
Phone-Talk & Local Forms of Subversion 

Alex S. Taylor

Digital World Research Centre

University of Surrey

Guildford

Surrey

GU2 7XH

UK

Tel. +44 (0)1483 683973

Fax. +44 (0)1483 689550

email: alexander.taylor@surrey.ac.uk

Acknowledgments

I am indebted to the students who participated in this study for their time, enthusiasm and invaluable insights. I would also like to thank the sponsors of this study: BT Cellnet, Granada Media Services, Mercury One2one, Orange and Vodafone. Funding for this project was arranged by the DTI (Department of Trade and Industry) under the Foresight Link programme. My thanks also go to Nokia for supplying new phones for the students who participated in the interviews. I am also very grateful to Richard Harper for his supervision and support on this project.

Phone-Talk & Local Forms of Subversion

Introduction

Ordinary talk is, of course, an orderly accomplishment achieved through the use of such resources as turn sequence, posture, gesture and gaze. In this paper, I aim to demonstrate that teenagers sometimes use these discursive resources in conjunction with the mobile phone to produce a particular order to their face-to-face conversations. Specifically, I will show that, amongst teenagers, talk about the phone, or more generally ‘phone talk’, is routinely used in the management of a conversation’s topic and the organisation of participation status. What I claim to be of particular interest is the manner in which these features of ordinary talk are organised and managed through the mobile phone’s physical presence and its material qualities, and not simply by means of utterance, gaze and bodily posture. 

By way of this initial analytical work, I will go onto make the point that the phone provides features that make it a special resource in face-to-face talk. I will demonstrate that teenagers position the phone as a resource that can be used to subvert the orderly progress of group talk. I will suggest that teenagers accomplish subordinate interactions that are concealed from the situation at large by drawing on particular features of the phone. This permits them to participate in practices that disrupt group-talk-in-progress, subverting what is known to be the right and proper conduct for an occasion. This form of localised ‘subversion’ should be seen as quite distinct from the commonly referred to subversions that are framed politically; subversion, in this paper, is seen as a subordinate move—in talk or action—against the recognised order of a specific social situation and not a dissenting movement against a political authority or system.

In the final section of this paper, I will suggest that the design features for future mobile phones might be informed from such a view of phone-mediated talk. Specifically, by attending to those features of the phone that teenagers currently use to participate in phone-mediated talk, I will show how new possibilities for design might be contemplated. 

In presenting this work, I have chosen to draw on a limited number of excerpts from both interview transcripts and field notes. These data were collected over the course of a study aiming to investigate teenager’s use of mobile phones. The field notes were made during observations at two suburban sixth-form colleges attended by students between 16-19 years of age. The observations, amounting to approximately eighteen hours in the field, recorded phone-related activities in the college canteens, playgrounds and hallways. The transcripts were the product of nine video-recorded group interviews with six students from one of the sixth form colleges. The interviews took place over a period of ten weeks and in various locations, including the college classrooms and common area; ‘The Mound’, a small park just outside of college buildings; and in the food hall of a local shopping mall.

The analysis presented here follows on from my work described in a previous paper, investigating teenagers’ participation in the ritual practices of social exchange and, specifically, those practices of exchange mediated by mobile phones (Taylor and Harper in press). In contrast to this work, however, I have paid greater attention to the minutiae of teenagers’ conversational talk and interaction. By attending to the data in such detail, I hope to make clear that phones are a legitimate part of teenagers’ conversations and a resource that is taken for granted in managing orderly conduct. I also hope to show that the issues that emerge from this analytical stance provide a sense of how the phone has many practical although not immediately apparent uses in everyday conversation. 
Topic

To begin, I have chosen to focus on a short extract from the interview transcripts. The extract is taken from an interview I had with two students, Jackie and Lauren. In it, Lauren briefly talks of her relationship with her new boyfriend, Ali. By attending to the form the conversation takes and the various discursive resources employed, I will show that the phone provides a acceptable means to mange a conversation’s topic and bring closure to a topic-in-progress.

