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Background: Since 2010, French secondary schools with a high proportion of students
in academic difficulty benefit from a compensatory education policy called ‘Écoles
Collèges et Lycées pour l’Ambition, l’Innovation et la Réussite’ (ÉCLAIR). These
students tend to behave poorly and frequently disengage from learning tasks, and thus
one of the greatest challenges for teachers is to keep them focused and active. The
‘academic learning time in physical education’ is very low, about 14.4%.
Purpose: This case study investigates the relations between the students’ motor and
social involvement and the class management strategies of four experienced physical
education (PE) teachers in a difficult educational context.
Participants and Setting: This case study focuses on four secondary school classes with
the same characteristics: all are part of the ÉCLAIR program, are taught by experienced
PE teacher, with hardly manageable underachieving students in drop-out situations (16
in total, between 12 and 16 years old), and offer four units of gymnastics (for a total of
26 lessons). The classes were organized as group activities, with instruction sheets, with
an educational project based on the students’ sense of autonomy and responsibility.
Research Design: This research was conducted following a situated approach from the
cognitive anthropology framework of ‘course of action’.
Data collection: Extrinsic classroom data were collected by observing the students’ and
teacher’s activities within the classroom and using audiovisual recordings. Intrinsic data
were collected during self-confrontation interviews held after the lessons.
Data Analysis: The data were processed in three stages: (a) the structure of students’ and
teachers’ behaviors; (b) the dynamic of students’ and teachers’ experience, and (c) the
classroom management strategies related to student misbehavior.
Findings: The findings reveal that in spite of permanent classroom agitation, working
involvement predominated with only short periods of student disengagement.
Compromises organize the relation between students’ involvement and teacher
management strategies. There is a compromise between work and play time for the
students – they mainly remained involved in their work, and were appropriately
involved in their task both physically and socially. Then, there is a compromise of
acceptance for the teachers, as they use specific management strategies based on
controlled short drop-outs as a source of student involvement in work.
Conclusions: These findings raise the question of how PE teachers working under the
compensatory policy can best manage student misbehavior. The teacher’s acceptance,
compromises within the classroom, zone of acceptable responses, and articulation of
instruction activity with misbehavior management, are as many factors improving
teachers’ professionalization.
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Compensatory education policies

In the late 1960s, many countries, including the USA, the UK, and France, developed com-
pensatory education policies. Initially, these policies were based on the concept of ‘cultural
deprivation’ and aimed at managing school disorder. In the USA, a policy of ‘positive dis-
crimination’ has driven compensatory education since the 1960s, when President Lyndon
B. Johnson declared ‘War on Poverty.’ Various programs were implemented under the
Economic Opportunity Act of 1962 and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act:
title 1 in 1965. The most famous of which are Head Start, Follow Through (for a review,
see Ward and O’Sullivan 2006). In the UK, compensatory education is driven by the
notion of policy areas, with a focus on ‘disadvantaged areas,’ and was updated by the
Plowden Report (1967). The main programs have been the Education Priority Area
(EPA) of the 1960s and Excellence in Cities in 1999 (Machin, McNally, and Meghir
2004). In France, the compensatory education policy lies between those of the USA and
the UK and incorporates the notions of both policy areas and positive discrimination.
However, as noted by Senac (2000), the emergence in 1981 of ‘Zones d’Éducation Prior-
itaire’1 (ZEP) by Alain Savary2 is specific to France. According to Senac (2000), foreign
experiences did not greatly influence French policy, as the major influences were the
ideas of the General Trade Union of Education and Public Research (SGEN-CFDT) and
the findings of French educational research. Several programs grew out of the original
ZEP of 1981, and ZEP was replaced by a new policy of ÉCLAIR in 2010. This develop-
ment reflects a shift in political concerns from an initial focus on helping disadvantaged stu-
dents to the development of strategies to manage student misbehavior (Kherroubi and
Rochex 2002; Millet 2004).

Most studies on these compensatory policies concentrate either on the students’ behav-
ior within the school or class, or on the teacher’s management of the class. But they do not
focus on the relations between the students’ behavior and the class management strategies,
nor on how does the teacher articulate the class management strategies with the teaching
strategies. Researches on students’ activity within schools parts of the compensatory
policy are often quantitative (Kherroubi and Rochex 2002, 2004). Their goal was to evalu-
ate their effectiveness by comparing changes in student performance as reflected by national
tests in French and mathematics (Bénabou, Kramarz, and Prost 2009; Demeuse et al. 2008).
Qualitative research is less common and tends to address misbehavior at school, with few
studies focusing on the problems encountered by the teachers. The few studies in the class-
room context particularly highlight the difficulty for the teachers to get and keep their stu-
dents involved in the lesson (Armand and Gille 2006). In this context, building a sustainable
working group of students is a challenge for teachers (Rouve and Ria 2008), and ‘managing
the class in acceptable conditions of communication in a specific location and for a certain
time is not the starting point of the school situation but one of its objectives’ (Kherroubi and
Rochex 2004, 172). In these difficult contexts, teachers often feel their work is exhausting
and frustrating, which leads them to find compromises so they can make it through their
day’s work (Rouve and Ria 2008). The challenge of class management is particularly dif-
ficult in PE;

the structure of a traditional academic classroom often gives students a private environment to
complete work and confines social opportunities because students spend a majority of their
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time in desks. Teacher directed activities are also common in the traditional classroom setting.
By comparison, PE classes are usually centered on physical abilities and often related to sport
activities. This changes the dynamic from a teacher–student interaction to more of a student–
student interaction. PE classes tend to be public in terms of peer groups and also performance-
based, which amplifies the self-conscious changes that adolescents experience. (Garn, Ware,
and Solmon 2011, 86)

Classroom management and misbehavior in PE

The studies of classroom situations with difficult students have been conducted from three
research perspectives: behavioral, ecological, and situated action. They show that teachers
manage these classes only with great difficulty due to frequent disengagement of the
students.

