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Abstract
This paper analyzes the impact of adults’ interactive moves and strategies on
children’s participation and agency at dinnertime in two Italian residential care
facilities, one of the most widely used alternative care life-context for children and
youth coming from vulnerable families. Participants are 14 children and 11 educa-
tors living in two residential care facilities in Rome (Italy). Adopting an interactional
and multimodal analytic approach, this paper focuses on two dinnertime activities:
the routine activity of praying before eating and the very frequent one of talking
about rules and transgressions. The comparative analysis of the two facilities shows
how, in stable patterns of adult-child interactions recurring across different activities
in the same facility, adults’ strategies and interactive maneuvers differently impact
on children’s participation and agency and consequent socialization practices. In the
conclusion, we emphasize the relevance and implications of this study for either
research in educational sciences and for professionals operating in alternative care
and related fields.

Keywords Residential care for children . Adult-child interactions . Children’s participation and
agency . Socialization . Ethnography . Interactional andmultimodal analysis

Introduction

Residential care facilities for children are alternative care settings where out-of-home
children recover after having experienced severe hardships, such as parental neglect and/
or physical and psychological abuses, maltreatments, and adverse experiences associated
with poverty, multiple out-of-home placements, and general instability (Sellers et al.
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2020). Following national laws and regulations, in Italy, residential care for children
(RCC) is characterized by an overall rights-based approach (Molinari et al. 2002) with
“aspects and interpersonal relationships similar to those of a family”1 (Ministero del
Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2017, p. 6).

Traditionally, RCC has been primarily studied for investigating children’s psycho-
social and clinical issues connected either to their experiences of abuse and neglect
(Rutter 2000; Cicchetti et al. 2003; Rutter et al. 2007) and to the effects of their
institutionalization (Bloom 1964; Arieli et al. 2001). However, little is known about
adult-child interactions taking place in RCC. Compared with the rich amount of inter-
actional research on socialization practices in family and at school (Ochs and Schiefflin
1984; Orsolini and Pontecorvo 1992; Blum-Kulka and Snow 2002; Rogoff 2003;
Pontecorvo and Sterponi 2002)—demonstrating that adult-child interaction is a primary
socializing experience—this gap is far more astonishing.

Bridging this gap and drawing on an in-depth ethnographic study of two Italian
residential care facilities, in this paper, we present an interactional and multimodal
analysis of adult-child interactions occurring in RCC. Particularly, we focus on dinner-
time interactions as they are considered one privileged arena for the investigation of
socialization practices and a powerful locus for children’s participation (see Blum-Kulka
1997; Ochs et al. 1996; Ochs and Shohet 2006). For the purpose of this study, we
selected two dinnertime activities: the routine activity of praying before eating and the
particularly frequent one of talking about rules and transgressions. Comparing the
“same” activities allows us to analyze in detail how specific interactive moves of adults
(i.e., educators) contribute to shape either elaborated or restricted global trajectories of
participation and agency for children in RCC. In so doing, this study contributes to the
alternative care research as well as to other educational fields by showing the many
socialization practices that adults—either (foster) parents or professionals working with
children (such as teachers, educators, jurists, and social workers)—can rely on to sustain
children’s development, cultural appraisal and learning.

The present paper is structured as follows: In “Residential care for children: An interac-
tional approach to adult-child interactions,” a concise review of the most relevant literature on
RCC and dinnertimes as sites of adult-child interaction will be presented. In “Methods,” the
methodology on which the present study is based on will be described. The results of the
analysis are discussed in “Results,” followed by “Discussion,” which summarizes the main
findings and comments on this study’s limitations and strengths.

Residential care for children: an interactional approach to adult-child
interactions

As confirmed by the international literature (Swartz 2005; Ward 2006; Grietens 2014), RCC
has been primarily studied by means of clinical and/or psycho-social methodologies, focusing
on their (individual and institutional) wellbeing. More recent contributions address the

1 The Italian Guidelines for RCC establish that the “family characterization” of RCC is due to: (a) organizational
elements (i.e., the reduced number of hosted children); (b) structural elements (i.e., the personalization of spaces);
(c) “quality and intensity of relationships between children and professionals” (Ministero del Lavoro e delle
Politiche Sociali 2017, p. 6). For an international comparison, see Lee and Barth (2011).
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“transformative role” of RCC in the lives of children and young people (Lyons and Schmidt
2014; Whittaker et al. 2016). Still, very few studies describe how RCC is interactively
organized and managed (Libby et al. 2005). Notable exceptions are the ethnographic studies
(Anglin 2002; Tan 2010; van Es et al. 2019; Smith 2020; on the methodological relevance of
using ethnography to study RCC, see Pöso 2004) that focus on the “thousands of unnoticed
informal interaction between staff and residents that occur in the daily routines” (Palareti and
Berti 2009, p. 1081), such as the construction of an ordinary daily life (Ward 2004), the
available literacy practices and timetables (Tan 2010), the challenges of hosting unaccompa-
nied minors (van Es et al. 2019), the violent behaviors of young people (Smith 2020), and the
behavioral change of children (Bastianoni et al. 1996). However, these studies fail to account
for and describe in detail RCC’s interactions and, particularly, adult-child interactions, rein-
forcing the view of RCC as an under-explored “black box” (Libby et al. 2005; Palareti and
Berti 2009).

Filling this gap, this article aims at investigating RCC as sites of adult-child interac-
tions and, more broadly, as sites of cultural socialization (Vygotskij 1929; Greenfield and
Bruner 1969; Rogoff et al. 2007) where children can become progressively more
competent members of the communities in which they live, through their participation
and agency (together with adults and their peers in the cultural practices that characterize
them). In this sense, if compared to other and far more studied educational contexts such
as families and schools, RCC can be considered a “hybrid” site of socialization: it has
different educational aims (i.e., recovering after traumatized experiences), a higher
number of non-resident and non-stable adults, it hosts children only temporarily—and
with an unstable time horizon. Still, much of the research on socialization practices we
can rely on is based on family and school interaction, focusing specifically on the
cultural practices of socialization thereby taking place.