(1. Interview: local shopping mall)


Lauren: 
It’s rea:lly annoying: cos Ali’s really brown: an– he’s my new 

 

boyfriend.- an he’s like so brown:: i’m just like (.)
oh my God!


Jackie: 

That’s like 

 

Bob! It’s not fa:ir:: .hh


Lauren: 
I like go up to him an I’m like YEAH! look how brown I am(.)= 


Alex:
huh   huh


Lauren:

=and then he’s like- (.) His nat(.)tral colour is like way brown: er. hhh


Alex: 

huh-huh-huh-ha You’ve got a new boyfriend already:?  



Arr:
she works quickly doesn’t she 


Lauren: 

yeah, well: it’s been a month! GOD:!(.)=


Alex:
a month::? ((sarcastically))


Lauren:
=I’ve bin suff:er:ing:!
.hhh


Alex:

huh-huh-ha-ha


Jackie: 

.hhh have-you-been-going-out-with-him-for-a month?=


Lauren: 
=No! I haven’t been out with anyone for a month


Jackie: 
Oh, (huh-huh(

Lauren:
It was aw::ful!


Jackie:
hhh DA:mn! .hh


Alex:
khe-kheh-ha-ha-
ha,


Lauren: 
 
.hhh I didn’t like it at all::! It was horrible!


Alex: 
Rear:lly?(.) 


Lauren:
No. I can’t handle it. 


Alex:
Only a month? Lauren? khe-kheh-


Jackie:
(Awe::(

Lauren: 
(
But I don’t even talk to him that much- I don’t think it’s going



to work (out( (.)


Alex:
Ar   
r::


Lauren:
(

But anyway, this isn’t ab
out (   )


Alex: 


Okay then.


Jackie: 

You talk to Imie more: anyway.


Lauren: 
(
(Yeah:: ( But he’s great! I can talk to him about lots of (stuff:( 



((reaches to pick up Jackie’s mobile that is placed on the table and balances it on one end))


Alex:
(Yeah(=


Jackie: 
=Oo, Oo look! This is really cool! This is really sad actually.



((takes the phone from Lauren, leans back and starts to press the keys with both hands))


Lauren: 
.hhh he-her-her


Jackie: 
(ok watch( (.) Look at my phone- it’s really really corny- look 

 

(    ) ((leans towards Lauren holding the phone with one hand. 



Lauren also leans in and the two huddle closely to view the display))


Lauren:

ha-ha-ha-ha


Jackie:

huh-huh-huh(hhhh)



((both lean back and look towards each other laughing. Jackie shows Lauren her screen-saver that displays an animated heart))

In this sequence of turns, Lauren continues with some talk about the weather and suntans. She introduces the topic of boyfriends by describing how brown her boyfriend is. By labelling her boyfriend as “new” and possibly through Jackie’s ‘insider’ knowledge of the relationship, Lauren unwittingly finds herself in a discussion that she, as we shall see, turns out to be less than willing to engage in. Successive attempts to alter the conversation’s trajectory are eventually rewarded but, notably, it is the mobile phone that provides sufficient means for a shift in topic.

My main interest in the above sequence occurs when Lauren and Jackie shift topics by turning their attention to the phone (lines 33-48). However, before attending to this, I will pay heed to the beginning of the excerpt. Despite the apparent simplicity of the initial sequence of turns, the interpretive work that is performed accomplishes a great deal and does much to set the scene for the subsequent topic change. 

From the outset, it is evident that both girls are willing to cohere to the orderly undertaking of the conversation and that Jackie, importantly, is prepared to align herself with Lauren. This is apparent in the way the two girls ‘play out’, in the first four lines of the extract above, what is termed a paired sequence (Schegloff and Sacks 1973). Recognised in conversation analysis as one of the basic ‘units’ of talk, the paired sequence refers to a two-part sequence of turns whereby the utterance of a first turn, or pair-part, provides a ‘slot’ for a second turn. The classic example used by Sacks is the greeting-greeting, question-answer sequence made over the phone: “This is Mr Smith may I help you” followed by “Yes, this is Mr Brown…” (Sacks 1989). This instance of an adjacency pair (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974; Schegloff and Sacks 1973) conforms to two procedural rules—one being that an answer follows a question and the second being the identification given in the answer, or second pair-part, is precipitated by the form of the first turn.