Behavioral researchers were the first to look at the effectiveness of teaching practices in
these difficult contexts. They found out that disturbing behaviors appear very frequently
during PE lessons with one disciplinary incident every three to four minutes in secondary
schools (Piéron and Emonts 1988), against one every two minutes in primary schools (Tur-
cotte et al. 2008). These incidents are mostly not oral but physical deviances, moving about
or off-task behaviors (Hardy, Hardy, and Thorpe 1994; Turcotte et al. 2008), conflicts
between students (Piéron and Emonts 1988), or between teacher and students (Beckers-
Ledent et al. 1995; Hardy 1999). The findings detect four basic categories of student behav-
ior : (a) students involved with the ‘task-as-stated-by-the-teacher;’ (b) students involved in a
‘modified-task;’ (c) students involved in ‘deviant off-task behavior;’ and (d) students acting
as ‘competent bystanders’ (to avoid participation without misbehaving) (Tousignant and
Siedentop 1983, 49). These researches show that class management has two objectives:
‘Here the goal has been to reduce off-task behaviour and increase on-task behaviour’
(Ward 2006, 9). Moreover, the more difficult the situation is, the more time the teacher
spends managing a multitude of off-task behaviors (Kounin 1970). The studies have
shown two typical features of student behavior in these difficult classes, the first concerning
actual practice time and the second, social behavior. First, the academic learning time in
physical education (ALT-PE) for difficult students is particularly low: 14.4% of the total
lesson time (Vors, Gal-Petitfaux, and Cizeron 2010) compared with 21.9% in the usual
context (Piéron 1993). Various studies have shown that ‘the more difficult students
spend a quarter less time at practicing the activity during the lesson’ (Piéron 1993, 57).
These findings emphasize a parallel trend in the high rate of disengagement. Such students
are unable to stay on task and permanently generate off-task behaviors. ‘One of the stron-
gest indicators of disengagement is physical withdrawal from schooling, which includes
such behaviours as tardiness, cutting classes, chronic truancy and dropping-out’ (Pellerin
2005, 1159). Second, this type of study has emphasized social behavior as a main factor
in student disengagement from school tasks. Social relationships are highly valued by stu-
dents, particularly in PE and especially for difficult students: ‘Establishing and maintaining
meaningful relationships with peers is a critical social skill for students’ (Ward 2006, 13).
Others studies focus on the teachers’ behavior. They analyze misbehaviors detected in case
of a major incident with a multidimensional category system in which students and teachers
are simultaneously coded (Brunelle et al. 1993; Hardy 1996; Piéron and Emonts 1988; Tur-
cotte et al. 2008). In conclusion, behavioral researches are highly efficient to identify
several behavior categories: students’ off-task behaviors and teachers’ management strat-
egies. More generally, these categories allow an accurate description, essential when
trying to understand what happens in PE classes. Behavioral research also studies the
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interactions between students’ and teachers’ interrelated behaviors within teaching con-
texts, combining data collected through observation (accessing behaviors and strategies),
and through questionnaires and interviews (accessing what the participants think about
the educational setting and their interpretation of events they have experienced) (Piéron
1982). However, two limits must be emphasized: the difficulty to build an interpretation
of events experienced by the participants (Piéron 2005), and to explain how the actions
are related to each other during a period of activity.

Ecological research is more focusing on the dynamic and interactions of the classroom
(Doyle 1977). Social misbehaviors are not opposed to work behaviors but appear as com-
ponents in classroom interactions. In the class, on-task and off-task behaviors are integrated
into one complex system of interrelationship between managerial (maintaining order),
instructional (promoting learning), and student social (socializing) systems (for a review
in PE, Hastie and Siedentop 2006). The managerial system provides rules, routines, and
expectations for students to allow learning to take place. The instructional system involves
the presentation and practice of the subject matter. The social task system was first empha-
sized by Allen (1986), who described it as having two major goals, that of socializing and
that of passing the course (Dyson, Linehan, and Hastie 2010, 115). Research from sports
education and adventure education in PE has extended Allen’s (1986) work to show that
the social task system can actually enhance and not necessarily impede student learning
(Carlson and Hastie 1997; Hastie 1995, 2000; Hastie and Siedentop 2006). Several
studies have shown the problematic teacher–students relationships in difficult classrooms.
The teachers’ instructional activity is permanently thwarted, hindered, or interrupted by
student transgressions (Hastie and Siedentop 2006). They are constrained to allow
certain student social interactions and to informally accept certain misbehaviors provided
that they do not interrupt the smooth running of the lesson (Hastie and Pickwell 1996).
The more difficult the context, the more teachers develop a large ‘zone of acceptable
responses’ and accept off-task behavior (Sanders and Graham 1995). On the other hand,
the students’ classroom activity is marked by numerous acts of disengagement in opposition
to the teacher’s expectations in order ‘to reduce the demands of a task, to lessen the chances
of being held accountable, to seek a more interesting task, to engage socially with peers, or
even out of boredom’ (Sanders and Graham 1995, 215). Within the ‘system class,’ teachers
and students cooperate and reach ‘trade-offs’ out of necessity (Hastie and Pickwell 1996);
yet in difficult classes, this occurs frequently and is not always easy to handle. Ecological
research reports on classroom life as a dynamic system of interaction and seeks to under-
stand the goals of the various actors. However, similar to behavioral research, these
studies do not provide access to what drives the actors to act in a given situation; that is,
the reason behind their actions during interactions.

Another field of research based on the situated approach of the teachers’ and students’
activities within the class (Monnier and Amade-Escot 2009) brings another way of analyzing
the classroom interaction given by the ecological perspective. This research is interesting in
the sense that teachers assign to their interactions with students. The findings have shown
that in difficult classes, teachers’ and students’ activities are both impeded: their concerns
compete (Monnier and Amade-Escot 2009). This approach shows that the concerns and
actions of teachers and students are co-constructed. To explain these phenomena of coordi-
nation in the classroom, the researchers rely on the subjective perspective of actors through
interviews. They provide insight into what drives teachers and students to act in the class-
room. The teacher hinders the activity of difficult students and prevents them from socializ-
ing as they want. The analysis of the action suggests that students often do not understand
why this is happening and they develop a strong sense of frustration and injustice that
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leads them into conflict with the teacher (Flavier et al. 2002). For their part, the students’
actions upset the teacher’s activity. By their continual transgressions, they hinder the tea-
cher’s instruction activity (Monnier and Amade-Escot 2009). Durand (1996) showed that
managing classroom order is a primary concern for teachers, even more important than
student involvement in learning tasks. During open conflict with students, teachers must
interrupt the flow of the lesson to manage misbehavior (Flavier et al. 2002). In PE
classes, teachers may feel divided between conflicting concerns ‘relative to the management
of the lesson syllabus along with the students’ lack of discipline’ (Flavier et al. 2002, 29).
The teachers experience these classroom situations as particularly unstable; they are
exhausted by the permanent need to try to coordinate their actions with those of students.
A few studies have shown that experienced teachers (Chauveau 2001) manage to create
an atmosphere of involvement in the classroom, maintain it, and coordinate their apparently
incompatible concerns with those of the students (Gal-Petitfaux and Vors 2008). Thus, a situ-
ated approach shows the concerns and actions of the actors linked with a definite situation.
Only a few situated approaches focus on the strategies adopted by the teachers to coordinate
their activity of instruction and maintaining order with the students’ misbehaviors.

