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Abstract 
The study of politeness has blossomed over the past half century. Scholars such as Goffman (1967) and Brown 

and Levinson (1987) have provided a solid theoretical framework for understanding how courtesy is used. This 
study was originally set up to look at the patterns of stance and politeness in children. This project has evolved and 
included a more general politeness of social conduct and types of storytelling between children. The presentation 
will include preliminary findings from the field observations. The study took place at a local elementary school. 
Conversations had by children during their lunch periods were be observed. Behaviors and speech that are used to 
indicate politeness or rudeness were noted. Additionally interactions between children and adults were also noted. 
This project was preliminary field work and is a good starting point for individuals interested in children’s manners, 
storytelling, or learning more about ethnography in general.

Introduction
One of the less studied groups in societies is the children. Anthropologists have noted that children are simply 

viewed as “imperfect” versions of adults that are still learning and developing into a culture. (Hirschfeld, 2002). 
However that seems to be a rather limiting view on the interactions of children. The original goal of the project was 
to look at how children used politeness when making requests. However, the project developed looking at aspects 
of conversations such as storytelling, general behavior in the cafeteria, as well as observing social dynamics of 
children in the lunch room for example between peer groups and while interacting with adults. The interest in peer 
groups is because, in a sense, it rejects the notion of children as imperfect adults and views them as capable of 
creating and maintaining rules for social interaction.

This project was an ethnographic project. The researcher visited the elementary school three days a week and 
had lunch with first grade students making a note of conversations that occurred. The style of this project was 
helpful because it put the researcher in direct contact with the children and participation their conversations. The 
project focused on first grade students during their lunch period. This age group was selected because they are still 
closely supervised by adults who would correct them on behaviors considered impolite. This would show what the 
adults wanted the children to learn as polite in contrast to the children’s understanding of when to use politeness. 
This project provides a ground work for future projects looking at conversations among children as well as 
behaviors in the lunchroom. 

Methodology
As an ethnographic research, this entailed “participant observation”. This means that the researcher is directly 

involved with subjects research in order to gain a more complete understanding of their behavior (Murchison, 2010). This 
style of project more accurately portrayed the conversations in a natural environment. All of the conversations that were 
observed were unprompted by the researcher and accurately reflect what students discuss while at lunch. A natural 
environment is important when studying subjects such as politeness because an artificial environment (such as a lab 
space or other area apart from a normal setting for children) would limit the results that would be found. For example 
simply seeing wither or not children respond to prompts, such as saying thank you when having a door held for them, 
would not be efficient in determining how children understand politeness. It would demonstrate how well they understand 
the standard “adult” concept of what is polite. This, however, continues the perception of children as imperfect adults. An 
ethnographic project on looking at politeness in children allows a less biased look at how children use language on a 
natural, daily basis. 

Since the project involved human subjects approval was received from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), ensures 
that the researcher has taken measures to protect human subjects from harm. This includes protecting the identity of 
research participants and making sure that they are aware of any potential risks. In this case letters were sent home to 
make sure that both the students and their families were aware of the research that was going on. Extra caution had to 
be taken since children are considered a protected population. 

Once permission was received the work could begin. The researcher went to the school three times a week and joined 
the first grade classes in their lunch period. The researcher did not include the recess time in the study. The expectation 
was that the researcher would have been perceived as a lunch aide, appearing significantly older than any student. It 
was anticipated that this would create problems in gaining access to the students’ conversations, since the lunch aides 
are a more authoritative position. However this was not the case. The school also had a program in which students from 
the nearby universities could come and eat lunch with the students at the school. As a result the researcher was seen as 
a member of this program and many students eagerly invited the researcher to sit with them. The students were also 
very interested in the project as a whole and were very curious about the subject. The actual note keeping evolved along 
with the project. The first few days were spent mapping out the space and noting events such as scolds from lunch 
aides. After getting an initial impression of the space there were boxes that tallied common behaviors. These included 
violations of the various rules and the way various requests were made (such as saying please, or simply holding out 
their arm). It is important to note that there were also additional boxes marked out that said “other” and additional 
behavior that was not in the boxes was also recorded separately. With the story telling, a chart that recorded the number 
of turns was created. In addition to this a list of what was said was kept as well as what caused the break in 
conversation. The last development to this was an addition of a chart that assigned each person at the table a letter so 
that the researcher could keep a record of where students were seated when having a conversation. 

The Use of Please and Thank You
There were several findings from this project that are important. The first subject that was studied was the 

use of politeness among children. Politeness theory was the basis for the beginning of this project. 
Politeness theory states that when something is said that would damage the social position, or face of 
another person politeness is used to soften this impact (Elmianvari & Kheirabadi, 2013). The way in which 
we determined this was to look at requests made by the children. In particular the use of please and thank 
you when making requests was noted. The majority of requests were to open containers. There was a very 
frequent use of polite requests, although they did not always use please. Roughly half of the time the 
children used please when making a request. The rest of the time they simply asked “can you open this”. 
The use of politeness shows that the students were on the same social level as the researcher if not slightly 
lower than the researcher. It was difficult to overhear requests to other adults in the lunch room since most 
nearby requests were directed at the researcher. The few requests to adults that were noted were polite and 
almost always used please. This can be taken that the adults are in a much higher position socially, which 
makes sense if they are responsible for enforcing the rules. This is not to say, however, that the only 
interaction between the adults and the children is negative. There was a mix of friendly and scolding 
interactions between the adults and the children. The majority of scolding from students came in the form of 
disgust. One girl put ketchup on her hot dog, she decided to eat the hot dog separate from the bun. 
Afterwards she decided to put ketchup on the bun and eat it. This lead to whispering among the girls on the 
opposite side of the table. When she noticed them whispering she asked them what they were talking 
about. They said that it was “disgusting” that she would eat the bread with just the ketchup on it. This was 
one of the few times in which students scolded other students. There was also a separate time where a first 
grader called kindergarteners “gross” for leaving food n the floor. However, The first graders also left food on 
the floor several days.

