.
Don’t know,
No go on nod- sit up and nod- nod or shake your head.
An'T'll asky’ some questions.

23/99.3b:B (Child is making a picture involving numbers)

How often do you say don’t know in cla:ss.
Don’t know,
(0.8)
Point tuh the numbers.
)
Don’[t know,
[On the- ony’ la- no jus point t the number. On yer lap.
°Don’t know,°

(9) C:23/99.3b:B (Referring to the child’s drawing)

1 C:
2
3
4
5 P:
6 C:
7 P:
8— C:
9

8) C:
1 C:
2 Pp:
3
4 C:
5
6 P:
7— C
8 P:
1 C:
2
3 C:
4 P:
5 C
6 P:
7
8 C:
9
10 C:

Is that da:d. in Paris,
(2.1)

Who's this in Paris,
°Don’t know,°

: No who isit, an-=seriously who is it.

°Don’t know.°
()

Jus’ people,
(1.6)

°Mm.°

In each of the arrowed turns, C attempts to get P to abandon the game and answer
the question ‘seriously’. The fact that C orients to P’s initial ‘Don’t know’ responses
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to his question as non-serious is evident from the construction of the arrowed turns,
which all take the similar form of ‘No’ plus a repeat of the question or instruction:
‘No go on...nod or shake your head’, ‘no jus’ point t’ the number’, and ‘No . . . seri-
ously who is it’. Each time, therefore, C clearly orients to what P is doing as avoid-
ing answering. It is worth noting that in extracts (7) and (8), there is evidence
that C may be considering a possible reason for the child’s avoidance, namely that
he does not want to speak, or is afraid of doing so, in the visible presence of the
researcher’s tape recorder. Utterances such as ‘just nod or shake your head” or ‘just
point to the number’ offer the child a way of answering that is not ‘hearable’ by the
machine (recall the discussion in Chapter 3). Nevertheless, the point is that at this
stage C appears to be frustrated by the child’s resistance technique and responds by
pressing for a shift into serious talk.

However, at certain points in the child’s talk we find evidence that, for him,
answering with ‘Don’t know’ is itself a way of producing serious talk. In other
words, the child occasionally uses ‘Don’t know’ in such a way as to display that he is
not playing a game. For instance, in extract (10), P repeats ‘Don’t know” in response
to the pursuit of a question by C, on the second occasion using emphatic, and angry,
tones (arrowed):

(10) C:23/99.3b:B
1 C: So, (.) what yih gonna draw at the bottom.=something else
2 t'tell yuh mum an’ dad.
3 P: Mm:: don’'t know,

4 C: Somink else t tell Yy mum’n [dad.

55 P [Don't KNOW!
6 ()

7 C: Havea think.

In extract (11), a similarly emphatic enunciation is used at a point where it seems
that the counsellor has maneouvred the child into talking about one of the matters
he has been avoiding all session: his feelings about ‘how things should be’ between
himself and his parents:

(11) C:23/99.3b:B

C: Djuthink it should stay the sa:me, .h or dju think it
should be dift rent tuh how it is now.
(1.0)

: °Diff’rent.

C: Diff’rent.

(1.8)

C: Soyouknow it needs to be dift rent,

NG W N
2~}
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8 )
9— P: DON'TKNOW!
10 )

11  C: Nono-n-listen you know it needs t’ be diff rent,
12 P: Don’tkno[w,
13 G [But dju know how it should be.

Once C has got P to admit that he thinks things should be ‘diff’rent’ (line 4), he
pursues an upshot of that in a two-part format (line 7 and line 13), only for P to
interject with a shouted ‘DON’T KNOW?’ in line 9. Note that, in response to this,
C once more brings into play the ‘No’ plus repeat format seen in extracts (7)-(9),

while P once again interjects with a repetition of ‘Don’t know’ (lines 11-13).

These two occurrences are marked out prosodically from the other 55 ‘Don’t
know’ turns that P produces in this session. All others are produced either in a
clipped, almost mechanical style, or as a whisper, or occasionally with a sing-song
intonation. In both the above cases, there is an increase in volume and a more pro-
nounced stress pattern, with the result that P’s enunciation strongly conveys that
he is ‘not playing about, that he is serious about ‘not wanting to talk about this’.

As [ have indicated, it is in this modulation between whether P’s ‘Don’t know’s
should be taken as playful or as serious that the counsellor eventually finds a solu-
tion that enables him to treat this session as, in fact, a successful child counselling
event. This solution also turns on a second modulation, between ‘Don’t know’ as a
non-cognitive, strategic device, and ‘Don’t know’ as a cognitive state of mind.

The key moment in this comes towards the end of the session when C asks P to
write a final message for his parents at the bottom of the picture he has been draw-
ing for most of the session. This is shown in extract (12):

(12) C:23/99.3b:B

1 C: Ahw- whatyih could draw if y’ don't know right, .mhh i:s
2 (.) yih could draw a picture, .h of how you w:ant it to be

3 with mum an’ dad.