Purpose

Only a few studies have focused on the relationship between teacher and students, or on the
dynamic of activity of actors’ in the context of difficult classes operating under compensa-
tory education policies. This case study investigates the relations between the dynamics of
the students’ motor and social involvement and the teachers’ classroom management strat-
egies, in a difficult specific educational context. More particularly, in this specific context,
we sought to analyze the activity of teachers and students in order to understand how tea-
chers interact with students to manage their misbehavior and to maintain a positive dynamic
of students’ involvement.

Theoretical framework: course of action

This study is part of an approach to the activity of actors in the context described as the ‘situ-
ated approach’ (for a review in PE, Rovegno 2006) and makes use of a theory based on the
principles of situated action and situated cognition: the semiotic framework of the ‘course of
action’ (Theureau 2003, 2006, 2009; Theureau and Filippi 2000). This theory was inspired by
situated cognitive anthropology (Durand 1996; Gal-Petitfaux et al. 2010) and has provided
the basis for a considerable amount of French research in various fields related to sports prac-
tices over the past 10 years, including collective activity in high-level sports (Bourbousson
et al. 2011); coaches’ and elite athletes’ activities (Hauw, Renault, and Durand 2008; Sève
et al. 2005); student activity in sports (Guillou and Durny 2008); activity configurations,
interactions, and cognitive artifacts (Veyrunes, Gal-Petitfaux, and Durand 2009); novice tea-
chers and physical education teacher education programs (Ria et al. 2003); experience and
professional knowledge construction (Flavier et al. 2002; Méard, Bertone, and Flavier
2008); and pedagogical supervision and pre-service/mentor interactions (Chaliès et al. 2010).

Our work lays on the theories of situated action (Suchman 1987, 2007) and distributed
cognition (Hutchins 1995; Lave 1988) following the assumption that an action is physically,
temporally, spatially, and socially situated. This assumption is added to the hypothesis of
the ‘course of action,’ which emphasizes the temporal dynamics of activity, the actor’s sub-
jectivity, and the collective activity (Theureau 2003, 2006, 2009). Within this framework,
the interactions between actors and their environment are considered as unbalanced in the
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sense that actors select only those things in the environment that are relevant at a given
moment to their internal organization. For the course-of-action theory, the level of action
that is meaningful for an agent is the level that can be shown, told, and commented on.
This theory is based on the assumptions that the level of experience that is significant
from the actor’s standpoint is a level of organization relatively independent of other possible
levels of activity analysis and that it may give rise to valid and useful observations, descrip-
tions, and explanations.

Thus, the course of action theory posits that by gaining access to the temporal dynamics
of meaning constructed by the actors during their activity, one can account for their inter-
actions with the environment and explain how they build themselves in a given context. In
the case of teachers, such access should help to better understand how they act and interact
in the classroom. With this approach, activity is regarded as a course of experience com-
posed of subjective concerns, perceptions, and knowledge permanently changing over
time. This experience is described as an individual-social activity; that is, as the experience
of how other people are part of the actor’s pre-reflexive consciousness in the course of his
interactions (Theureau 2006).

Methods

Participants and settings

The specific context of this research includes common characteristics to all studied classes:

. The secondary schools chosen are ranked as a top priority in the ÉCLAIR program
for French compensatory policy (i.e. belonging to the most troubled schools in
France). These schools were identified according to the students’ daily demon-
strations of major incivilities.

. The four selected classes (one per secondary school) were mixed-sex. There were
considered by the teaching staff as particularly difficult because of student unrest
and misbehavior. On average, each class included 17–24 students.

. The four PE teachers (two women and two men) are experienced (Chauveau 2001),
they agreed to partner with the study after being briefed on the research topic and
protocol.

. Sixteen students (four per class) between 12 and 16 years old (seven girls and nine
boys) were selected by the teachers as presenting the strongest behavioral issues.
They are underachieving students in drop-out situations. To preserve anonymity,
the participants’ names have been changed (Figure 1).

. The chosen PE lessons were gymnastics workshops comprising six or seven lessons
each (i.e. 26 lessons in total). During these lessons, the gymnastics workshops were
organized in parallel. Students should work in groups of three to five people and learn
several motor skills at each workshop. The spatial organization clearly shows the
definite location of each activity. For all of them, the students were given an instruc-
tion card on which the teacher specified the working conditions (working abilities,
repetitions, and criteria to self-evaluate their successes and failures).

. Each school’s PE educational project states that the objective of these gymnastics
activities is to develop the sense of autonomy and responsibility of the students.

The four teachers chose that type of work plan to improve the students’ sense of auton-
omy; but it offers them many opportunities to behave poorly as they often work without
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teacher management. Moreover, the presence of numerous and various items (e.g. gym
mats, trampolines) is another reason for the students to play and be distracted from their
task. For the teacher, this work plan brings difficulties to manage the class – as they
have to manage several groups simultaneously, spread over a vast environment, and
cannot supervise all students at the same time. Thus, this particular context, including dif-
ficult students working by themselves in small groups, is seen as prime situation to study the
students’ involvement and classroom management.

Data collection

As explained above, two types of data were collected: extrinsic and intrinsic. The extrinsic
data were collected in class from ethnographic notes and audiovisual recordings. The
recorded data were collected by a video camera and a wireless microphone worn by the
teacher. These data were used to identify traces of the classroom activity dynamic of tea-
chers and students and their interactions.

The intrinsic data were collected from individual self-confrontation interviews held
after the lessons in the gym by the researcher (Theureau 2010). All four teachers and 16

Figure 1. Example of categorization of Kevin’s behavior in lesson 1 and distribution (in %) of the
time involvement in each category.

Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy 653

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

SC
D

 A
ix

 M
ar

se
ill

e 
U

ni
ve

rs
ite

],
 [

M
r 

V
or

s 
O

liv
ie

r]
 a

t 0
8:

03
 2

1 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
15

 



students were invited to take part in interviews. They were to face their own image issued
from the audio and video recordings of the lessons using a computer with pinnacle studio
software (Table 1). Each actor went through two interviews (in total, 8 teacher interviews
and 32 student interviews). They were asked to comment on their practical actions, com-
munications, interpretations, feelings, and focus during the recorded activity. Either party
could stop the tape or backtrack at any time to facilitate descriptions and comments. The
researcher’s prompts were concerned with eliciting descriptions of the actions and events
as experienced by the actor; requests for interpretations and generalizations were
avoided. The prompts were designed to focus the students’ attention on the dynamic of
their involvement (i.e. the elements in the situation inciting them to focus or withdraw)
and the teachers’ attention on interactions with misbehaving students during the lesson
(i.e. events where student misbehaviors made sense to them), encourage them to be more
specific, and obtain additional information.