Violations of the Rules
The rules were listed in two separate locations, both in very prominent places. Despite this there were 

still frequent violations of the rules. The most notable was leaving a seat without permission. In one visit 
children getting up and leaving their seat without permission was counted over 12 times. The children were 
only scolded once for this. On several occasions a child would walk to a lunch aide to ask for permission to 
“clear”. Additionally there were several cases of talking between tables, particularly while playing what was 
known as “the cootie touch game”. While playing the game children would frequently walk or talk between 
tables to let other students know who had the “cootie touch”. This was a more sedentary version of tag in 
which students had to simply dodge or pass along the “cootie touch”. Very rarely did this result in being 
scolded from a lunch aide. Other rude behaviors that were noted included bodily functions (such as 
flatulence and audible burps at the table) and talk of “poop”. While most of these came from very few 
students. These are actions that are typically considered rude, but were never scolded by either the aides or 
the other students. However one thing that was often enforced was the number of students at the table. 
While not a written rule, there was a strict eight people per table limit. There was one incident in which a 
student got up from the table without raising his hand. When he returned he was told to find a different seat 
since there were already eight people at the table. Despite protests from other students that he had been 
there for longer than other students he was still forced to move.

Storytelling
Students often engaged in telling stories often taking turns sharing. The students almost never talked 

over each other. When they did it was often when multiple students were trying to change the subject 
at once. These conversations were a sort of way for students to “one-up” each other. An example of 
this is a conversation in which boys were talking about who could run faster. One student claimed that 
they could run faster than another student who “is the fastest kid in 1st grade”. They continued to 
debate for a while until a third student declared that they should settle it with a race the following day. 
When they agreed the first student replied with “See you at the finish line” the other student said “No, 
I’ll see YOU at the finish line”. This type of storytelling was not unique to boys. There was a similar 
story in which a girl was telling the researcher that she enjoyed climbing trees. Another girl added that 
she also enjoyed climbing trees all the way to the top. A third student exclaimed that they too climbed 
trees to the top and did a flip off the top. The second student replied that she had done a double flip off 
of the top of a tree once. This was met with the third student arguing that this was impossible since “no 
one could do a double flip”. The truthfulness of the stories are less important than the communal 
activity of telling them. The act of participating in the story is what is important to the construction of the 
group (Goodwin, 2006). This was evident in several more conversations where the contents were most 
likely untrue, but it was still important in building community.

Summary 
Children are often viewed as simply being imperfect adults in most communities. This perception should be challenged 
however. Children demonstrate consistent behaviors in manners. They do have a way in which to police themselves when 
someone does break the accepted behaviors. This is mostly done around food and ideas of what is and is not acceptable 
food behaviors. There also seems to be rules other than those that are listed and displayed prominently. Rules such as not 
leaving you seat without permission is ignored while a limit of students at the table is enforced. 

Conclusions & Directions for Future Research
Since this was preliminary field work there are several directions that this project could lean towards. The first would be 

doing a deeper conversation analysis of storytelling. This could be done by focusing more on the turn taking aspects of the 
story. A new way of doing this would be to keep track of where children were sitting at the tables. This could be used to 
map out where children have conversations (for example do they shout across the table or prefer to talk to people at other 
tables instead). This would show the importance of seating at the lunch table. Another direction would be to look the story 
telling and how the children use it to manipulate social status. There has been extensive work in this field already, however
this project provides a new environment in which to analyze it. Lastly this project could provide a beginning for an 
investigation into food habits of children. While it was not a goal of this project, information of children’s disgust with 
varying foods was noted. An understanding of how children react when they are offended, such as by inappropriate food 
behavior, is important to know before starting an investigation into the subject.
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Sample Conversation
A: Do you like soccer?
R: Yes I do. Do you like playing soccer?
A: Yes I have a soccer ball.
B: I have a soccer ball…..No my sister has a soccer ball, I have a Basketball.
(Small pause)
B: I can’t wait for my birthday because my mom says she’ll get me a basketball so I can Shoot Hoops.
C: My brother has a football.

In this case A, B, and C are all students. These letters were rotated based on who the people were in the 
conversation. The first person to speak was always labeled A in this project, the second B, and a third participant C. 
The letter R was used to represent the researcher. This conversation shows what Goodwin refers to as “bragging” 
(Goodwin, 2006). It shows how children use their individual belongings to determine social status. In this case the 
possession of sporting equipment was used to indicate the individuals status among the group. Goodwin said in her 
book “The Hidden Life of Girls” that this type of bragging only appeared among groups of boys. However I found 
that girls had similar conversations about their Easter Dresses. There are many reasons that might explain this, 
such as a different geographical area with its own unique demographics. However it just demonstrates how quickly 
the field of anthropology can change.