Although not a question-answer or greeting-greeting sequence, the first paired sequence between the girls (lines 1-4) gives an indication of the ‘tone’ the conversation will take. The first turn and the manner in which the subsequent ‘slot’ is ‘filled’ signal what we shall see to be Jackie’s efforts to be allied with Lauren. In the sequence, Jackie demonstrates she is willing to take a supportive position by not only offering a sympathetic response to Lauren but also by mirroring Lauren’s description of her boyfriend’s tan (lines 3-4). Noticeably, Jackie’s second pair-part follows a sequential order and is discriminatively related to the first turn (Sacks 2000a). Lauren, herself, is spurred on by Jackie’s response. In her next turn, she recounts what is taken to be a plausible encounter in which she re-emphasises how dark her boyfriend is (line 5). 

Following Lauren’s turn, I interject. Having recently been told about Lauren’s break-up with her ex-boyfriend, I exclaim surprise at the relative speed with which he has been replaced. Lauren, talking over my teasing comment, quickly retorts with an emphatic denial of any wrongdoing (line 11). She suggests she has mourned her loss for an acceptable length of time and suffered quite unduly because of it. She reiterates this point following Jackie’s enquiry into the length of her relationship with Ali. Despite her misinterpretation of Lauren’s comment on the elapsed time between boyfriends (lines 15-16), Jackie’s consecutive turns operate to further sure up her support for Lauren. First, by not questioning the legitimacy of Lauren’s relationship, Jackie’s question serves to normalise Lauren’s movement from one boyfriend to the next, depicting it as the routine, ordinary business of dating. Second, through exclaiming “Damn!”, Jackie succinctly confirms Lauren’s feelings of woe are warranted. Again, Jackie demonstrates she is willing to collaborate with her fellow interviewee. 

At this stage, I wish to draw attention to the manner in which Lauren’s turns position herself as somewhat emotionally vulnerable because of her stated reliance on being with someone. In no uncertain terms, she twice recounts the period she spent without a boyfriend and the suffering she endured because of it (lines 11-13 and 17-29). In both attempts, to signal the severity of her month long ordeal, Lauren engages in the special work of legitimising what might be construed as improper behaviour on her part. She uses the pairing of time and dislike of her single status as a rhetorical device, so as to depict her new relationship as right and proper. Her use of the word “suffering” (line 13), in particular, evokes an image of a long and sustained period of distress thereby warranting the new relationship. 

Inadvertently, however, Lauren also reveals what could be construed as an emotional weakness. Lauren is first encouraged by Jackie’s supportive “Damn!” to which she retorts a further pronouncement of dislike for the situation, but is then faced with my somewhat provocatively toned “Really?”. Perhaps seeing her own vulnerability exposed, she then seeks to manoeuvre the conversation, first by belittling the emotional commitment she has to her relationship with Ali (lines 27-28), and then through an all out attempt to curtail the discussion by highlighting the inappropriateness of the topic (line 30). The summing up of her relationship with Ali is the first ‘hint’ Lauren gives of preparing for a topic shift. Such summary statements “appear to be implicative of closure of topic, and are recurrently deployed prior to various forms of topic shift” (Jefferson 1994:211). It is Lauren’s subsequent turn, though, that explicitly reveals her desire to put an end to the topic-in-progress. Her use of “But anyway” serves as a positioning marker to bring closure to the topic (Schegloff and Sacks 1973), and her utterance “this isn’t about…” invokes the known-in-advance status of the interview and can be seen as an attempt to draw us back to what has been previously agreed as on-topic talk (Button 1991)—talk about mobile phones.