Socializing children through adult-child interactions

Interactional research devoted specific attention to understand the cultural and situated
activities and socialization practices taking place in adult-child interactions in family and
at school, particularly by relying on interactional and multimodal approaches. Within the
Language Socialization Framework (Ochs and Schiefflin 1984; Duranti et al. 2011), and
merging ethnographic observation with the in-depth examination of adult-child interac-
tions, a vast array of studies focuses on how children are asked to carry out specific tasks
or comply to certain conducts (Craven and Potter 2010; Aronsson and Cekaite 2011;
Hepburn and Potter 2011; Goodwin et al. 2012). Several resources are employed to this
aim, including: (a) at the verbal level, the use of grammatical forms as requests (instead
of commands or threats) and explanations (instead of references to the norm) (see Fasulo
et al. 2007; Craven and Potter 2010; Hepburn and Potter 2011); (b) at the metalinguistic
level, prosodic intensifications, and vocal modulators of affection (Goodwin and
Goodwin 2000; Pauletto and Fatigante 2015); (c) at the multimodal level, the coordina-
tion of multiple semiotic resources (see Cekaite 2010; Streeck et al. 2011; Goodwin and
Cekaite 2013, 2014; Goodwin 2017). The interactional and multimodal analyses of these
choreographies of ordered trajectories of actions show how the establishment of “a
framework for mutual orientation” among adults and children (Goodwin et al. 2012) is
in itself a target objective of socialization practices, requiring a long sequence of efforts
and negotiations from both parties. Interactional and multimodal research devoted
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specific attention to the study of socialization practices taking place in family and,
particularly, occurring at dinner.

Adult-child interactions at dinner: children’s participation and agency

With its focus on people “doing family” activities instead of fixed family roles, the
ethnomethodological approach to family interactions (Tannen et al. 2007)—together with
the Language Socialization approach (Ochs and Schiefflin 1984)—largely contributed to
analytically describe adult-child interactions occurring at dinnertime (Blum-Kulka 1993,
1997; Ochs and Taylor 1992; Pontecorvo and Fasulo 2001; Blum-Kulka and Snow 2002)
and, particularly, on children’s participation and agency.

The term “participation,” theoretically dense, is used to analytically describe the strictly
social experience of living in the world as members of multiple communities (e.g., family) and
therefore as actively involved (with actions, thoughts, and discourses) in practices character-
ized by the presence of others (see Goodwin and Goodwin 2004). During dinnertimes, family
members—children among—differently participate in terms of discursive roles (Ochs and
Taylor 1992), presence (Ochs et al. 2010), positioning (Arcidiacono and Pontecorvo 2010),
and types of talk (Kendall 2006).

Taking inspiration from Goffman (1981), in their analysis of family narratives, Ochs
and Taylor (1992) identify distinctive discursive roles for both children and adults: the
applicant (eliciting the narrative); the initial narrator (producing the first prepositions of
the narrated story); the problematizer (the one who characterizes the protagonist or the
narrator of problematic elements); and the problematized (the participant invested with
problematic aspects during the narration) (for a focus on problematization and conflict in
family interaction, see Arcidiacono and Pontecorvo 2009). In her ground-breaking
analysis of family dinnertime participation framework, Blum-Kulka (1997) distinguishes
participants’ different footings—i.e., participants’ alignment to the discursive activity at
hand (Goffman 1981)—and describes that these alignments depend also on the available
frames of talk (Kendall 2006).

In line with these studies, the interactional line of research shows that participation
appears to be strictly connected to participants’ agency (Duranti 2004). The way in
which participants—children among—play a role with other people and with the material
and sociocultural context depends not only on the contextual clues and constraints but
also on their individual (potential) capacity as knowledgeable actors to enact, renew the
given context by aligning and disaligning and affiliating and disaffiliating (see Heritage
and Raymond 2005; Stivers 2008). In this line, drawing on sociocultural theorizing
(Vygotskij 1929; Greenfield and Bruner 1969), children’s agency can be defined as an
interactional process connected to their initiatives2 that “develops in situ and over time.
That is, it [children’s agency] is a relational achievement which creates opportunities for
children not only to copy or repeat the activity, but also to transform it” (Sairanen et al.
2020, p. 2). Family interaction scholarship devotes specific attention to the investigation
of children’s agency (Fasulo et al. 2007; Arcidiacono and Pontecorvo 2009) and shows
that children can “display a high degree of agency and initiative, contesting, negotiating,
and proffering bargains through contrapuntal directives and counter-requests” (Sirota

2 With the term children’s initiative, we mean “the relates or unrelated attempt to influence the ongoing
interaction” (Sairanen et al. 2020, p. 2; on this issue, see Linell 2009).
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2006, p. 509). Children’s agency performance appears to be strictly connected to the
locally available opportunities that caregivers acknowledge.

In so doing, this dinnertime interactive literature documents the pivotal role of
parents’ interactional moves and strategies to socialize their children to the values and
norms typical of their culture. For example, Arcidiacono and Bova (2011) show the role
of ironic comments and the admonition of the parent’s authority as an efficacious
strategies for conflict management and resolution during dinnertime talk of Italian and
Swiss families. Bova and Arcidiacono (2013) have also illustrated a specific
invocation—defined as “the authority of feelings”—used by parents in argumentative
discussions with children. More recently, Bova (2020) analyzes 30 video-recorded
discussions between parents and children during mealtimes around issues that are
generated both by parental directives and children’s requests. Results suggest how these
conflictual interactions have a crucial educational and socializing function for children.
Learning to deal with disagreements through solid choreographies of argumentative
exchanges and negotiations influences children’s competence to actively participate also
in “out of home” interactions with peers and adults.

Adopting a similar theoretical and methodological perspective for analyzing dinner-
time adult-child interactions in the two residential care facilities, our work aims at
exploring the ways in which children (and adults) participate and make the difference
in dinnertime interactions in RCC. Particularly, we will examine how specific educators’
initiatives and interactional moves contribute to create choreographies of everyday
interactions in RCC (Tulbert and Goodwin 2011; Goodwin et al. 2012; Fatigante et al.
2020), allowing (more or less) elaborated trajectories of participation and agency devel-
opment for children.