4 (4.8) ((Sounds of drawing))

5  C: Wha'’sthatsay?

6 (1.0)

7 P: Don't,(.) know.

8 ()

9— C: Ehuh huh huh haah ha n-hee it does doesn’ it.=.hhh Can you
10— draw a pictur:e, .h- (1.8) Maybe you're tellin’ me that’s
11— how, .hh (.) that's how y- you don’t know how it should be
12— between mum an’ dad.
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Having been asked to ‘draw a picture, .h of how you w:ant it to be with mum an’
dad’, P in fact writes ‘Don’t know’ (line 7). What is noticeable is how C responds to
this, initially, by treating it as playful. He laughs (line 9), then immediately embarks
on reiterating his invitation to the child to draw a picture. In the course of this very
reiteration, C’s sudden realisation of a different way of interpreting P’s actions is
exhibited in the cut-off inbreath (line 10), followed by a pause, and then the for-
mulation of a new account which now focuses on the possibility that the child, far
from avoiding answering, does not in fact know ‘how it should be between mum
an’ dad’ (lines 11-12). That is, in this momentary shift exhibited in C’s self-repair
atline 10, ‘Don’t know’ becomes treated interactionally not as a game or a strategy,
but as a state of mind.

Subsequently, the counsellor focuses his talk around the issues of ‘knowing’, ‘not
knowing’, and the question of who ‘should know’ and who ‘should not know” what
is happening in P’s life. The final two extracts show how a counselling-relevant
interpretation is developed for the repetition of ‘Don’t know’, and how the counsel-
lor thereby finds a positive therapeutic outcome from a session that, until this stage,
has seemed in danger of failing in its incitement to produce therapeutic talk.

(13) C:23/99.3b:B
1  C: Djuknow what you want mum an’ dad t' do:.=
2 P: =Don'tknow,

3 (1.5)
4— C: Ibeli:eve youIthink you don’t know. (.) Mm.
5 (1.1)
6  C: Doesanybody know,
7 (1.9)
8 C: Do mum an’ dad know,
9 (4.2)
10  P: ( )
11 (2.6)
12 C: Maybe they don’'t know. (1.1) Maybe you're right.
13 (5.4)
14  C: Djuknow what I:-cuz I thought you were playin’ a ga:me
15 sayin’ don’t know. (.) But I actually think you’re right.

16—  Maybe- (.) maybe don’t know’s the- best word to use at the
17— moment. (.) Cuz yuh don’t know.

18 (2.1)

19  P: Don'tknow,=

20— C: =Ydon'tknow why:;, (.) yuh not allowed t’ go t’ Paris,
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21 P:
22— C:
23
24— C:
25
26
27— C:
28
29— C:

Don’t know,

Y'don't know why::, (.) mum an’ da:d are fighting so much,
(1.5)

Y'don't know why::, (0.4) yer mum an’ dad’s houses are so far
apart,

(0.9)

Y'don't know why:: you're feeling so sa:d,

(3.4)

You just don’'t know.

In extract (13), C engages in offering an interpretation of P’s ‘Don’t know’s which
focuses not on avoidance, nor on game-playing, but on the fact that the child isin a
situation that is so difficult to understand that not ‘knowing’ is both entirely under-
standable, and acceptable. In a series of four identically-intoned turns at lines 20, 22,
24,and 27, he summarises the issues which P has used ‘Don’t know’ to avoid talking
about, but this time treating ‘Don’t know’ as an actual state of mind—an interpret-
ation which is emphasised in the terminal “You just don’t know” in line 29.

In the final extract, which follows on from extract (13), C moves on to use a still
more ‘cognition-based’ interpretation of ‘knowing’ and ‘not knowing’:

(14) C:23/99.3b:B

1 C:
2

3>

4

5

6 C
7

8 C
9

10

11 P
12 G
13

14 P:
15 C:
16

17 G
18

19— C:
20

An’here’s me, (.) tryin’ tuh tell you:, () that y’ should
know. (1.1) An’ why should you know. (1.6) You're six years
o:ld aren’t you. (1.8) How can you know when you're six years

old.
(9.9)

: That’s taught me a lot today,=thank you.

(3.2)

Thanks Peter I n- .hh I needed that lesson, (0.9) I needed
thatlesson (.) about,

(1.8)

: Don’tknow,=

=Don’t know’s. Yeah.

(1.0)

Don’t know,

I'm gunna think about that a lot tonight.
(2.1)

Thank you fuh teaching me that.

(7.9)

I tell you who I think should know,

(2.4)
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21  C: Who should know.

22 (1.8)
23 C: Ithink{’s your mu:m, and your dad.
24 (4.3) ((Sounds of child drawing))

25— C: They'’re thee shu- people ‘oo should know.

Here, the child is presented as one who cannot actually be expected to ‘know’ (lines
1-4). The counsellor then gives a further positive twist to his interpretation by sug-
gesting that P’s repetitious ‘Don’t know’s have actually taught him something (lines
6-17). Finally, in lines 19-25, C recruits the cognitive elements of ‘knowing’ in
a suggestion that it is not, after all, the child, but the parents, who ‘should know’
about the issues that are serving to confuse him.