After provoking Lauren with a teasing “Really?”, my response is to accept Lauren’s bid to shift topic. However, this effort is thwarted. Possibly in an attempt to console her, Jackie raises Lauren’s friendship with another boy, Imie (line 33). Lauren publicly recognises the strong bond she has with Imie, but expresses discomfort with this topic—maybe because it raises the possibility of disloyalty to Ali, or worse yet infidelity. In talking, she reaches across the table to pick up Jackie’s phone. Holding it against the table, she then balances the phone on one end. Having initially failed to support Lauren and possibly feeling discomfort herself, Jackie attempts to come to Lauren’s rescue again. But this time, rather than seeking to console Lauren, she bids for neutral ground, changing the topic entirely. Taking up what is possibly a topic marker offered by Lauren, she attends to the phone and a feature that she first describes as ‘cool’. She then retracts the expressive descriptor—possibly believing her attempt to change tacks as overly zealous. Whatever the case, Jackie’s efforts serve to draw attention away from the topic at hand. They also provide further evidence of the bond that the two have established. The attention given to Jackie’s screen-saver, their mutual laughter, close physical proximity and glances towards one another all work to reinforce their solidarity.

It is this sequence that brings us back to my main interest—the marked change of topic in conversation. Having made one explicit attempt to put an end to the topic in progress, Lauren produces another summary statement (this time about her relationship with Imie) and concurrently takes the phone placed beside her on the table. It is this coordinated act that gives rise to the diversion, or topical disjunct (Jefferson 1994), she has been seeking. There is no strong evidence to claim that Lauren intentionally uses her turn or the phone to furnish a departure from the conversation’s topic but, regardless of internationality, Jackie and Lauren are jointly able to accomplish the manoeuvre. Lauren’s move for the phone, her visible interaction with it and the tailing off of her turn with the quietly spoken “stuff” (lines 33-35), all operate to construct a transition-relevance place where Jackie is able to self-select her role as next speaker (Sacks et al. 1974) and bring about a change in topic. There is a recognised precedent for this form of joint conversational work. As Button (1987; 1991) and others (e.g. Button and Casey 1988/89) have pointed out, several discursive resources are available for conversational members to collaboratively accomplish the termination of one topic and the initiation of another. What is notable in the above instance is that in this situated moment, and in a matter-of-fact manner, the phone is occasioned as a practical means to manage such an achievement.

It could be argued, of course, that mobile phones were arranged, in advance, to be the focus of the interviews and so Jackie was merely fulfilling her duty by returning to the designated topic. However, such an argument uncovers what is particularly interesting here. The point being that it is the phone’s physical presence that provides for a topic initial elicitor (Button 1987) and, ultimately, the opportunity for on-topic talk to be returned to. To dismiss this assumes it is the seemingly abrupt turn made by Jackie that eventually accomplishes the change in topic and disregards the substantial amount of interpretive work that is accomplished in this short excerpt. Thus, we should recognise it is the phone’s presence as a tangible object that contributes to the conversation’s reorganisation and, specifically, places the conversation in a position ready for change—nothing so coarse as an explicit statement of intent is needed. 

This systematic, yet implicit, transition to phone talk is significant because it reveals the phone’s taken-for-granted character in talk. With relative ease, phone talk enables uncomfortable gaps to be filled and, relevant here, uncomfortable topics to be supplanted. By invoking the topic of phones, Jackie relies on the conventional wisdom that phone talk is an acceptable topic in its own right and holds a legitimate place in conversational work. If it did not, her bid to ‘rescue’ Lauren would have at best seemed out of place and at the very worse been publicly challenged. The mobile phone’s very presence in everyday talk is what makes it such a valuable resource in these terms.