Methods

The study is part of a larger Ph.D ethnographic research project aimed at analyzing the
everyday talk and work of three Italian residential care facilities based in Rome (Saglietti
2012, 2019; Zucchermaglio et al. 2013)3. The research received approval from the
University Ethics Committee, from the local Social Services of the Municipality of
Rome (IT) and from the deputy public prosecutor of the local juvenile court. The
researcher’s access was negotiated with the local Social Services manager as well as
with the professionals working in the selected settings (i.e., managers, social educators,
psychologists, supervisors, volunteers). During these meetings, the researcher illustrated
the aims and methods of the study as well as the practices to ensure confidentiality and
anonymity to all involved participants. Professionals and children’s tutors signed a
written informed consent prior to data collection, according to the Italian Law concerning
data protection and privacy.

3 The main goal of the research was investigating RCCs as sites of “family interaction” by comparing three
facilities’ interactional and organization patterns. The research gathering, conducted by the first author of this
paper, took place from October 2007 to May 2008. Three different facilities were involved, each of them hosting
no more than 8 children. They were chosen in collaboration with the Municipality of Rome and a local
association of residential facilities for their being good representative examples of the main organizational
patterns of group care (Lee and Barth 2011) in Italy (i.e., facilities run by religious orders, by non-resident-
staff and by a couple of spouses).
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For the purpose of the study, we used a mixed-method approach: participant pen-to-
paper observations of daily activities, shadowing of social educators and managers,
audio-recordings of the staff’s weekly meetings (from 4 to 10 h for each facility),
video-recordings of dinnertime interactions (around 7 h for each facility), in-depth
ethnographic interviews and informal conversations with professionals (around 3 h for
each facility) were conducted by the first author of this article during the 8-months
ethnographic research. Additionally, we video-recorded the meeting with staff members
to discuss data interpretation (5 h in total).

Contexts and participants

For the purpose of this article, we selected two out of the three residential care facilities of the
Ph.D study. They have been chosen as to their similarities in terms of: (a) population density of
living unit, hosting no more than 8 children at the time of the research; (b) staffing4, being
organized around resident adults supported by a staff of social educators and (c) age of
children, hosting children from 4 to 16 years old.

The first facility—fictionally called “Nuns’ Home”—belongs to a Catholic Congregation5

based in a building that previously hosted an orphanage. After the 149/2001 Law, the building
has been divided into two separate small residential units. Nuns’ Home is one of them.
Managed by three resident nuns (Nun Paola, Nun Luisa, and Nun Antonella), with one non-
resident educator (working on weekday afternoons) and a psychologist (offering in-house
psychological support) Nuns’ Home hosted 7 children (4 boys and 3 girls, from 4 to 13 years
old) at the time of the research.

The second setting—“Family Home”—is a family-staffing residential care facility in which
a resident family (Chiara and Francisco, with their daughter Daniela, aged 4 at the time of the
research) is supported by non-resident staff (4 educators with different levels of seniority),
living with children over a 5-day shift6. At the time of the research, Family Home hosted 6
children (4 boys and 2 girls) from 10 to 16 years old.

Data collection, selection, and analysis

Dinnertime interactions were video recorded during five consecutive weekdays in both
settings. They were then fully transcribed according to the Jeffersonian conventions
(Jefferson 2004; see Appendix Table 4), to which symbols were added to annotate multimodal
elements of actions co-occurring within and between each speech turn. In transcripts, names of
children and adults have been fictionalized and images were altered in order to protect
participants’ privacy.

For the analysis of the transcripts, we rely on the interactional and multimodal analytical
approach that not only focuses on the analysis of action sequences, but also on their environing
contexts (thanks to the ethnographic knowledge of the field), and design of turns at talk that

4 Particularly impacting on our choice to involve these two RCCs was their staffing conditions as they both are
organized with “live-in family staff that provide a more family-like environment that more closely approximates
foster care than programs that rely on staff changes every 8 h” (Lee and Barth 2011, p. 262).
5 Following last available data (CNDAIA 2019), 21% of RCC in Italy directly belongs to Roman Catholic
Congregations.
6 During the weekdays, educators operate in 8 hours-shifts (in the mornings, in the afternoons and during nights)
that are organized from Monday to Friday. Weekends are instead covered by Francisco and Chiara.
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implement actions (see Fatigante et al. 2020). In application to adult-child interactions (see
Bateman and Church 2017), this approach enables the examination of how mutual compre-
hension and participation is achieved via the orderly and sequentially produced multimodal
interaction.

After having examined, within the whole corpus of video-recordings, a subset of
group activities, where children differently participate and display their agency within
adult-child interactions, we then looked for and analyzed educators’ interventions.
Subsequently, we joined in collective discussion to identify the educators’ strategies
contributing to the activity at hand and attempted to find similar routine activity to make
a more effective comparison between different facilities. We then adopted a sequentially-
based analysis which followed the temporal and sequential development of the episodes,
from the moment in which children’s conduct occurred to the moment in which either
children complied with the educators’ request and/or call for attention and re-orientation

Fig. 1 Nuns’ Home’s refectory

Fig. 2 Family Home’s typical dinnertime setting
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to the activity, or the episode moved to an end. We focused on the particular multimodal
configurations and choreography (including gestures, posture, spatial positions of the
body among the participants, manipulations of objects and material context, as described
by Goodwin 2000) constituting the key resources for the educators’ (re)direction and
(re)orientation of children toward the expected conduct and the main, officially
established, participatory rules of the activity.

For the purpose of this article, we then restricted our selection to two different activities: a)
praying before eating, and b) the management of children’s behaviour when diverging from
the locally expected courses of action and norms, that we briefly describe as the activity of
talking about rules and transgressions. The first activity, i.e., praying before eating, constitutes
a routine available in both settings, where it signals the shift from other tasks to dinnertime,
representing a significant way to socialize children into grace and morality (Capps and Ochs
2002). The second activity, i.e., talking about rules and transgressions, appears to be very
frequent in RCC even if it is not predictable. It could include a huge heterogeneity in terms of
topics, participation, and timing. Across all transcripts, the authors selected the occurrences of
these activities in the two settings, for a total of 10 episodes of praying before eating and 13
occurrences of talking about rules and transgressions. After this first stage of analysis, we
joined in collective discussions and data sessions as to conduct an in-depth sequential and
multimodal analysis of these episodes, using participation framework and children agency as
main analytical tools for comparison. In what follows, we present the analyses of two episodes
for each of the selected activities, which can be considered representative examples of the
participation and agency of children and of the multiple interactive strategies and moves used
by adults.