Thus, faced with the child’s persistence in saying, and ultimately writing (extract
12), ‘Don’'t know’ in response to questions about why his parents do the things that
they do, how he feels about that, and how things should be between his parents and
himself, we have seen the counsellor progress through three distinct stages. First,
he attempts to treat it as if Peter is playing a game in intentionally avoiding giving
the answers that, the counsellor assumes, he does in fact have. Second, the counsel-
lor abandons the game approach and makes a number of attempts to get Peter to be
serious and provide the answers that the counsellor orients to him as intentionally
withholding. Third, and finally, the counsellor develops a literal way of responding
which involves not simply re-framing his understanding of ‘Don’t know’ from the
non-cognitive to the cognitive, but doing so in such a way as to use the re-framing
as an opportunity to validate the child in his attempts to resist. This is evident in the
difference between the counsellor’s initial, apparently sceptical response shown in
this detail from extract (6):

C: Who d’you think they’re cross with.=
P: =Don’tkno[w,
- C [.h O:hIthink youdo:;, Ithink you're
playing games with me.

and his final response shown in this detail from extract (13):

C: Djuknow what you want mum an’ dad t’ do:.=
P: =Don’t know,
(1.5)
—  C: Ibeli:eve youI think you don’t know. (.) Mm.

Geldard and Geldard (1997:72) recommend such validation of resistant behav-
iour as a key strategy by which counsellors can help children to see that ‘it is legit-
imate to feel that way and it is acceptable to respond by withdrawing’. But what we
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have seen in this analysis is that it is not always immediately clear when children
are in fact resisting, or even that they are resisting. The counsellor here is faced with
the task of judging, in the course of the counselling session itself, what it is that the
child’s ‘Don’t know’s are really doing. His initial response, while apparently scepti-
cal, might equally be seen as seeking to validate the child’s behaviour by placing it
within a game framework. However, it is only towards the end of the session that
an alternative form of validation is developed that involves the counsellor avowing
belief in, and acceptance of, the child’s state of ‘not knowing'.

Although there is no evidence in the data that P offers any explicit uptake of
this new, affirmational approach to his non-cooperative behaviour—he responds
either by continuing to say ‘Don’t know’ or by carrying on with his drawing—there
may be some evidence at the end of the session that the counsellor has succeeded
in one therapeutic outcome by providing the child with a new resource for manag-
ing how he feels about his parents’ separation. As they prepare to leave the room,
the counsellor suggests that they show the drawing, which depicts the mother and
father in their separate houses beneath which the child has written ‘Don’t know’,
to the mother who is waiting in a separate room. Quietly, but decisively, the child
agrees.

Conclusion

Textbooks and manuals aimed at child counselling practitioners point out that
children are prone to resisting the incitement to talk, and offer certain techniques
for combatting resistance. However, there is rarely any evidence that discussion of
either children’s resistance strategies or counsellors’ responses are based on empir-
ical observation of naturally occurring child counselling discourse. Whatever infor-
mation might be offered by such handbooks, therefore, it is important to carry out
detailed observational analyses of actual child counselling discourse, as only then
can we understand the true richness of the interactional resources brought into
play by both counsellors and children in the management of therapeutic interac-
tion as it unfolds.

In this chapter, we have seen how a particular type of resistance to counselling
talk is brought into play, and how the counsellor attempts to respond in the course
of naturally occurring child counselling interaction. The repeated use of ‘Don’t
know’ as a response to questions is a particularly powerful resistance strategy as
it is capable of frustrating any line of questioning the counsellor seeks to pursue,
while at the same time inoculating the child against being held to account for, or
expected to explain or develop, any thoughts or feelings that he might actually have
on the matters in question. In this sense, we can see ‘Don’t know’ as a manifestation
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of the competence of this six year old child in managing an almost total avoidance
of the counsellor’s therapeutic agenda. By the same token, it poses a serious dilem-
ma for the counsellor in so far as he seeks to pursue that therapeutic agenda while
not actually able to force the child to speak on the topics he is trying to raise.

Both counsellor and child must manage this competition in the real time unfold-
ing of talk-in-interaction. The child’s adopted strategy is additionally powerful in
this respect, since ‘Don’t know’ is an utterance that can be produced in response
to virtually any prior turn. Nevertheless, it is testimony to the counsellor’s skilful-
ness in this case that he eventually works out a fruitful way of dealing with that
resistance. This ultimately allows the counsellor to salvage at least some aspects of
therapeutic relevance for this particular counselling session. In shifting from a non-
cognitive to a cognitive interpretation of ‘Don’t know’, he constructs an account for
the child’s apparent resistance to his attempts to elicit therapeutically relevant talk
that comprehends such resistance in terms of a particular interpretive trope used in
child counselling. This can be described as the ‘parents should sort it out’ trope (cf.
Geldard and Geldard 1997:75-6). One of the main concerns pursued in counsel-
ling for children in parental separation and divorce is to emphasise that the family
break-up is not the child’s fault. Responsibility for resolving the problem therefore
rests with the parents and not the child. In bringing this trope into play the counsel-
lor is able to validate the child’s resistance to counselling talk, and offer the possibil-
ity, at least, of an alternative, positive interpretation of the child’s unwillingness to
collaborate in such talk. At the core of that is a shift in understanding of the mean-
ing and relevance, for this particular, situated interaction, of the status of claims to
‘know’ and ‘not know’.






CHAPTER 7

Child counselling and the incitement
to communicate

This book has explored various aspects of the interactional organisation of child
counselling, with a specific focus on counselling for young children (between
4-12 years) who are experiencing parental separation or divorce. In Chapter 1,
I described the main analytical topics for the book as follows:

o The techniques by which counsellors draw out children’s concerns about family
trauma.

o Theresources children use to make sense of their experience in the light of coun-
sellors’ questions.

o The discursive means by which children are situated as therapeutic subjects.

o The means by which children, through talking and avoiding talking, cooperate
in or resist their therapeutic subjectification.