This study was based on collaboration with the participants of the study agreeing on the
conditions of participation, the objectives of the study, the use of the image, and data protec-
tion. First, to avoid the potential bias that a video recording could have on the students’ and
teachers’ behaviors, the protocol was built gradually. We had to gradually get both teachers
and students used to work in a classroom with recording material. The video camera was
installed three lessons before the beginning of the study. We attempted to be as unobtrusive
as we could by positioning the camera in a corner of the gymnasium and by being as discreet
as possible. Second, we progressively built a relationship with the participants during main-
tenance sessions – we established a relationship based on mutual trust so that they understand
they would not be evaluated nor judged. We also explained that the audio and video record-
ings were merely there to help understanding their actions and feelings within the classroom.

Data analysis

The data were processed in three stages. We identified: (a) the structure of students’ and
teachers’ behaviors; (b) the dynamic of students’ and teachers’ experience, and (c) the class-
room management strategies related to student misbehavior.

The structure of students’ and teachers’ behaviors

The extrinsic data were analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively to identify the structure of
students’ and teachers’ behaviors. We established a summary analysis of the numerous

Table 1. Participants of the study.

Students Teachers

Secondary school 1 Girls: Nawel, Pauline Mrs D
Cycle of six lessons audio–video recorded Boys: Alex, Brahim
Self-confrontation interviews on lessons 4 and 5

Secondary school 2 Girl: Yasmine Mr X
Cycle of seven lessons audio–video recorded Boys: Kévin, Rachid, Sourak
Self-confrontation interviews on lessons 1 and 5

Secondary school 3 Girls: Léa, Megda Mrs Y
Cycle of seven lessons audio–video recorded Boys: Mohamed, Nordine
Self-confrontation interviews on lessons 3 and 4

Secondary school 4 Girls: Alice, Soumaya Mr W
Cycle of six lessons audio–video recorded Boys: Benjamin, Tony
Self-confrontation interviews on lessons 2 and 4
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extrinsic data collected (ethnographic notes, and audio and video recordings). At first, the
extrinsic data were processed qualitatively. The various behaviors were coded and described
through audio and video recordings. These descriptions were chronological, following the
development of the lesson in order to highlight the dynamics of the various behaviors.

Second, a quantitative analysis of the extrinsic data in agreement to the ALT-PE method
(Berliner 1979; Siedentop 1983; Siedentop, Tousignant, and Parker 1982; Van der Mars
2006) was added to complete this qualitative analysis (Table 2). Thus, the behavioral
pattern of the different actors during lessons and their on-task time were identified. The
interval recording instrument was slightly modified to be adapted to the specific group
working situation in gymnastics (Gal-Petitfaux and Cizeron 2005): the coding categories
were revised (Table 2) and the time interval was set at 10 seconds; the coding was done
according to the progression of the lesson. In summary, using the video, we encoded the
behavior: (a) the type of behavior according to ALT-PE categories; and (b) the duration
of each behaviors category (the coded behavior being what was identifying the most repre-
sentative category of the 10 seconds time interval).

Then the quantitative analysis was to calculate the distribution (in percentage) of the
actors’ involvement time in each category. Thus, the behaviors of the actors were presented
in profile of behavior (an example of student profile on Figure 1).

The analysis of extrinsic data allowed to highlight the structure of classroom behavior.
This extrinsic analysis was completed by an intrinsic analysis in order to understand the
origin of these behaviors.

Table 2. Categories of behavior coding based on the ALT-PE instrument.

Teacher
behaviors

Position of teachers with the students
observed

Close to the student (in the space of his
workgroup)

I

Teacher away from students (outside of
his workgroup)

O

Speaker who addressed the teacher The whole class CL
A group of students GR
Student observed SC
A different student from the student

observed
S

Student
behaviors

The student is involved in the motor
task required by the teacher

The motor activity of the student is
appropriate

MOa

The motor activity of the student is
inappropriate

MOi

The student is involved in a task
accompanying the motor task
required by the teacher

The student has a cognitive activity
such as thinking, observing, listening
carefully to the teacher, completing a
worksheet (ONc)

ON

The student has a social activity to
advise or assist another student
(ONs)

The student puts up and manages the
equipment (ONm)

The student waits his turn to pass by
staying focused (ONw)

The student is not involved in a task
required by the teacher

The student waits passively, without
disturbing the lesson (OFFw)

OFF

The student involved in a physically
deviant task (OFFt)
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The dynamic of students’ and teachers’ experience: Concerns, Interpretant, and
Representamen

According to a postulate of the theory of the ‘course of action’ (Theureau 2006), each
actor’s experience is composed of various signs. To understand the origin of students’
experience and teachers’ management strategies, we analyzed the meaning constructed
by the actors during their activity focusing on these aspects: his/her Concern, his/her Inter-
pretant, and his/her Representamen. In each lesson, we identified student’s and teacher’s
signs from their own experience they shared during self-confrontation interviews. The con-
cerns are the major interests involving the actor in the situation – in this case, what are the
student’s motivations when they drop-out and what the teacher mobilizes when he manages
misbehaviors. These concerns are identified by asking to each actor the following question
about the collected and transcribed data: what are the main concerns for the actor at a given
time, and what do trigger these reactions in this situation?

The Interpretant deals with the knowledge that the actor mobilizes at a given moment. It
is constitutive of the actor’s culture and prior experience mobilized at a given time, in
relation to his/her concerns. Teacher and student Interpretant was identified with the follow-
ing question: what practical knowledge is being constructed, validated, or invalidated by the
actor at the given moment – during classroom management or during a student drop-out,
for example?

The Representamen is the element which is significant to the actor at the chosen
moment. It can be proprioceptive, perceptive, or mnemonic. The Representamen was ident-
ified using the following question: what element is significant to teacher and student in the
situation? They were labeled with a sentence starting with ‘I am perceiving . . . ’ or ‘I am
remembering . . . ,’ followed by a complement which was reproducing the comments of
the actor when possible. By comparing these data of each actor, we are able to find out
the recurring Concerns, Interpretant, and Representamen among students and teachers.

Classroom management strategies related to student misbehavior

This last step allowed us to demonstrate, in three stages, the typical character of teachers’
misbehavior management during PE lessons. First, the students’ misbehaviors and the tea-
cher’s classroom management strategies were analyzed crossing extrinsic data relating to
the behaviors description and the intrinsic data relating to the experiences (Concerns,
Interpretant, and Representamen). Second, the dynamic of interaction between students’
misbehaviors and teacher management strategies was identified by paralleling them
during the same period. Third, the typical relation between students’ misbehavior and
teacher management strategies was identified focusing on common features of the
second stage.