Results

In the above-mentioned settings, dinnertimes were differently organized. At Nuns’
Home, dinners were served in what they call “the refectory” (see Fig. 1) at 7:20 pm.
Only children and nuns can participate here. Meals are prepared in advance by the
cooker of the Congregation in a separate part of the building and are sent in the
apartment through an internal elevator.

Rather, at Family Home, meals are consumed on a big wood table next to the kitchen and
they are shared by both children and adults (staffed educators and resident adults) around eight
o’clock in the evening. Meals have been previously prepared either by the staff and by Chiara,
the resident “mum”, both frequently involving children too (see Fig. 2).

Praying before eating

As in many families (Capps and Ochs 2002; Ochs and Shohet 2006), praying represents a
discursive, semiotic, and kinesic activity taking place each evening before eating. The
following excerpt occurs at Nuns’ Home. Here, children have just finished taking their
showers and they stand in front of their chairs dressed in their pajamas. Nun Paola has already
taken her dinner in a separate room (see Box 17).

7 Excerpts are presented in two lines: in the original Italian and in an idiomatic translation in American English
that follows line by line the original material.

M. Saglietti, C. Zucchermaglio



As Box 1 shows, the prayer’s topic and text of the invocation are fixed, the prosody and
related multimodal activities are already established and monitored, and children’s (as well as
adult’s) participation is closely restricted. Children are the animators (Goffman 1981) of this
prayer: they have to memorize a text that is not theirs (nor—as far as we know—it is literally
belonging to the traditional Catholic liturgy) and perform it appropriately through their
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multimodal conduct. Conversely, Nun Paola is the leading performer and (potential) author of
the text.

However, from line 2 on, Federico—a 5-year-old boy with cognitive problems and
language difficulties—starts problematizing the prayer format by showing his
disalignment to the interaction at hand. After an attempt (see lines 2 and 3), in lines
6–8, he formulates his request by calling the nun with her nickname (“Can I go, Paolì?”)
and by expressing his intention to go out. Nun Paola does not verbally reply to the boy’s
request: rather, without stopping to perform her role as leading guide of the collective
prayer, she exploits many nonverbal maneuvers of shepherding (Cekaite 2010)—looking
at him, as in line 3, showing him her hands clasped together, line 9—to align Federico to
the activity at hand. From his side, the boy tries to accelerate the conclusion by starting
to cross himself before the exact time (line 12), and by re-proposing his request (line 16)
before the final “amen” (line 17). In these terms, Federico appears to be particularly
agentic as he acts as problematizer of the format. Aligning and disaligning with the
prayer-format to make his request, his participation reveals that, even in such a format-
driven and normatively supervised activity, there is a minimal space for contribution and
challenge. Also Danilo, 4 years old, disaligns from the activity of praying8 as the
recipient of many interventions of Nun Paola (intensively look at him, displaying him
how to make the sign of the cross, line 14). In both cases, Nun Paola physically
embodies the multimodal and modelled experience of praying (straight posture, head
bowed, hands joined together in front of her chest, loud and liturgic tone of voice),
shepherding not only the two little boys—and each of them for (apparently) different
reasons9—but also the entire group of children as her designed recipient. Interestingly,
this does not interrupt the main activity—i.e. the collective prayer—that appears to be
highly coordinated, bodily incorporated, and normatively undertaken with little possibil-
ity for children to contribute at its innovation and development.

Differently from Excerpt 1, at Family Home praying is a negotiated activity that is led in
turn either by adults or children. In the following excerpt, eight children and three adults—
Chiara, the resident mum; Diletta, an educator; and Dino, a young volunteer—are about to eat.
Tommaso—a 10-year-old boy—proposes himself as the leading guide of the ritual dinnertime
prayer (see Box 2).

With loudly calling his designed recipient in lines 1 and 3, Tommaso not only
exhibits his request to allocate his right to be the author of the prayer, but at the same
time confirms Chiara as the controller of the activity. From line 5 to line 10, Chiara
ratifies the boy’s right to lead the activity (line 5), sits and exhales (lines 5, 6, and 8),
signaling the shift from the activity of serving the meal to the one of collectively
praying. When she finally declares “here we are” (line 10), Tommaso hesitates and asks
for a private space to investigate if his intentions of praying can be considered
adequate. The interruption of the main activity and consequent opening of a sequence
of a private conversation within the public sphere is not contested by other participants,
who rather wait for them with an attentive prayerful attitude (see lines 13–26). It is

8 Danilo was hosted at “Nuns’ Home” just few weeks before the beginning of video recordings. During an
ethnographic interview, Nun Paola referred that the boy was born and grew up in a therapeutic community in
which there was no habitude to pray.
9 In the case of Federico, Nun Paola is postponing the boy’s request by asking him to adhere to the prayer format
(already known by the boy), while in the case of Danilo she is displaying him how to pray as he is described as
not having any previous knowledge on the matter.
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only Dino, the volunteer, an occasional participant of Family Home, that breaks up this
attitude, laughs (line 17) and ironically signals, without being acknowledged, the
changing frame of the private-into-public conversation (line 19). From his part,
Tommaso continues to talk into Chiara’s ears, but his intervention is inaudible. Nor
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it is Chiara’s assessment—“If you don’t think it’s silly, yes” (line 20)—that opens up a
moral qualification over the prayer topic and consequently renders it publicly available
the object of their talk, i.e., the adequacy of Tommaso’s prayer intentions.

In so doing, she confirms her role of gatekeeper, problematizer and principal of the
prayer. From his side, Tommaso is called to make an autonomous decision: whether he
finds his intention consistent with the qualification of Chiara (what he is going to pray
for should not be silly), he can go on, otherwise he needs to change his mind. In this
dilemma, Tommaso is called to acknowledge not only his agency as (potential) author
of the prayer, but he is also held accountable for what he is going to propose to pray
for. In receiving Chiara’s assessment, Tommaso hesitates (line 21) and again asks her a
confirmation (line 22). It is only when she grants him her positive assessment with a
repetition (line 25) that he signals the opening of the prayer format. From that moment
on, he leads the prayer using verbal and nonverbal maneuvers to request the blessing
of God over the food (28), the day (29) and over the little mole that has been found
dead in the garden the previous afternoon (30–32). In doing so, Tommaso—author and
animator of this activity—not only exploits his agency, but also qualifies this activity
as a site for recounting an intimate culture and collective experience. From her side,
Chiara makes the difference by regulating the space of action for Tommaso and by
allowing him to analyze and autonomously evaluate the adequacy of his “creative”
contribution to the activity at hand. As a result, the prayer appears to be highly
negotiated, with possibilities to be interrupted, reformulated, and interactively
managed.
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Table 1 “Nuns’ Home” and “Family Home” adults’ and children’s participation and agency as observed in the
discursive excerpts