To sum thus far, I would like to emphasise the point that the mobile phone and, in particular, reference made to it as a tangible object, can be used in the orderly accomplishment of conversational talk. Specifically, it offers a resource that a conversation’s members can call upon to collectively manage and terminate the topic of talk. Yes, phone talk offers just one of the many possibilities that teenagers have at their disposal for such conversational negotiation. Yes, the practical accomplishment of termination provided for through the phone is but one single usage of the device that is constituted by means of and in talk. The point here though is that phone talk can be seen to be a wholly observable, yet taken for granted, device through which topic closure is routinely managed and accomplished. Its very taken-for-grantedness as a tacitly recognised, interpretive resource in everyday talk is what makes it something that is so suitable for such a purpose. In short, I make the claim that phone talk (in its embodied form) is included in that class of resources that can be brought to bear in topic termination—and more generally the management of topic.

Participation Status

As well as possessing qualities that help to manage a conversation’s topic, the phone also has its part to play in managing and organising participation status in local talk.
 That is, when the mobile phone is present in conversations between group members, it can determine which members become engaged in talk and the conversational roles that are taken. In this section, I will demonstrate, by means of the field data, that the phone is used in recognisable ways to achieve such conversational work. 

The extract presented below is taken from the field notes that were made observing students using their phones in their school canteen. In the extract, there are several instances in which the phone provides a means to detract from the larger group engagement. What I wish to highlight through this extract are the possibilities that are provided for through the phone’s presence in teenagers’ everyday talk. In particular, I hope to show that participation status—demonstrated through what I refer to as engagement displays—is managed through the phone as a material artefact.
 By engagement displays, I make reference to those observable actions that are performed to demonstrate one’s status or role in talk (i.e., speaker, listener, bystander, etc.).

(2. Observations: school canteen)

Five girls are at a table talking. One girl, G1, is navigating the menus on her Nokia 3210. She passes the mobile to another girl, G2, who takes the mobile and starts to interact with it with both hands. She holds the mobile between her index fingers and uses her thumbs to press the buttons. She leans forward in her seat and rests her elbows on the table. The others around the table are looking about aimlessly and occasionally talking amongst each other. G2 looks as though she is playing a game. Although she seems to be able to contribute to the group’s ongoing conversation, she doesn’t seem to be too engaged. Another girl, G3, has her mobile (in a black cover) out. She plays with the cover’s strap and holds the mobile with the other hand. She talks to another girl at the table and fiddles with her phone as she talks. As the talk at the table continues, she opens the mobiles case and pulls out a scrap of folded paper, she looks at it and then shows it to the girl she is talking to – they talk and smile at each other. G3 puts the paper back into the phone’s case and the two return to attending to the group’s conversation. G4, another girl at the table, has her Nokia 3310 in her hand. She looks at it with G3. G3 holds the phone with G4 and moves her head towards it as though she is listening to something on the phone—perhaps a ring tone. This is different to the way she would listen to something through the earpiece—she leans down towards the phone and holds her ear against the side of the mobile. They look at the mobile for a few moments longer and then put it away.

Although I was not able to record the content of the conversations that occurred between the girls above, there is some readily observable, ‘performative’ work being accomplished. What is apparent from the extract is that phones provide for small, localised forms of interaction that can be taken as a sign of exclusive engagement. The phones do not only mediate these forms of interaction, but can also be the focus of them. 

In the above extract, G2’s possible game playing is the first observable example of how engagement displays are managed via the phone (lines 1-8). Her use of the phone demonstrates how a barrier of sorts can be erected between the user of a phone and the situation at large. In contrast to the one-handed use of the phone found to be commonly performed by teenagers, G2 leans forward, holding the phone with two hands, thereby establishing a limited field of view.
 This use of posture and gaze is what signifies her own separate status in the group and her willingness for her status to be seen as such. The phone is thus used not only to display her reduced ability to attend to the ongoing talk at the table, but also serves to spatially separate herself from those around her.