Data validity and agreement rate

The data validity was obtained by triangulation. The agreement rate was obtained by the
coding of two different researchers. They compared the coding of each action and com-
munication between teacher and students one by one with the three components of the
actors’ experience. They systematically obtained an agreement rate higher than 83% at
the end of each step. Sources of disagreement were discussed by the researchers until
they reached an agreement close to 100%.
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Findings

The findings pointed out that all four classes were involved in relatively studious activity
during lessons. Teachers rarely had to interrupt a lesson on the long term to bring back dis-
cipline within the classroom. However, the students’ work was marked by numerous disin-
volvements and off-task behaviors. Two typical findings common to all actors showed that:
(a) students’ activity was mainly turned towards work based on a compromise between
work and play time, due to (b) classroom management strategies based on a compromise
of acceptance.

Typical structure of students’ involvement: a substantial learning activity despite
permanent withdrawals

The results showed that the dynamic of students’ activity had a typical structure: the ‘diffi-
cult’ students are mainly involved in work in spite of permanent short withdrawals. This
typical structure of students’ involvement will be evidenced in two stages – first by present-
ing the structure of students’ behaviors (with an analysis of extrinsic data based on video
analysis and ALT-PE), and then with the dynamic of the students’ concerns (by analyzing
the intrinsic data of the self-confrontation interviews). However, to illustrate them, we will
use some concrete examples that were chosen because they are emblematic of what all the
actors do.

Structure of students’ behaviors: a typical form of student disengagement non-prejudicial
to work

The qualitative and quantitative analyses of the extrinsic data showed a typical structure of
students’ behaviors changing from frequent and ephemeral disengagement to long-time
involvement in the task requested by the teacher. Several behaviors differ from what is
expected by the teacher. These deviant behaviors generate a sensation of restlessness,
typical to the studied classes. The amount of these behaviors (more than 40 different
types were identified) produced during a short3 amount of time is high: the students are
always moving about, exercising then discussing, suddenly leaving their task to go, talk
to another student in a nearby group, etc. However, the organization of their behaviors
and the common activity within the class are not chaotic.

Moreover, a detailed analysis of these extrinsic data showed a typical structure of stu-
dents’ behaviors dynamics. The course of behavior analysis showed cyclic organization
alternating routinely between long consistent behavior and short deviant behavior. More-
over, the ALT-PE method highlights that hard-working behaviors expected by the
teacher are dominant for 15 out of the 16 students during all four gymnastics cycles. The
following example is representative of what happens for the 16 students studied in all
four classes during all 26 lessons (Figure 2).

During this lesson, the four students produced a broad spectrum of behaviors (Figure 2)
divided into the five categories presented earlier. The ALT-PE method added to the quali-
tative description of behaviors shows that all categories were composed by many types of
behaviors. For example, when the students were involved in a task accompanying the motor
task (coded as ‘Other conform:’ 59% for Yasmine, 50% for Sourak, 29% for Rachid, 50%
for Kevin), this was manifested in different ways, such as when students were getting ready
to go, waiting for their turn to go through, replacing or setting up equipment, talking to the
teacher, helping a friend, or filling in the exercise sheet. Moreover, the specificity of the
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students’ course of behavior is that their misbehaviors have a very short duration. The
dynamics of student involvement had a stable organization marked by a succession of
sequences lasting no more than two successive occurrences. The students never stayed
long on one activity: they changed permanently. For example, in one minute Sourak
made a correct jump, put up the equipment, chatted with friends, gave a kick to a mat,
made another jump, wandered around, waited idly, did some off-task behavior, read the
exercise sheet, and called to the teacher.

The duration of off-task behaviors was rarely for more than one minute. Even when a
student withdrew from the prescribed task, it was a minor event. All misbehaviors coded as
‘Motor off-task’ added to ‘Passivity’ (23% for Yasmine; 29% for Sourak, and 31% for
Kevin) were less prevalent than the task-oriented behaviors, except for Rachid (67%).
On average, they represented one-third of class time. Moreover, these off-task behaviors

Figure 2. Students’ typical behavior during the third lesson of teacher X.
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were characterized by furtiveness: although they were frequent, they remained low com-
pared to on-task behaviors. The students performed one or two off-task actions that are
not so ‘severe’ and then went back to be required work. This behavior shows that they
were still involved in the given task with an appropriate motor and social involvement
except during very short breaks. There was no sustained disengagement. Even when stu-
dents were passive or apathetic (coded ‘Passivity:’ 5% for Yasmine, 1% for Sourak, 29%
for Rachid, and 9% for Kevin), this did not exceed three successive occurrences. On
average, these passive behaviors represented 11% of the coded behaviors. They occurred
when students doubled up while standing in line, were lying on the mats, or began wander-
ing about the gym in search of an opportunity for change. Although physically inactive, the
students scanned their environment looking for opportunities to escape boredom. Involve-
ment in work and an appropriate motor involvement nevertheless remained dominant over
off-task behaviors.

Behaviors consistent with the teacher’s requirements were mostly present in 93.8% of
the time (15 out of 16 students). They represented approximately two-thirds of their actions
(average 62.5%). These were the moments when the students were involved in carrying out
the motor task; that is, the required gymnastics exercises of somersault and jump. In
addition, the students periodically looked at the exercise sheet on which the exercises
were explained. They also watched what others were doing to succeed. This type of behav-
ior reflects their ability to work with relative autonomy and shows the efficiency of the
teacher to deal with behavior management.

In summary, the qualitative analysis of audiovisual data showed a broad spectrum of
behaviors, and identifying the course of behaviors composed of repetition and alternating
of on-task and short off-task behaviors. The quantitative analysis of extrinsic data
pointed out the dominance of on-task behaviors. Thus, both analyses combined showed
a typical structure of students’ behaviors. Students’ behaviors are continually changing
and off-task behaviors are continuously present and ephemeral throughout a period of
activity. As a result, off-task behaviors do not disrupt on-task behaviors which have a
longer duration. As it will be explained in the next section, the interviews with the students
helped to understand what incites them to act in such a way and the dynamic that builds
their course of actions during the lesson.

Dynamic of the students’ experience: compromise between work and play time

Studying the course of action of the students brings the analysis one step further by high-
lighting the concerns beyond these behaviors. The findings show two typical concerns orga-
nizing the students’ activity. One turned towards recreational activities, the other towards
work activities. First, the idea of ‘having fun provoking their peers by playing them
nasty tricks’ is permanently expressed through off-task activities. For example, this
concern appears when they push another student during a somersault to make them fall,
so they can have a laugh with their friends.

Kévin talks during the self-confrontation interview n82: Yeah, here I’m having a bit of fun with
my mate . . . (laughs), he’s going for a roll and boom . . . I push him. He fell over . . . We have a
laugh together, he did it to me earlier . . . We’re just having fun . . .