Nuns’ Home Family Home

Participation framework
Children’s

participa-
tion

•Animators: children memorize a text and
perform it appropriately through their verbal
and non-verbal conduct (as in Box 1)

•Problematizers (as Federico in Box 1): little
children can disalign with the activity at
hand by proposing one own’s requests and
problematizations

•Children participate as: (a) problematized as
the designed recipients of adults’ requests
and directives and (b) ratified audience who
needs to listen the interrogatory and the rule
declamation; (c) co-narrators, co--
problematizers, and spies with aligning and
affiliating to adult’s narratives modes (as in
Box 3)

•Authors and animators of the prayers (see Box
2)

•Children are considered held accountable of
their (prayers’) intentions and formulations
(as in Box 2)

•Children participate as: (a) problematized for
their (potential) misconduct and global tra-
jectories (as in Box 4); (b) ratified audience
that can intervene as problematizer as well;
(c) unratified audience; (d) mediators; (e)
ironical commentators of the situation at
hand (as in Box 4)

Adults’
participa-
tion

•Authors of the text of the prayer (as in Box 1)
•Leading performers of the activity’s

multimodal conducts (with attention to little
children, as in Box1)

•Controllers of children’s conduct (as in Box 1)
•Narrators of the occurred transgressions (as in

Box 3)
•Interrogators: posing numerous questions

(most of them, rhetorical ones, as in Box 3)
•Evaluators of children’s conducts, with relying

also on IRE sequences (see Box 3)
•Problematizers who allocate individual

responsibilities
•“Voices of the law”: establishing what the rule

is, what the risks are, who has to be
considered accountable for and finally
looking for agreements over the rule at stake
(as in Box 3)

•Multimodal gatekeepers of the activity at
hand (see Boxes 2 and 4)

•Principal (as Chiara does in Box 2)
Problematizers as they supervise the moral

suitability of children’s interventions (as in
Box 2)

•Problematizers of childrens’ conducts, ratified
audience, unratified audience, mediators (as
in Boxes 2 and 4)

Agency displaying patterns
Children’s

agency
•Particularly restricted (as in Boxes 1 and 3)
•Children are problematized and held

accountable for what they do and think (as in
Box 3); if considered guilt, they are obliged
to reply to the questions addressed to them
as designated recipients of adults’ questions

•Transgressors can resist the alignment by
using an un-cooperative silence or other
forms of conversational resistance (as in
Box 3)

•Children’s disalignment and disaffiliation is
interactively sanctioned (as in Box 3)

•As adults, children are problematized and held
accountable for what they do and think (as
in Boxes 2 and 4)

•Children can refuse, resist, meta-communicate,
align and disalign, using irony to critically
affiliate with the affective stance of the
conversation

Adults’
agency

•Particularly marked
•Adults’ narratives are privileged
•They can pose multiple questions without

being contested
•Their meaning-making activity is

unnegotiated, taken for granted and
unproblematized (as in Box 3)

•Adults consider themselves to be held
accountable and justify their interactional
behaviors

•Adults’ meaning-making activity is negotiated
with children and other adults

•Adults’ actions can be contested and
negotiated (as in Box 4)
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Talking about rules and transgressions

Drawing on a sociocultural perspective (Zittoun and Perret-Clermont 2009), norms and
rules—part of any educational setting as transformative milieu—represent very rich arenas
of socialization as they are acquired “not only through routines and directives but also through
an explicit interpretation and evaluation of everyday behavior” (Arcidiacono and Pontecorvo
2009, p. 111). In this sense, the activity of managing children’s behavior when diverging from
the locally expected courses of actions, i.e., talking about rules and transgressions, represents
an important discursive arena to make sense out of the individual’s behavior as well as out of
the collective experience taking place in RCC, as in other educational settings.

In the following excerpts, we analyze two representative examples of adults and children
talking about two interpreted-as-problematic behaviors: in the first case, they discuss about a
transgressive behavior that occurred in the afternoon (see Box 3), while in the second case a
(potential) problematic behavior is occurring real time during dinner (see Box 4). Both episodes
represent special sites for investigating how rules are negotiated, what participation framework
is locally built up and maintained and what agency resources children (and adults) rely on.

In the first episode, occurring at Nun’s Home, two children are called to retrospectively
explain the reasons why in the afternoon they went to the garden without being allowed to (see
Box 3).

Table 2 “Nuns’ Home” and “Family Home” adult-child interactions

Nuns’ Home Family Home

Adult-child
interac-
tions

•Highly normative
•Highly coordinated, normatively undertaken

activities with little possibility for children to
contribute (other than with resistance or
un-negotiated compliance)

•Children’s contributions are interpreted as
transgressions from the general normative
rule and treated as such

•Adults’ contributions are treated as they don’t
need justifications and accounts

•Centered on adults’ interpretations, panopticon
and global control

•Children and adults can negotiate the meaning
of their activities and co-construct different
options and behaviors

•Adults’ contributions are treated as children’s
and need to be justified and held accountable

•“Open complex negotiation sequences”
(Fatigante et al. 2021) supported by a wide
array of multimodal resources and centered
on mutual interpretations and negotiation

Table 3 Educators’ interactional moves and strategies fostering children’s participation and agency in RCCs