Following a methodological overview in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 addressed the dynam-
icinterplay between these features of child counselling in the light of how the record-
ing technology used for data collection was situated as an interactionally relevant
phenomenon by both counsellor and child. We saw how the participants’ awareness
of the technology’s presence, which constitutes a methodological concern for many
schools of thought in social research, could be analysed as a resource which partici-
pants themselves use as part of the situated interactional work of child counselling.

Chapters4 and 5 examined some key resources used by counsellors in the attempt
to draw out of the child therapeutically-relevant talk. On one level, therefore, these
chapters were about the discursive construction of children as therapeutic subjects.
Yet we also saw how that process is far from straightforward, as children exert their
own competencies in declining uptake of counsellors’ therapeutic formulations,
seek to foreground their own interpretations, or attempt to exercise control over
the topical direction of the talk. In Chapter 6, this was brought into sharp focus as
counsellor and child battled over the topicalisation or otherwise of therapeutically-
relevant matters.

All this suggests that child counselling, far from being simply the kind of ther-
apeutic helping discourse it is often portrayed as, actually involves networks
and dynamics of interactional power and resistance. In particular, the means by
which children are situated as therapeutic subjects and the means by which chil-
dren, through talking and avoiding talking, cooperate in or resist their therapeutic
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subjectification, constitute a terrain on which different resources may be brought
to bear to establish hegemony in the local, and constantly evolving, contexts of talk-
in-interaction.

In this final chapter I want to bring these issues together in a discussion which
will hopefully both highlight and integrate the key themes that have emerged from
the preceding detailed empirical analyses, and at the same time indicate the rele-
vance of the book’s central findings for its various audiences, including sociologists
of language and interaction, childhood, and organisations, and professional child
counsellors themselves.

A conversation-analytic take on the professional discourse
of child counselling

Although this book has examined phenomena that may be discussed in child coun-
selling textbooks, such as ‘therapeutic vision’, ‘active listening’ and ‘resistance’, my
aim has not been to evaluate either the process or the outcomes of child counselling
as a professional practice. Such interests are key to much of the work that has been
done in counselling psychology in recent years (see for example Woolfe and Dryden
1996). But as Silverman (1996) points out, an emphasis on evaluating either pro-
cesses or outcomes leads in different ways to a situation in which the phenomenon
itself—that is, what actually happens in the counselling session—disappears.
Silverman (1996:24) observes how a vast amount of counselling research seeks
to develop a normative model of good counselling practice which can be assessed
using either quantitative measures of ‘outcomes’ or qualitative measures of people’s
‘responses’ to counselling. In either case,
research [is] fundamentally concerned with the environment around the phenomenon
rather than the phenomenon itself. In quantitative studies of ‘objective’ social struc-
tures and qualitative studies of people’s ‘subjective’ orientations, we may be deflected

from the phenomenon towards what follows and precedes it (causes and consequences
in the ‘objective’ approach) or to how people respond to it (the ‘subjective’ approach).

Consequently, like Silverman, my approach has been to turn the focus not
towards what people think about counselling but towards what they do in coun-
selling. The aim was not to begin with a normative model of counselling and then
evaluate the extent to which the actual practices of counsellors and clients match up
with that model. Rather, it has been to describe the practices through which both
counsellors and children talk into being the institutional reality of child counsel-
ling as a form of social interaction. What these chapters have offered is a sustained,
and unique, look inside the child counselling room at the kinds of talk-in-interac-
tion that occur there.
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The uniqueness I refer to derives from the methodological orientation of the
book. Part of the significance of using conversation analysis is the demand that
actual (‘naturally occurring’) discourse is studied. Hence this marks the research
out from other published work on child counselling which has tended to utilise
note-taking, recollection or even intuition as its source of information about what
goes on within sessions. Such methods are now widely understood to be inade-
quate, especially for any analysis of language use in actual social interaction.

Studies of counselling and psychotherapy using CA show how a close examin-
ation of the ways people talk in such settings can provide valuable insights into the
kinds of strategies used by counsellors to help clients make sense of and find ways
of dealing with their situations. Those strategies are embedded in, and at the same
time constitutive of, patterns of interaction that render the talk recognisably dif-
ferent from ordinary ‘casual’ conversation; a form of institutional discourse under-
pinned by the orientation of at least one participant (and much of the time, both)
to certain tasks.

The task-oriented nature of the interaction was described, in Chapter 2, as a
characteristic feature of institutional discourse generally. We saw how ‘non-formal’
types of institutional interaction such as child counselling are organised according
to bricolage practices that result in distinctive patterns in the talk and participation
of different role incumbents. However, we have also seen that child counselling has
a distinctive character which derives from the particular interactional, social and
ideological dynamics which frame its professional concerns.