Then, the concern of ‘practicing the exercise’ is materialized through behaviors correspond-
ing to the teacher’s expectations. For instance, this is the students’ concern when they read
the instruction sheet to understand what they have to do or look for advice.
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Nordine talks during the self-confrontation interview n81: Here, I arrive at the activity, quickly
read the sheet . . . to go through the various exercises . . . Here, I want to check if the exercises
are hard (he executes them one by one, slowly and precisely). [ . . . ] Well, I try my best and then
I practice this somersault, the hardest!

Both these concerns alternatively structure the dynamic of the students’ activity, but train-
ing for the exercise overcomes (60% of the coded occurrences). The course of action analy-
sis indicates that the students shift frequently from one of these concerns to the other in a
circular way. For the students, being involved in the task set up by the teacher on the long
term is related to the fact that they can alternate between entertaining and work activities.

Nawel clearly expresses it during the self-confrontation interview n82: Fortunately I can have a
bit of fun now and again; otherwise it would be boring . . . I wouldn’t even come to class
anymore. [ . . . ] I work a bit but in the end it’s boring to do the same thing over and over
again, so I have a laugh with my mates . . . It’s no big deal, and after that I work as well.

Their major concerns are to find the best compromise between ‘having fun’ to avoid
boredom, and respecting the instructions given by the teacher to avoid trouble. The
sharp analysis of the students’ course of action determines the knowledge required to
adapt their behavior.

Within the interaction, they have developed three knowledge that organize their actions
in order to ‘avoid any trouble’ with the teacher. First, the students have learnt how to hide
their games from the teacher – by regularly checking the teacher’s location in the class-
room, being discreet not to be caught and staying within the space of their activity.
Second, they know that the teacher will be more lenient if he sees them working several
times, repeatedly and thus regularly all along the lesson. Third, they know they must
adapt their actions in relation to what they think to be the teacher’s state of mind. Thus,
the dynamic of the students’ activity is the result of a compromise between two contradic-
tory concerns, work, and entertainment. Even if the students regularly withdraw from their
task, these withdrawals are short and the students’ concern rapidly turns to work. Analyzing
the interviews shows that for most students, the most important factor for them to re-focus
on their task (turning to a work concern) is when they perceive the presence (oral or phys-
ical) of their teacher.

For example, Tony, a particularly difficult student, talks during the self-confrontation interview
n82: ‘If the teacher wasn’t there, we’d just have fun all day. It’s cool; we’re winding each other
up with my mates, making jokes (laughs). [ . . . ] we’ve got to be sly not to get caught by the
teacher.’

Finally, the analysis of students’ self-confrontation interview shows that the major portion
of time devoted to work is partly due to the teacher’s management of misbehavior in the
class. We can then study the teachers’ activity to understand how they manage the students’
misbehaviors, and how they can coordinate their activities of managing the class and teach-
ing the students.

Classroom management strategies based on a compromise of acceptance

Although the classes were considered by the teaching staff as ‘difficult,’ the lessons went
smoothly and without major clashes with these experienced teachers. To get these difficult
students involved and keep them focused on their task during the whole lesson, the latter
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use particular strategies based on a compromise of acceptance. The findings common to all
four teachers highlight two typical strategies: accepting some drop-outs and defining reac-
tion boundaries.

Classroom management strategy: acceptance of short drop-outs as a source of student
involvement in work

For the teachers, the findings show a typical management strategy consisting of accepting some
minor deviances. This typical strategy will be presented among three steps: the typical aspect of
acceptance of short drop-outs as a source of student involvement in work; the cause, based on
teacher compromises; and the consequences on the smooth running of the course.

Description of the management strategy. The management strategy relies on the acceptance
of short drop-outs that we identified earlier as a source of student involvement in work. The
extrinsic data analysis of all teachers’ behaviors allows understanding what happens during
the PE lesson. The analysis of intrinsic data allows describing the primary concerns of the
four teachers. Despite continuous deviances within the class, the teacher seldom intervenes
repressively and most of his interventions aim at reminding the students what they have to
do or helping them doing it. So, the main teachers’ concern would be to obtain a working
group activity in class. In fact, the main part of their interventions focuses on the expected
motor and social abilities. The low frequency of these calls to order could look like too
much permissiveness from the teachers. And yet, analyzing the interviews shows that the
latter are perfectly aware of the students’ continuous misbehaviors, and that they deliber-
ately adopt a strategy to face it while maintaining a working atmosphere favorable to learn-
ing. This strategy of adapting to the nature of the perceived disturbances is based on the
controlled acceptance of some minor deviances.

Causes of the management strategy. The findings pointed out the explanation of this man-
agement strategy based on the acceptance of some minor misbehavior. A thorough analysis
of the teachers’ experience, based on self-confrontation interviews, reveals that this strategy
results from three types of compromises from the teacher: (a) the seeking for personal well-
being, (b) the trust they have in their students, and (c) the necessity to keep them involved in
their task. The results presented seem to be typical, i.e. recurrent in all the teachers studied.
However, to illustrate this, in each part some quotes that represent very well the discourse of
all subjects will be selected.

First, the first compromise is linked with the teachers’ well-being. Teachers accept
certain deviances they see as minor to avoid using all their energy on the withdrawing stu-
dents at every instant. The following verbatim extract shows a singular example of this
typical compromise of teachers’ well-being.

Teacher X. talks during the self-confrontation interview n82: If I could control all these disturb-
ances, I would, but I can’t, there is too much to do . . . I would spend my whole time doing it . . .
the atmosphere would be tensed in the class, focused on disturbances. My job is not to be all
about discipline, so I try to keep them focused on their work.

Teacher has constructed the practical knowledge that he must verify the ongoing of his
repressive interventions. Before taking action, he tries to guess how long it will take –
for pointing out their poor behavior to students is not enough – he needs to check that
they respect his remarks on the long term. He must then dedicate some time to follow
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his interventions – and the more interventions, the harder will it be to follow them and the
more he might lose face with his pupils. Furthermore, each repressive intervention with stu-
dents might be a source of conflicts that will have a deal with and that might disturb the
progression of the lesson. This way, experienced teachers favor the smooth progression
of the lesson trying to avoid conflicts. They express that not to intervene and focus on
the work to be done is a source of frustration but that it is a necessary compromise in
these classes.

Second, they also accept some disturbing behaviors because they know their pupils. The
teachers have learnt to identify and accept some ‘benign’ dropping-out; they know it would
not weaken the collective activity of the working class. Paradoxically, off-task behaviors are
considered necessary for the collective work.

Teacher D. talks during the self-confrontation interview n82: Ultimately it’s almost better (mis-
behaviour) that they do this, instead of nothing, at least they’re moving, at least they’re active,
so for me if they have a little fun for 30 seconds, then they will get back to work. It’s their safety
valve.