•Asking children to auto-evaluate their talk and intentions;
•Making open questions, instead of commands and threats (see Fasulo et al. 2007);
•Leaving space for meaning negotiation and argumentation;
•Leaving space for children’s refusal and alternative meaning-making;
•Sustaining meta-communication sequences;
•Using accounts and explanations to make everyone’s actions intelligible (see Craven and Potter 2010; Hepburn

and Potter 2011);
•Suspending the use of qualification directed to children to avoid labelling children;
•Using irony, affective terms, and intimate references (see Arcidiacono and Bova 2011);
•Recurring to the “authority of feelings” (Bova and Arcidiacono 2013) to convey an affective stance over

argumentative strategies;
•Managing private-into-public sequence (and protecting them) to negotiate with children over the discursive

meta-communication about the activity at hand.
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Box 3 represents a very dense “rewind narrative” (Zucchermaglio and Fasulo 2008)
focused on a pressing list of questions (lines 1-39) that looks like a police interrogatory
of a detective story (Ochs and Capps 2001). Here, in a non-negotiated way, Nun Paola
tries to tell the story from her point of view with recurring to many discursive actions:
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she reconstructs the chain of the events; she problematizes what happened; she renders
the two transgressors accountable for what they have done, depicting and allocating
their individual responsibilities in each phase of the transgression (deciding to go
downstairs, proposing one another, opening the door, going downstairs, playing in
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the garden10); she voices the rule and finally looks for agreement. The excerpt could be
divided into several parts. From line 1 to line 37, Nun Paola establishes a preparatory
phase in which she exploits numerous close questions and repetitions to retrace the
transgression, globally conveying a sense of growing tension. However, the questions
posed to children appear to be rhetorical: as demonstrated by the overall narrative, Nun
Paola already knows how things evolved over time. From line 12 to line 15, she recurs
to a typical school discursive device—the IRE sequence (initial state, response,

10 These actions appear to be differently treated during the excerpt. The discussion on the action of door opening
occupies three turns of talk (lines 20–22), while more conversational floor is occupied by revolving around the
act of having planned the transgression (lines 23, 26, 28 and 33). In this light, it appears as though Nun Paola is
giving more agentic power and responsibility to the act—and related agent—of having planned to go in the
garden without asking her. In so doing, Danilo is pictured as the most responsible agent of this transgression. This
can be connected also to other situational reasons. First, as Federico—differently from Danilo—displays
cognitive and language problems, he is probably perceived as the second-in-command and potential victim of
the other one. Secondly, the moral evaluation of the act of planning could have its roots on the Catholic tradition,
where bad intentions are particularly sanctioned. Thirdly, in a Roman-centered juridical approach—as it is the
case of the Italian laws and regulations—premeditated acts are more severely punished than non-premeditated
ones.
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evaluation, see Wells 1993)—posing a question (line 12), and evaluating (line 15)
Federico’s answer (line 13). This case underlines the paradoxical effect of praising him
for the answer, even if he is the transgressor of the event.

After a global reconstruction of the event with the active support of Martina (line 30) and the
more peripherical one of Matteo (line 21), it is finally in line 39 that Nun Paola qualifies the
transgression in form of a minimal account (“dangerous”). This passage paves the way for what
comes next: when Martina cries “Imagine if there wasn’t Nun Antonella downstairs” (line 44)
she exploits a fiction—i.e., the creation of an imaginary scenes over the past situation
(Zucchermaglio and Fasulo 2008)—to convey an alarmed affective stance projection over the
past transgression (line 45). In doing so, she potentially opens a space for retrospectivemeaning-
making with the two children as designated recipients. Unfortunately, as shown byMartina, this
change of frame is hindered. After a pause (line 46), the girl occupies this interactive slot and
replies with recalling an evidence (“they were by themselves,” line 47) that implicitly down-
grades the risk of the episode and disaffiliates with the alarmed tone of the nun. This disaffil-
iation is immediately amended with an open class repair initiator (Drew 1997) (“what?,” line 48)
addressing Martina’s whole previous turn as problematic. By reaffirming the alarmed affective
stance, with the following sequence Nun Paola re-establishes a simplified code with elementary
expressions, repetitions and reported discourses (lines 50–56) as if it was a baby talk. Then, after
emotionally recalling her experience of not seeing the children in the apartment (not tran-
scribed), from line 89 to line 98, she once again re-establishes the “how-to-do” rule and finally
asks for agreement, that is conveyed by Federico, repeatedly nodding (lines 88, 90, 96).

Overall, this episode conveys all the preoccupation from the adult’s part, who not only
speaks “the voice of the law” and normatively re-establishes the rule but also discursively
ventriloquizes a panopticon (Foucault 1975; Ochs and Capps 2001) agent that has to see
everything in order to “socialize” children. In this episode, little negotiated space for meaning-
making or alternative moral horizons is allowed, nor any space is given to the exploration of
the reasons behind children’s conducts.

In so doing, Nun Paola’s agency appears to be particularly marked, while children
participation and agency appears to be very restricted. The group of children is treated as
the ratified audience that needs to be publicly exposed to the rule. Particularly, Federico and
Danilo are the designed recipients of many questions, repetitions, and requests for agreements.
However, the two boys display different roles and related agency. Whether Federico replies
with his nonverbal conduct confirming his involvement in the transgression and the final
agreement over the rule declamation, Danilo replies to the pressing question-list only once
(line 34). His perpetrated silence—being constructed as the guiltiest one (see note 10,
above)—appears to be particularly critical: is it either an act of resistance and/or the impos-
sibility of saying anything? In this participation framework, children in fact can perform a very
restricted array of actions: they can/have to listen to what is being said; they can/have to reply
when questioned (and, in doing so, they can receive an evaluation); they can/have to comply
with Nun Paola’s comments (as Martina frequently does, co-problematizing11 what has been

11 Martina’s discursive role as co-problematizer and co-investigator is particularly interesting. During the
narrative, she first encourages the elicitation and then proposes the children to be the addressed recipient of
their contributions (lines 8 and 10) to facilitate their intervention. Secondly, she contributes to create a moral
horizon in which the boys’ actions can assumed transgressive tones (line 16). Thirdly, she poses herself as
another interlocutor of the interrogatory (lines 20, 32), with using many discursive devices that grant her the
position as co-problematizer: she makes assessments with negative qualifier (“nasty boy”, line 24), she completes
the nun’s turns (line 47) and refers to the usual behavior of children (line 30).
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said, see lines 8, 10, 16, 19, 24, 44, 47) and they can/have to “do the spy” (as Martina—in line
30—and Matteo—in line 21—do). In the same vein, disaffiliative and/or disaligning contri-
butions (on the distinction between disalingment and disaffiliation, see Stivers 2008) appear to
be interactively sanctioned, as it happens when Danilo does not reply (lines 27, 29, 31) and
when Martina downgrades the alarmed tones of the adult (line 47). Overall, in this restricted
participatory framework—justified by an alarmed perspective from the nun’s part—little space
is devoted to rule negotiation, nor there’s room for the exploration of the reasons behind
children’s transgression and for the agency displaying from the children’s part (with the
notable exception of Danilo’s refusal to answer).