For one thing, as described in Chapter 1, the discourse of child counselling is
situated at an interface between the growing recognition of children’s social com-
petence and agency (James and Prout 1990; Hutchby and Moran-Ellis 1998), and an
increasing trend that favours the importance of ‘good communication’ as a means
of improving social organisation and solving social problems (Cameron 2000).
Chapter 1 introduced the competence paradigm in sociological studies of child-
hood, and also discussed related legal developments that foreground children’s
own views in matters affecting their lives. I argued that the increasing presence
of child counselling practices in modern towns and cities can to some extent be
linked to those new directions in our views of childhood. In particular, child coun-
selling sessions appear to present an important opportunity for children experien-
cing family separation (or other traumatic events) to speak of their experience in
their own words. Indeed, this is the way that many counsellors themselves conceive
of the work they do.

But throughout the book, what we have seen is that in child counselling, the
competencies that children display in their talk and other associated activities are
situated in, and sometimes constrained by, the context of the adult-driven, profes-
sionalised discourses of counselling as a ‘helping discourse’. This has consequences
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for the nature of the talk that occurs during sessions; for the structure of children’s
participation in sessions; and for the professional work of the child counsellor as it
takes place within sessions.

One way of encapsulating this is by reference to a twin set of paradoxes that
come into play to shape child counselling discourse along certain dimensions. On
one level, the event itself and its characteristic forms of talk are paradoxical from
the child’s perspective. The talk produced by counsellors places them in the cat-
egory of ‘child’ in as much as they are viewed in relation to their parents, whose
actions have consequences for them as children. However, the task-orientation of
counsellors within the setting ultimately means that children are routinely invited
to speak in ways that are outside the normative parameters of ‘childhood’ as it tends
to operate in the context of child-adult interaction, for instance by speculating on
their parents’ reasoning, articulating their own feelings and responses to their par-
ents’ actions, and developing proposals for how their parents can improve the situ-
ation.

Meanwhile, counsellors are in their own paradoxical situation in as much as
their professional ethos and training encourages them to place the child’s ‘story’
at the heart of their work and avoid ‘leading’ the child or judging their words
or actions. However, the general reluctance of children to produce the kinds of
actions required (which derives partly from the very fact that children are thus
being asked to speak in terms outside the normative parameters of child-adult
interaction), means that counsellors often end up formulating the child’s words in
counselling-relevant terms, or proffering an assessment of their own on described
circumstances in the absence of an assessment from the child.

These twin paradoxes are mutually intertwined, and they permeate the discourse
of child counselling. But more than that, they enable us to account for the forms of
talk and interactional strategies that previous chapters have revealed. The fact that
children are both situated as children-within-the-family yet encouraged to speak
in ways that are outside the normative bounds for children-in-interaction-with-
adults provides grounds for their reluctance to speak in ways that ‘communicate’
about emotions, feelings and concerns. By the same token, counsellors orientation
to the counselling session as an environment where such ‘communication” should
ideally take place provides grounds for their seeking to topicalise emotions, feel-
ings and concerns even where those are not overtly topicalised in children’s own
talk.

In fact, the difference alluded to here between ‘talk’ and ‘communication’ is fun-
damental to understanding many of the interactional practices of child counselling,
and indeed of counselling and psychotherapy in general.
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Child counselling and the difference between ‘talking’ and ‘communicating’

Right at the start of the book I quoted Silverman’s (1996:208) remark that any form
of counselling ‘offers an institutionalised incitement to speak according to its own
practical theories. As this suggests, the forms of speech that are characteristic of
counselling are different in many ways from those we might find in other arenas of
social interaction. In particular, there is a specific conception of what it means to
speak successfully in a counselling framework that rests on a distinction between
talking (or ‘just talking’) and communicating.'

This distinction is not unique to counselling (though it may have special res-
onances in that context). As Cameron (2000) has described it, contemporary
western culture is characterised by the increasing promulgation of the view that
‘communication’ is the key to solving many of the problems of everyday life. She
describes various arenas of work and leisure in which the phrase ‘it’s good to talk’
has gone from being a mere platitude to a ritually invoked standard of good citizen-
ship. Counselling, and the associated ‘talking cures’ of psychoanalysis and psycho-
therapy, can be thought to play a central role in this incitement to communicate.
Indeed, the very phrase talking cure, originally associated with early developments
in psychoanalysis, has entered everyday parlance, albeit in a generally pejorative
sense.

As Cameron (2000) points out, in the proliferation of handbooks, self-help
books and manuals that emphasise how ‘good communication’ makes people bet-
ter workers, citizens, parents or relationship partners, there is a key distinction
between the concepts of ‘talking’ and ‘communicating’. To communicate, in this
context, means more than just to talk. Communication is prioritised as the genuine
expression of feelings, as genuine care for the other, as the authentic attainment of
mutual understanding in a mutually beneficial process. In other words, it is seen as
an altogether ‘good thing’ which, though it may be an ideal, should nevertheless be
constantly striven for in human interpersonal relations.

For Cameron (2000), this means that certain forms of talking—often counter-
intuitive and sometimes decidedly strange—are promoted as the means to achiev-
ing the goal of good communication. In counselling, there are many such forms.
Take, for example, the practice of ‘mirroring’, advocated in certain schools of rela-
tionship mediation. Here, disputing spouses are encouraged to respond to their
partner’s complaints about their behaviour by, first, allowing the complaint to be
stated without interruption, then ‘mirroring’ the complaint by repeating back their
understanding of it, prefaced by the phrase ‘What I hear you saying to me is . . .’