He has developed the empathic ability to put himself in their position and understand the
reasons behind their actions. He knows that students having fun from time to time does
not mean they will not go back to work, he knows that the students’ dynamic of involve-
ment in their work goes both through working and playing periods. When he detects a dis-
turbance, he does not intervene straight away but controls the duration of the incidents.
Most of the time, the problem solves by itself and it is not necessary for him to step in.

Third, he accepts some disturbances to keep the students involved in their task.
They assumed that these short games allowed longer-term involvement.

Teacher Y. talks during the self-confrontation interview n81: Here, I pretend not to have seen
Marcel (who dived on the carpet) ... if not, you never stop (to interrupt the flow of the lesson). If
you’re all about order and discipline, these (particularly difficult) students drop out ... that
doesn’t work ... So you have lost everything: You have to manage conflicts in front of everyone
or you have to manage truancy ... you know there are plenty (of students) who have completely
dropped out and do not come to school anymore! (...) So there with Marcel, he dived, it’s no big
deal ... it allows him to breathe a little ... you see (the teacher shows the recording), he then
returns (to work) by himself.

Finally, this strategy of accepting some misbehavior is experienced by all teachers as an
addition of compromises, necessary to the smooth running of the lesson.

Consequences of this management strategy of acceptance. This management strategy of
accepting some minor misbehavior has a direct effect on the classroom interactions and stu-
dents’ involvement. The teacher’s management strategy allows students to combine in the
same time their two main concerns: having fun and working. Furthermore, despite constant
agitation, there is no sustainable drop-out or major conflicts that disturb the smooth running
of the lesson. The opportunity for students to have fun time offers them relaxation periods
allowing them to remain involved in the realization of the motor and social skills, and not to
withdraw for a long time. This management strategy also organizes the teacher’s activity.
This acceptance allows teachers to spend time for teaching and focusing on students’ motor.

To conclude, this management strategy is based on accepting these furtive off-task
games in order to prevent definitive disengagement. For the teacher, misbehaviors stay
within the range of acceptable – or only slightly wrong – activity if they do not exceed
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certain limits. This management strategy based on the teacher’s adaption to the nature of the
detected disturbances constitutes a form of compromise in the class, between managing the
students’ misbehavior and their teaching. This typical form of compromise is controlled by
the teachers – it allows them to intervene in the first place on the targeted motor and social
abilities, thus meeting their educational objectives.

Adapting management strategies with deviance boundaries

The teachers’ acceptance of the students’ misbehavior is limited and needs to be perma-
nently regulated following what happens in the classroom. The first of the teachers’ man-
agement strategies is to ‘close their eyes’ on the off-task behaviors produced by such or
such student – provided that these individual deviances do not spread through the class,
other students, and do not threaten the collective work activity. A second management strat-
egy comes from definite boundaries. Four deviance boundaries can lead the teacher to take
action with authority to stop students’ misbehaviors: (a) conflicts between students; (b) the
threatening of the students’ physical integrity; (c) the spreading of these deviances; and (d)
the duration of misbehaviors.

First, teachers will intervene firmly when they detect the beginning of a violent conflict
between students.

Teacher Y. talks during the self-confrontation interview n81: They continuously wind each
other up . . . continuously . . . and it is a source of conflicts’. ( . . . ) ‘Upsetting your friends is
a game which stops when the kid who is being upset loses patience at some point. You can
see it, if the student who is being bothered is having as much fun as the one bothering him,
then it’s alright. But if I see them getting upset, then I will step in before it goes too far.

The four teacher studied have learnt how to detect the contentious potential of certain situ-
ations and can read the nature of the conflicts between students. To discriminate the con-
flicts’ dangerous potential, they rely on precise indicators which they detect in the
students’ behavior. When students provoke each other for fun (have a laugh for a minute
while doing their work), teachers observe their reactions – and especially the expression
on their faces, the nature of their laughs and signs showing they become upset.

Second, teachers can also step in when the behavior of a student can be a prejudice to
the physical integrity of other students.

For instance, during the third lesson of Teacher Y. One of the students found it funny to take the
mat off while another was jumping. The teacher shouted the student’s name from the other side
of the gym and gathered all students to take control of the activity authoritatively.

The teachers studied are permanently and thoroughly keeping an eye on the students’ phys-
ical safety during these gym activities. When they move about in the gym and stop near an
activity, the first thing they do is to set the safety equipment back into place as soon as it has
been moved the slightest by the students, whether voluntarily or not. They particularly
focus on the activities involving a mini-trampoline for they know it is a piece of equipment
offering a strong fun potential to the students.

Third, teachers can step in to stop deviances spreading to the whole class. The analysis
shows that within the 26 lessons in difficult classes under watch poor behaviors spread very
quickly among the students. In no time, a game between two students attracts other students
who will deliberately take part in the game or start their own with other students. These
deviances increase until they provoke the withdrawal from one or several activities.
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Teacher D. talks during the self-confrontation interview n81: Here it is a mess; I intervene
directly ... there are students who leave their workshop. (...) The physical organization is a
key element; it provides a working framework for students. Otherwise, it can go very fast
and after you lose control. (...) There, you see both disruptive students returned to their work-
shop ... here we go (the class is back to work).

To control the spreading of misbehaviors, teachers must focus on the appropriation of space
by the students. The way the students appropriate and organize themselves through space is
an indicator providing information as for the working activity in class. A students’ gather-
ing will immediately draw the teachers’ attention and they will understand it as a potential
deviant behavior. They will also thoroughly keep an eye on the students’ flow between
workshops, as they know a student withdrawing from the expected task and leaving the
spot will induce the transmission and spreading of disorder in the class.

Fourth, teachers will intervene firmly when they detect drop-outs lasting too long. Tea-
chers are very careful about the amount of work produced by the students. The overall
quantity of time during which the students stay involved in the task is another indicator
for the teachers, telling them about the amount of work produced compared with the
amount of effective misbehavior manifestations.

Teacher W. talks during the self-confrontation interview n82: ‘I saw them, I saw what they were
doing, the sly devils, and I see that it does not degenerate, so I let them go. As long as it does not
last very long.’

Teachers continuously monitored any deviations to ensure that they remained ephemeral.
They thus monitored the progress of the class situation and intervened when students
exceeded a boundary related to working time. When this boundary was crossed, the tea-
chers intervened quickly. That is, they intervened when they found that the proportion of
misbehavior exceeded the expected behaviors. The duration of these behaviors was a
key indicator to guide their actions.