Differently from Nun’s Home, the following excerpt relates to a problematic episode
occurred during dinner. It concerns a tension between food preference over fruit and nutritional
regimes (on the Italian family approach to fruit in the socialization of taste, see Ochs et al.
1996). The quarrel regards Chiara, the mum, and Marta, a 12-year-old girl with constipation
problems at the time of the video recordings, who is said to eat kiwis but does not want to. The
interaction occurs in overlapping with other ones, and, particularly with Daniela (the 4-year-
old daughter of the couple) that is jumping and running in the kitchen, shouting, and
performing loud comments (see Box 4).

From line 6 on, Chiara proposes Marta to take a kiwi—a good source of fiber—to
comply to the girl’s nutritional regime connected to her constipation problems. In doing
so, she exploits the illocutionary force of questions (lines 6, 14), tag questions (as in line
9), repetitions (line 14, 16), and directives (line 16) to encourage (line 18) and beg (line
18) the girl. It is particularly her use of accounts (lines 9, 20, 23, 25, and 35) that shows
an implicit underlining aspect of her socialization theory: adults need to justify their
actions to be accountable (“I’m doing this for your own good,” line 35). Differently from
excerpt 3, this episode displays many affective verbal expressions (as in line 35) and
items, as nicknames (line 6), sarcastic allusions (lines 23–25), ironic comments (lines 32,
34, 36, 38), and multimodal “affective” activities (see the silent activity of lending fruit
to Marta by Manuela in line 21, their frequent smiling, as in lines 26, 32, 38, and gazing,
either to convey a sense of annoyance, as in line 15 or to establish a common ground, as
in lines 8 and 12). The overall participation of the little child, Daniela, with her playful
expressions (see lines 7, 10, 13, 33), contributes to coloring the episode with lively
affective tones.

The overall participation framework revolves around Chiara, the problematizer, and Marta,
the problematized, with their audience as ratified listeners of the conversation. Still, something
problematic occurs within the audience. When firstly a social educator and secondly a boy ask
for the reasons of the conflict—the first one using a request for clarification based on an
individual evaluation of the girl (“why? what’s wrong with her?,” line 27) and the second one
trying to understand if eating kiwis is a new generalized rule (“why? now we have to
compulsory eat kiwis?,” line 28)—Chiara does not grant them the epistemic right and authority
to know what’s wrong. With her intervention in line 29 (“it’s something between Marta and
myself”), she qualifies that piece of interaction as private, designating them as temporal non-
ratified recipients. On the contrary, Chiara—the interactive manager of the conversation—
ratifies other verbal and nonverbal maneuvers, as for instance, when Manuela lends Marta a
kiwi (line 21), when Silvano ironically comments and encourages the girl to eat either fruit or
vegetables (lines 34, 36), acting as if he was a mediator.

After two rejections (lines 11 and 19) and many nonverbal expressions of refusal (lines 8,
12, 15), Marta finally affiliates (line 26) by meta-communicating with Chiara (“you cannot
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threaten me this way,” smiling, line 32) and smiling back at Silvano’s ironical comment (line
38). In what follows (not transcribed), she will finally eat fruit.

Marta’s agency is particularly revealing of the kind of communicative resources and
practice available for children’s participation in this residential facility: she resists, meta-
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communicates over the situation, aligns and disaligns, always affiliating herself to the affective
stance of the situation proposed by Chiara and reinforced by Silvano. In so doing, all
participants co-contribute to create an “open complex negotiation sequences” (Fatigante
et al. 2020), supported by a wide array of verbal and multimodal strategies, in which the
sense of agency and accountability of both adults and children—and their mutual meaning-
making of rules—can be called in play. In this light, this episode constitutes an open “thinking
space” (Perret-Clermont 2004) in which the children’s agency of opposing, takeoff taking
position, exploring, and negotiating the rules is at stake.

Children’s (and adults’) agency and participation

To better resume the comprehensive results of our study, Table 1 displays both adults’ and
children’s agency and participation involved in the four excerpts above analyzed.

Table 1 shows that the locally available options and trajectories of participation and agency
for children (and adults) are vastly different in the two facilities. At Nuns’ Home, children’s
participation and agency are constantly designed to follow standardized formats (as in Box 1),
in which little space is given to children’s authorship, negotiation, and meaning-making
exploration (see Box 3). The socialization practices thereby available appears to be adult-
centered, top-down (from one to many) and based on an intense validation of the (visual and
multimodal) control of children, probably with the intent of protecting them from an “outside
world”, that is perceived as highly risky and harmful (see 3). By using a socializing restricted
code (Bernstein 1971)—reproducing a “traditional” teacher/fronted teacher/controlled class-
room interaction with repeated questions, requests for agreements, and IRE sequences (see
Box 3)—children are socialized to listen to adults’ own voice, and to follow it. This asset is
revealed also by older children’s behavior, monitoring little children as co-problematizers and
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“spies”. As ethnographic studies in RCC have demonstrated, “power in an institution is
regulated not only through figures in authority but also among those who come under
authority” (Tan 2010, p. 41).

Conversely, at Family Home the above-analyzed excerpts show that children can have
authorship (see Box 1 and Box 4), are held accountable (as in Box 1), are granted to say no
(see Box 4), and are considered able to autonomously auto-evaluate what they say (see Box 1),
even in quarrels and negotiations (as in Box 4). Adults open and guide collective spaces for
negotiation, meta-communication sequences (see Box 4), and distributed meaning-making
activities (see Box 1). The socialization practices thereby available appears to be based on an
elaborated code (Bernstein 1971) and on interactive frames that are composed of overlapping
sequences (as in Box 4), of different rounds (as in Box 1), and several accounts (as in Box 4).
Particularly, the account sequences sustain a broader co-construction and negotiation of rules,
justify an understanding of consequences of actions and allow children’s autonomy (of
thoughts and actions) within the interactional space regulated by adults (and, particularly, by
Chiara, the resident spouse of the couple).

Discussion

As we have displayed, in this paper, the residential care facilities under investigation vastly
vary in terms of adult-child interactions (see Table 2).

What is making this marked difference in terms of adult-child interactions? What are adults’
detailed interactional and multimodal moves that can foster the development of solid symbolic
and semiotic resources with children in RCC?