1. A notion that is embodied in the very title of a doctoral thesis I supervised applying conversa-
tion analysis to psychotherapeutic discourse: ‘Not Just Talking’ (Pain 2003).
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Here is an (invented) example:*

(1) Invented example of ‘mirroring’

1 Spouse 1: AllTever get from you is criticism and negative

2 attitudes.

3 Spouse 2: What I hear you saying to me is that you feel I am
4 sometimes too negative, and maybe a bit over-

5 critical in my actions.

The ‘mirroring’ repetition (lines 3-5) is designed to discourage the early produc-
tion of a defensive or argumentative reaction to the first speaker’s complaint by
occupying the space in which such reactions would ordinarily occur: that is, the
next turn. Thus, although chains of such “‘What I hear you saying’-prefaced repeti-
tions are very different from the way that talk unfolds in ordinary conversation,
they are clearly designed to have specific therapeutic effects in the context of the
counselling room—for instance, to defuse potential conflict. This is an example
of how an intentionally out-of-the-ordinary discourse practice is bound up with
the advocation of ‘good communication’—that is, achieving mutually beneficial
understandings—that underpins some schools of thought in therapeutic practice.

In his work on AIDS counselling, Perdkyld (1995) describes other specialised
practices such as ‘circular questioning’ and ‘live open supervision’ which are derived
from the Milan School of systemic family therapy (Boscolo et al., 1986). In circular
questioning, the counsellor raises ‘delicate’ matters concerning, for example, sexual
practices or fears about the future not by asking the client directly, but by asking his
or her partner to speculate openly on what they believe the client’s answer might be
(all this in the presence of the client). For example:

(2) From Perdkyld 1995

C=Counsellor, E=Client, BF=client’s boyfriend
1 C: Whataresome of the things that you think E:dward might

2 have to do.=He says he doesn’t know where to go from
3 here maybe: and awaiting results and things.
5 (0.6)
6— C: Whatdyou think’s worrying him.
7 (0.4)
8— BF: Uh:m hhhhhh1thinkit’s just fear of the unknow:n.
9— E: Mm[:
10 C: [Oka:y.

2. CA generally eschews the use of invented data examples in favour of those drawn from record-
ings of interaction in natural settings. The reasons behind this are outlined in Chapter 2. That
general analytical position, however, does not rule out occasional use of invented examples for
purely illustrative purposes, as here.
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Note the third person reference to ‘Edward’ (the client) in lines 1-3, and again in
the question in line 6. After a brief pause, in line 8 the boyfriend responds with an
answer that is marked as an opinion about Edward’s possible worries (i.e. ‘T think
it’s just fear of the unknow:r’). Finally, notice how Edward himself subsequently
takes a brief turn to confirm that speculation (line 9) before the counsellor acknow-
ledges the response in line 10. In Perdkyld’s (1995) account, the utterance in line 9
serves as an indication that, although the circular questioning has sought to have
BF speculate on the concerns of the client, the client himself works to display (by
agreeing) that he is nevertheless the ‘possessor’ of his own thoughts.

Live open supervision, another way of topicalising delicate matters, involves two
counsellors, one engaged in the primary counselling and the other ostensibly an
observer. The second counsellor addresses a question to the first, but implicitly
situates the client as the one best positioned to produce an answer ‘by virtue of the

“content” of the question concerning matters that the client is expected to know
best” (Perdkyld 1995:335). Here is one example:

(3) From Perakyld 1995
C1 & C2=Co-counsellors, M=Michael, the client
1— C2: How much does (0.2) Michael want to know

2 about (0.8) how far he’s (in[to AIDS)

3—> M: [Well I think I should

4 know everything.=I think it’s only- only right. (Isn’t
5 it really).

6 CIl: [Mm

7 C2: [One other question first before we go into (what he
8— might be doing) is that .hhh (0.7) what if he did get

9 AIDS,=what does he think (0.7) will be: (0.2) the
10— hardest thing for him.=What does he fear most.
11 (0.8)

12 M: Ithink () acceptingitIsuppose.

Note here that the question in lines 1-2 is directed towards the co-counsellor, refer-
ring to the client (Michael) in the third person. Nevertheless, Michael himself read-
ily responds to the question, beginning his answer in line 3 in overlap with the
final clause of C2’s question. Later in the extract (lines 8-10) we again find ques-
tions using the third person, this time followed by a pause (line 11). Eventually, the
answer is once more produced by the client even though the question was ostensi-
bly addressed to the co-counsellor.

Both of these practices are designed as ways of making clients more aware of
their own thought processes, and the impacts of their actions on others, through
producing either a temporal or a grammatical distance between the delicate matter
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being topicalised and the client’s own response to that matter. However, as Perdkyld
(1995:335) points out, such practices are also of ‘particular interest because forms
of indirectness that would occur relatively rarely in ordinary conversation have
been conventionalised as central elements of a therapeutic technique’.

It seems, then, that rather than Silverman’s (1996) phrase, ‘an incitement to speal’,
it is more that counselling discourse is animated by an incitement to ‘communi-
cate’—that is, to speak but in a certain kind of way. For counsellors, the content
of their utterances in interaction with clients indicates that such communication
should ideally be about feelings, concerns and reasons.