The management of student misbehavior by the teachers of this study had a typical char-
acter: these teachers exploited the deviant games to keep the students active, and they inter-
vened only if the duration of off-task behaviors exceeded a boundary of acceptance. To
conclude, controlled acceptance and the management of boundaries limits appear to be
management strategies based on controlled typical compromises regulated by the teacher.

Discussion and conclusion

This case study investigates the relations between the students’ motor and social involve-
ment and the experienced PE teachers’ task of managing the class, in a difficult educational
context. The findings reveal that in spite of permanent agitation in the classroom, the stu-
dents remained involved in the work with only short periods of disengagement and were
appropriately committed both physically and socially. In order to put these difficult students
at work and keep them focused during the whole lesson, the teacher uses specific manage-
ment strategies based on a typical compromise of acceptance. We could not possibly gen-
eralize the findings of these case studies to all classes classified as ‘difficult,’ but they
launch the debate on how teachers structure both their activities of instruction and maintain-
ing order and about the management strategies for difficult classes while practicing gymnas-
tics activities in workshop; and also on the differences and similarities between our findings
with those of other research studying the fundamental characteristics of classroom misbe-
havior management in the context of schools under compensatory policies. Some of our
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results about students’ misbehavior are congruent with research about incidents in class-
room. These incidents are mostly not oral but physical deviances, moving about, or off-
task behaviors (Hardy, Hardy, and Thorpe 1994; Turcotte et al. 2008).

The study presented here shows that the teachers managed to maintain student involve-
ment in learning situations without lengthy drop-out periods thanks to (a) misbehavior
acceptance as a compromise, (b) misbehavior acceptance boundaries, and (c) adaptation
to the particular context of gym workshop.

First, the findings showed that the teachers’ typical activity is organized around accep-
tance boundaries. This notion of acceptance goes along with the idea of a necessity for com-
promise in every educational activity (Flavier et al. 2002; McDermott 1977; Strauss 1992).
What is particular to this class situation is the presence of a ‘negotiated order’ (Strauss 1992)
or a ‘working agreement’ (McDermott 1977) based on permanent compromises between tea-
chers and students so that both sides get involved in their task more easily. Compromises
within the class allow the diverging interests of the teacher and their students to meet.
This structure fulfills the first goal of the teacher which is to ‘obtain and maintain collective
collaboration within the class’ (Doyle 1977, 47) or ‘to reduce off-task behaviour and increase
on-task behaviour’ (Ward 2006, 9). More precisely we pointed out the teacher’s management
strategies related to his main concerns: avoid conflict and focus on student work. Teachers
who took part in our study need to make compromises in order to avoid the emergence of
open conflicts threatening the good progression of the lesson. This notion of compromise
is similar to the concept of ‘trading-off’ in the ecological approach to classroom dynamics
(Hastie and Pickwell 1996). Negotiation and ‘trading-off’ appear in our case studies – admit-
tedly limited to four classes, four teachers, and 16 students – as strategies making class inter-
actions possible by tacit, specific agreements (Flavier et al. 2002). The class is regarded as a
complex and dynamic system, and teachers and students are necessarily brought to cooperate
by ‘trading-off,’ something that is usual but not particularly widespread in difficult classes
(Hastie and Pickwell 1996). These concessions seem to hit at the ethos of many teachers
faced with questions about the moral acceptability of student misbehavior, but they
become a vital necessity for success in ‘doing’ their work.

Second, our findings show that minor misbehaviors can only be tolerated up to accep-
tance boundaries beyond which there is no possible negotiation as for the teacher. This
notion of acceptance boundaries looks like the notion of ‘zone of acceptable responses’
developed by Sanders and Graham (1995, 381–382), defined as a space of liberty
granted by the teacher ‘accepting some variation in responses from the children’ linked
with their persistent desire to play. These authors emphasize that the more difficult a
class, the more teachers will need to accept off-task behaviors. This necessity for accepting
some off-task games is particular to our study, based on especially difficult classes. Our
study points out this specific boundary strategy as the systematic findings of the 26
lessons we focused on. Nevertheless, other researches show that despite these boundaries
some students avoid the work (Doyle 1977; Tousignant and Siedentop 1983). Those stu-
dents test the teacher’s boundaries acting as ‘competent bystanders’ without misbehaving
with a mock participation and counterfeit work (Tousignant and Siedentop 1983). In our
study, teachers are attentive to the amount of work produced by the students; this accep-
tance boundary avoid this kind of mock participation.

Third, all our findings confirm the idea that the activity of managing the class varies
following the students’ characteristics – and especially their difficulties when it comes to
working in groups or learning at school. Our study also demonstrates that other contextual
aspects have an influence on the teacher–students interactions in class. Working in work-
shops during gym lessons implies that the students work in groups, often on their own,
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without continuous help from the teacher. It also means that teachers must divide their atten-
tion on all the different working sites spread among a vast gym (e.g. the workshops), and at
the same time focus on one particular action to help one or several students. Their knowl-
edge is seen through their ability to manage the students even at a distance, anticipate the
possible conflicts, determine the order of importance of the deviances to adapt their actions,
while keeping the students involved in the expected task, helping and correcting them to
guide their learning. These findings relative to the specific context of workshops during
gym lessons agree with the ‘overlapping’ practices employed by experienced teachers
(Kounin 1970; Sabers, Cushing, and Berliner 1991).

As a conclusion our findings, even though limited to 26 PE lessons, highlight the role of
such acceptance and negotiation strategies from the teachers as a way to teach in particular
classroom contexts with drop-out students. The teachers accepted misbehavior only insofar
as it allowed these particularly difficult students to disengage briefly from the lesson before
returning to constructive work. The learning activity in the particular settings of compen-
satory education has thus been questioned in this study, and the major finding is that it
may consist of inseparable on-task and off-task behaviors. The idea is that if occasional
off-task behaviors were not allowed, these difficult students would drop-out or enter in con-
flict with the teachers (Vors and Gal-Petitfaux Fourthcoming). The analysis reveals that the
students go back to the expected task after short periods of disengagement by themselves.
These self-regulated actions can be considered as a major indicator as for the success of the
transactions in the class against disorderly actions (Bertone et al. 2002; Méard and Bertone
2009).These findings show that deviance and work should systematically be considered in a
shared relationship of complementarity rather than opposition.

The great difficulty is to find the right proportions in this delicate balance. This study
gives some indicators to judge if students’ misbehaviors are viable. It also shows that
experienced teachers are able to determine four deviance boundaries in classroom situation:
the emergence of the conflicts between students, the threatening of the students’ physical
integrity, the spreading of these deviances, and the duration of misbehaviors.

These boundaries are based on the teacher perception of the conflicts between students,
the threatening of the students’ physical integrity, the spreading of these deviances, and the
length of misbehaviors.
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Revue EPS.
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