In line with relevant research literature, our results empirically display that educators’
initiatives and interactional strategies that contribute to shape elaborated trajectories and
choreographies of participation and agency development for children are as follows: (a) asking
children to auto-evaluate what their talk (and intentions) are, reinforcing their accountability as
social actors (as in Box 2); (b) making open questions (as in Box 2) instead of commands and
threaten (as in Box 3) (see Fasulo et al. 2007); (c) leaving space for meaning-making
negotiation and argumentation (as in Box 2 and Box 4); (d) leaving space for children’s
refusal (as in Box 4) and alternative meaning-making (as in Box 2 and Box 4); (e) sustaining
meta-communication sequences (as in Box 4) to foster interaction negotiation and “the
capacity of communicating about communication” (Ruesch and Bateson 1951, p. 209); (f)
using accounts and explanations to make adults’ and children’s actions intelligible (as in Box
4) (see Craven and Potter 2010; Hepburn and Potter 2011); (g) suspending the use of
qualification directed to children (as in Box 4) to avoid labelling children (as in Box 3); (h)
using irony, affective terms, and references to deal with disagreement and negotiation (as in
Box 4) (see Arcidiacono and Bova 2011) and globally contributing to the intimate culture of
the home; (i) recurring to the “authority of feelings” (Bova and Arcidiacono 2013) to convey
an affective stance over argumentative strategies (as in Box 4); (j) managing private-into-
public sequence (and protecting them) to negotiate with children over the discursive meta-
communication about activity at hand (as in Box 2 and Box 4). Table 3 illustrates the main
findings of this study in terms of adults’ strategies fostering children’s participation and
agency.

These moves appear to be by all means “educational investments” on an active, reflective,
and competent cultural socialization of children, that goes well beyond the activities of both
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praying and talking about rules and trasgressions, i.e., a socialization in which children can
experiment themselves and meaningfully participate as “thinking beings in thinking spaces”
(Perret-Clermont 2004). We can then claim that these appear to be “open complex negotiation
sequences” (Fatigante et al. 2020) supported by a wide array of multimodal resources and
centered on mutual interpretations and negotiation.

Our results corroborate the research on adult-child interactions in other educational contexts
(as school and family) and contribute to widening the knowledge on adult-child interactions
and on cultural socialization paths in the important, but until now underexplored, context of
RCC. As in school and in family, the interactive moves and strategies of adults can be
considered crucial resources for developing (more or less) elaborated, active and creative
contexts of children’s participation.

In so doing, we have shown that we can “see” the theoretical stance “behind” the design
and enactment of everyday interactive activities (see Zittoun and Perret-Clermont 2009) in
RCC. By comparing two settings and two dinnertime activities, we have revealed the
expectations of conduct and implicit relationship and meaning making concerning authority,
legitimacy, competences, interactional rights and duties taking place in RCC. These evidences
do not only well resonate with the literature on RCC but also they constitute a unique
contribution with respect to the broader adult-child interaction research, in which it is
recognized that adults and children do not interact on the basis of a specific “biological
designated choreography” (Stern 1977) as every group and socialization context “orchestrates
the ways in which children participate in particular situations, and this, in turn, affects the
forms, the function, and the content of children's utterances” (Ochs and Schiefflin 1984, p.
311).

Conclusion

The ethnographic and interactional analytical approach adopted in this study—together with
the comparison of two interactional dinnertime activities and facilities—has enabled us to
illustrate how RCC can be systematically studied in its everyday talk, opening a reflection on
both future research paths and on suggestions for professionals. Despite its limitations12, this
methodological choice gives access to available socialization practices and reveals, as in other
sites of adult-child interactions (Sarangi 2006), the impact of the possibilities given to children.
Particularly, in this paper we have shown that children’s cultural socialization in RCC highly
depends on trajectories of participation and agency development that are allowed, sustained,
and fostered by educators’ initiatives and interactional strategies (as in Table 3, above).

Future research is then needed to open more deeply the “black box” (Libby et al. 2005;
Palareti and Berti 2009) of everyday interactions in residential care and, more broadly, in
alternative care. Given the delicacy of children’s life trajectories living there, it is crucial to

12 As most interactional and multimodal studies, our findings are limited to the contexts under scrutiny and
therefore they cannot be generalized. However, they constitute an example of how participation and agency is
negotiated through two discursive activities taking place in ordinary adult-child dinnertime talk. We are also
aware that the analysis of interaction occurring at dinner—although based on an ethnography—provides a
restricted portrayal of the many socialization practices taking place in RCC, as it does not focus on the other
formal and informal adult-child encounters regarding out-of-home children (and their families) such as, for
instance: formal meetings (individual interviews, psychotherapy encounters, evaluation meetings) and informal
talk with peers, educators and parents.
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investigate how adults’ strategies and socialization practices contribute to the development of
solid symbolic and semiotic resources to face the multiple transitions of their actual and future
lives (Zittoun 2006). Even more than their peers, children in alternative care need meaningful
socializing paths and rich interactional contexts.

For the professional development of those acting in the field (educators, social workers,
psychologists, as well as volunteers), our results can help disseminate activities of observation,
video recording and (self)reflection, shared analysis of their daily working practices and
interactive strategies for fostering children’s participation and agency. Accepting that one’s
work practices becomes “public” (“observable” and “scrutinized” by other professionals)
requires courage and energy on the part of professionals and volunteers, but it has the
advantage of making them become actors and authors of their professional development and
of the general improvement of the educational quality and richness of the alternative care
contexts and services for out-of-home children—residential care within them—in which they
work and in which children are living and growing.
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Table 4. Transcription conventions (Jefferson 2004)

(1.5)
(.)
↑
↓
.
?
,
-
=
°text°
°°text°°
text
>text<
<text>
[
((text))
(text)
( )
:::

Pause (in seconds and tenths of seconds)
Micro-pause (shorter than 0.2 s)
Sudden rise in pitch
Sudden drop in pitch
Descending intonation
Ascending intonation (not necessarily interrogative)
Suspended intonation
Abrupt interruption of talk
Latching with previous utterance
Quiet volume
Very quiet volume
Emphasis
Faster pace of speech
Slower pace of speech
Start of overlapping talk
Description of nonverbal activity
Unclear or dubious words
Unintelligible
Elongation of a sound
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