G2’s apparent withdrawal from the conversation would, at first sight, seem to be indicative of an altogether anti-social and unwarranted departure from the conversational cluster. However, in attending to her displays of engagement and their place in the occasioned group talk, I suggest that G2 is participating in some special work that makes her withdrawal unremarkable to the other conversationalists. By operating the phone in the way that she does, G2 is displaying her participation in the legitimate and warranted business of mobile phone use—whether that be game-play or any other form of one-person interaction. G2’s display of engagement with the phone, and disengagement from those at the table, is thus the method she employs to demonstrate her participation status; it operates as a recognisable marker, projecting her availability (or unavailability) for co-participation. 

In the subsequent interaction (lines 8-14), G3 and another girl at the table reveal how the phone, along with a folded piece of paper, precipitates a side play (Goffman 1959) or side sequence (Jefferson 1972). By drawing attention to the two artefacts—specifically the paper she has stored in the phone’s cover—G3 initiates a focused and coordinated interaction. Notably, the material artefacts manage the subordinate conversation between the two girls. The artefacts come to provide a focus of attention for the conversants—turning their minds to the same exclusive subject matter—and in doing so bring about what Sack’s et al. (1974) refer to as a schism from the original group-wide conversation. The mutual attention paid to the objects confers an agreed consensus of relevancies and irrelevancies, and operates to circumscribe an observably exclusive interchange. By attending to both the phone and paper, the two girls thus alter their participation status; they move from being members of the larger conversational group to select participants in a two-way exchange. 

Turning to G4’s interaction with G3 (lines 15-20), we again see that the phone is the focus of a move away from the ongoing conversation at the table. In this case, it is the phone itself that appears to be the subject of the conversation. The two girls seem to be listening to a phone’s ring tone. By engaging in this interchange—leaning over the phone and consequently towards each other—the two disengage from the others at the table. Amongst the occasioned glances, gestures and posturing, the phone is bound up in the expressed signs of intimacy so as to become a basic element of the interchange. The phone comes to be included in that class of signs, or back channel cues (Goffman 1981), that form part of the nonverbal communication that occurs during conversations. As both Goffman (ibid.) and Argyle (1983; 1988) explain, such cues augment verbal interactions, providing both speakers and hearers with ways of articulating and confirming shared understandings not expressed in the literal utterances of talk. Through nonverbal means, the phone thus provides a cue for G3 and G4 to relocate their attention and take part in a collaborative activity that signifies their mutual agreement to alter their status of participation.

All three of the above interactions hinge on the material artefacts in question being readily acceptable and routine resources to negotiate participation status. Specifically, by permitting mutually agreed upon topics of talk to be established and distinct foci of attention to be formed, the folded piece of paper and the mobile phone are both seen to warrant the withdrawal from one engagement and the participation in another. The successful transitions in participation status, systematically accomplished in each interaction, suggest that some common feature (or features) possessed by both artefacts is put to good use. 

A common feature of both the piece paper and mobile phone is the capacity each has to establish a spatially limited focus of interaction that, at least in part, demarks the boundaries of participation. This, self evidently, is associated with the artefact’s size: because a piece of paper and a phone are both small, only a limited number of people can attend to them at any one time. Leaving the paper to one side, the phone thus provides a legitimate reason to manage participation status, not only through its presence in occasioned talk, but also because of its particular physical characteristics. As we shall see, the legitimate use of a phone’s size has important implications for how context-dependent, multi-participant talk is practically accomplished. Specifically, it provides a means for phone users to manage the statuses that are available to those present in a situation. 

Covert Phone Talk

Thus far, I have sought to show how the mobile phone serves to manage ordinary talk and how, specifically, it has become a taken-for-granted and practical means to accomplish topic management and organise participation status. I will now reveal how these two practices, mediated by the phone, can be used to engage in talk that is both subordinate to and concealed from a primary interchange.