As the preceding chapters show, in child counselling we do not tend to find
speech practices as out-of-the-ordinary as those just illustrated. Like most coun-
selling, child counselling talk is quasi-conversational in structure, with no special
constraints on the type of turns taken by each participant or on their length; nor
even, except in fairly subtle ways, on their content.” Yet within the quasi-conver-
sational structure of child counselling the incitement to do more than ‘just talk’, to
communicate about feelings, concerns and reasons, is readily detectable.

Thus, we have seen how counsellors routinely seek the viewpoints of children
on how they feel about events associated with family separation using a version
of the perspective-display series (Chapter 4) and how they seek to ‘translate’ chil-
dren’s internal feelings about such events and their consequences into interaction-
ally available therapeutic objects using the practice of formulation (Chapter 5).
Counsellors also have been seen to try getting children to explain or provide rea-
sons for why their life situation is the way it is. In general, throughout the analy-
sis, one major question has been that of how counsellors bring to the surface the
concerns that children might have about their problematic family situation. As
we have seen, children rarely volunteer information on their worries or concerns.
Nevertheless counsellors seem to be working on the assumption that such wor-
ries or concerns indeed exist. Counsellors therefore construct interpretations of
the child’s talk or other activities that favour the possibility that the child may be

‘angry’, ‘confused’, ‘upset’ and so forth.

In such ways the incitement to communicate (about feelings, concerns and rea-
sons) clearly operates in child counselling. A major factor here is the practice of

‘active listening’, which in counselling studies refers to the ways in which coun-

sellors seek to show responsivity and empathy towards what the child is saying.
However, through our examination of naturally-occurring child counselling talk,
we have seen that this practice is more complex than texts on counselling have

3. Indeed, outside of the theoretically-driven practices of live open supervision and circular
questioning, the same can be said about a large proportion of Perdkyld’s (1995) AIDS counsel-
ling data.
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acknowledged. Specifically, conversation analysis reveals how the practices of
active listening are bound up in the construction of the child as an object of ther-
apy. Active listening is therefore involved not just in responding empathically to
what the child says, but in interpreting and reconstructing what the child says so
that it can be made relevant to the agendas of counselling. In other words, it is an
integral part of what I referred to in previous chapters as counsellors’ therapeutic
vision.

“Therapeutic vision’ and the power dynamic in child counselling

Therapeutic vision is a specific type of a more general phenomenon that Goodwin
(1994) calls ‘professional vision'. This is a way of seeing and understanding events
according to occupationally-relevant norms. For instance, on first looking at a
sample through a microscope a novice molecular biologist may see an array of
splodges, but following training and inculcation in the professional knowledge of
molecular biology, he or she will be able to exercise professional vision to see a par-
ticular cellular structure.

For Goodwin (1994) the socially organised practices of professional vision
involve ‘highlighting’ certain features of a perceptual field; ‘coding’ those features
according to given knowledge schemas; and often producing material represen-
tations (such as diagrams, graphs, tables or models) of the salient phenomena.
Goodwin (1994) analyses this in the discourse of geologists and in the context of
legal argumentation. However, there are similarities in the practices of therapeutic
vision as revealed in the preceding chapters.

For example, child counsellors routinely seek to ‘highlight’ those aspects of chil-
dren’s talk that can be heard to be relevant for family-related or feelings-related mat-
ters. The interpretations they produce and offer to the child in perspective-display
and question-answer-formulation sequences can also be seen as ‘coding’ events
according to counselling-relevant schemas. In previous chapters I have referred to
these as counselling tropes: they include what seem to be standard messages such
as ‘parents should sort it out’; ‘it is not the child’s fault’; ‘children often get caught in
the middle of parents’ fights’; and ‘parents’ fights can make children feel angry/sad/
guilty’.

The success of therapeutic vision, in seeking to bring into play counselling-rele-
vant topics and interpretations, depends in part on children’s recognition of, and
willingness to go along with, that aim. The data, however, reveal wide variability
in children’s agreement to engage in counselling-relevant talk. We have examined
some key resistance strategies adopted by children, and analysed the strategies and
techniques brought into play by counsellors in response. In particular, in Chapter 6,
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the use of Tdon’t know’ in response to counsellors’ questions was investigated as a
way of acting strategically and attempting to exercise some form of power over the
ways that counselling-relevant agendas are pursued in questions.

Child counselling sessions can therefore be seen as arenas of social action in
which not only are different interactional competencies being deployed by coun-
sellors as well as by children, but also a power dynamic threads in and out of the
discourse. By that, I do not mean to refer to any large-scale exercise of oppression:
itis not that counsellors are to be seen as subjugating children against their will, for
example. Rather, it is to draw attention to the ways in which counsellors and chil-
dren, in conducting interaction according to what they understand to be the dis-
tinctive requirements of the setting, also become engaged in a micro-level network
of power and resistance.

Power is an issue on which conversation analysts have tended to remain agnostic
(Hutchby 1999). Schegloff (1991) argues that the more analysis focuses on socio-
logical variables such as power, the less it tends to focus on the actual practices of
talk-in-interaction, and the greater the tendency towards a reification of power.
While not denying the existence of power, Schegloff’s recommendation is that
analysis should be restricted as far as possible to explicating the practices, without
setting any a priori questions about the features of interaction, whether institution-
al or mundane, that one is going to analyse. The implication here seems to be that
analysts should only have recourse to concepts such as power once they are forced
to do so by virtue of some otherwise unexplainable interactional phenomenon.

One upshot of this is that it leaves CA open to the kind of critique offered by
politically-oriented discourse analysts such as Fairclough (1995:23), who believes
that conversation analysis is ‘resistant to linking properties of talk with higher-level
features of society and culture—relations of power, ideologies, cultural values.” To
some, of course, this simply begs the question of how we are to show such linkages
without assuming their existence a priori. However, I take the view that Fairclough’s
remark reflects a common, though inaccurate, conception of the kind of work that
CA produces.

As myself and others have argued before (Davis 1988; Hutchby 1996, 1999;
Watson 1990), while CA is not in favour of the view that power relations some-
how preexist and determine the course of actual concrete encounters, by focusing
on the local management of talk-in-interaction it can in fact provide compelling
accounts of how power comes to operate as a feature of, and is used as a resource
in, institutional interaction. The crucial factor to be borne in mind, in line with
Schegloft’s (1991) account, is that power cannot be read off as a feature of object-
ively-existing relationships between participants. Rather, power ‘must be firmly
located in the systematic examination of features integral to the discourse itself’
(Watson 1990:280).
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Many CA accounts of institutional discourse (some of them discussed in
Chapter 2) focus on the existence of asymmetries without going on to make expli-
cit claims about power. But that is not to say that those kinds of claims cannot be
made. By showing how participants display an orientation to institutional settings
by engaging in certain activities and refraining from others, and illustrating how
activities such as questioning are used to constrain the options of a coparticipant,
CA can also be used to demonstrate how power can be a feature of those activities.
What is implied by these studies is that oriented-to activity patterns, such as dif-
ferences in questioning and answering, proferring and resisting topics, may them-
selves be intrinsic to the play of power in institutional interactions.

Foucault (1977) argued that power is not something that is possessed by one
agent or collectivity and lacked by another, but a potential that has to be instanti-
ated within a network equally including those who exercise power and those who
accept or resist it. The network itself should be viewed as a structure of possibilities,
and not as a concrete relationship between determinate social entities. Against the
tendency to conceive of power only as a ‘big’ phenomenon, operating at the largest
scale within social formations, Foucault (1977) suggested that power is pervasive
even at the smallest level of interpersonal relationships.

The CA approach adopted in this book encourages us to view power in a simi-
lar way: not as a zero-sum game but as a set of potentials which, while always
present, can be variably exercised, resisted, shifted around and struggled over by
social agents. Thus, as counsellors seek to exercise therapeutic vision, to frame chil-
dren’s utterances and other actions in terms of key child counselling tropes, and to
encourage children to cooperate in the topicalisation of these tropes, they can be
seen to be instantiating the incitement to communicate, which in turn is a form of
discursive power. But while counsellors may be involved in promoting the institu-
tionalised incitement to communicate, children are equally involved in accepting
or resisting that incitement. And while children may thus be conceived as exercis-
ing their own forms of discursive power (the power to decline a response, to initi-
ate a different topic, and so forth), counsellors are equally involved in accepting or
resisting those tactics.

In conclusion: The importance of fine-grained observation

The key point in all this is that the phenomena summarised above, and described
in detail in the previous chapters, only become observable by means of the conver-
sation analytic approach with its insistence on the empirical analysis of naturally-
occurring interaction. This leads us, finally, to some of the implications of the book
for counselling practitioners themselves.
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Hopefully, what these chapters offer is a novel perspective on counsellors’ own
understanding of therapy as a process; on what can be understood as successful
counselling; and on the process of therapeutic change. Challenging the conven-
tional view of counselling as a reasoned process directed towards the achievement
of specifiable ‘outcomes’, the book reveals counselling talk as a largely contingent
and pragmatic enterprise, in which counsellors skilfully engage in constructing the
child as a therapeutic subject using whatever discursive resources are at hand.

Counselling, as Silverman (1996) remarks, is often conceived both by its prac-
titioners and the lay public as an ‘enabling’ discourse. Yet any enablement that gets
done is unavoidably accomplished amid the contingencies of unfolding talk-in-
interaction. This means that counsellors must deal, in a practical and real-time
fashion, with the verbal and non-verbal actions and reactions of clients. At various
points in this book we have seen that these contingencies lead to forms and pat-
terns of interaction that are significantly beyond the guidelines and recommenda-
tions typically found in child counselling manuals. Thus, as Silverman (1996:209)
aptly puts it, ‘while power and resistance may be ubiquitous in everyday life, their
concrete form and practical implications are locally contingent matters that can-
not be fully anticipated by looking only at the formal strategies of the professional
literature.”

Textbooks and manuals aimed at child counselling practitioners typically extol
the virtues of certain counselling techniques, instruct the counsellor on the impor-
tance of placing the child’s ‘story’ at the heart of what they do, define key moments
in the ‘cycle of therapeutic change’ that counselling is designed to inculcate, and
offer definitions and guidelines on the kinds of activities that might be involved
in enabling this. However, there is rarely any evidence that such definitions and
guidelines are based on detailed empirical observation of naturally occurring child
counselling discourse. Whatever information might be offered by such handbooks,
therefore, it is important to carry out fine-grained observational analyses of talk-
in-interaction in the course of naturally-occurring counselling sessions. Only
by doing this can we understand the true richness of the interactional resources
brought into play by both counsellors and children in the management of thera-
peutic interaction as it unfolds.
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