Before we return to the data, I wish to clarify what I mean by concealed, subordinate talk. To do this, I draw on Blackman’s (1995) interviews with teenage students in which he illustrates how particular forms of collective behaviour can work to exclude certain members of a conversation. He writes of the reaction a group of girls have to an aggressive conversational turn made by one of a group of boys:

The girls exclude the boys by talking among themselves. The girls’ unity is assured in their celebratory laughter and asserted collective outrageous behaviour. They demonstrate their power and skill in using their sexuality openly as a symbolic resource of exclusion, opposition and independence. (Blackman 1995:59)
Herein lay the basic elements of the locally subordinate act—even though Blackman chooses not to phrase it in such a way. What he illustrates is that the girls participating in the interview have, at their disposal, various methods with which to countermine the thread of a conversation and align the dominant roles within it. In his cited example, Blackman shows that the girls challenge the authority exerted by the boy by talking amongst themselves and drawing on such resources as laughter, overt camaraderie and sexuality. Putting to one side the moral or political overtones that maybe implicated here, what Blackman demonstrates is that there are orderly ways to produce subordinate interchanges and that these interchanges can serve to align participants’ locally accomplished statuses. 

Despite attending to subordinate talk in the conversation between the students, Blackman only alludes to the role of concealment. However, I would choose to argue that concealment is a key element of the interchange he describes. Although the girls make it plainly obvious that they are reproaching the boy’s aggressive prior turn with their talk and laughter, their actions also serve to accomplish a more subtle play. Through their subordinate talk, the girls choose to share in news that is known only amongst them. Specifically, in response to the boy’s aggressive turn, one of the girls raises a new topic that only her friends know the details of. This necessarily excludes the boys who are present by dint of it referring to matters unknown to them. Thus, the subordinate interchange relies on the talk being exclusively between the girls; it relies on some topical and apparently newsworthy matters being concealed from the boys.

Through Blackman’s interview data, we thus see there are two distinctive features of concealed, subversive talk, or what I will term covert talk. First, it is divisive in that it establishes those who are participants to the interchange and those who are not; that is, it establishes the grounds for the display of participant status. Second, it necessarily invokes a subtopic or parallel topic that refers to matters that are unknown to those engaged in the primary interchange; that is, it consists of a topic-in-parallel that in some way conceals information from one or more of the members engaged in the original topic-in-progress. 

Returning to phone talk, we see that, like laughter or demonstrable performances of camaraderie, the mobile phone also functions as a resource through which covert talk can be achieved. In the excerpt below, taken from the interview transcripts, Lauren and Alice describe a specific way in which the phone can be used to undermine a member’s participation status in a conversation and engage in a topic-in-parallel.

(3. Interview-simplified: “The Mound”)


Alex: 
Is there something about the way a phone is designed that allows you to share it between smaller groups as opposed to larger groups? or:- What is it about the phone that sort of:- what I call affords certain ways of using it?


Lauren: 
( 
Well you can sh:ield it can’t you? It’s not like it’s so big that you can’t umm:: (.) can’t cover it-up (.) an:::d: (.) umm::


Alex: 
Why w:- What sort of situation would you be in where you want to shield it?


Lauren: 
Well if you- if you were sittin next to two people and you only wanted to talk to one of them about something- (.) then you can like cover it with your hands- whatever. But also it’s quite open so that- so that you can show other people (     )


Alex: 
So you have options for sort of shielding it or sharing it sort of- (.) people perhaps- one or two people with a group, but also to share it (     )


Lauren: 
hmm:


Alex: 
Susie mentioned (.) umm last week– I didn’t really pick up on it until I listened to it the other day– that umm: sometimes you’ll talk to someone and instead (.) of (.) them speaking they’ll write a message and just show the message. Does that happen a lot?


Alice: 
Ye:ah. Ye:ah You might be sitting next to each other and you don’t really want to  sa- oh, the (.) most recent time this happened  I waz: sittin at a ta::ble and three-people-and-chairs °and-everythin.° Ther-s a girl sitting here and-a-girl-sittin here ((points to either side of her))- we don’t talk to the girl sittin here ((points to her right))- So she [points to left]- instead of sending me a text message cos she- I dnt know-  she had credit::, but there was just no point- although sometimes (.hhh) we do send huh mess(hh)ages to each other while we’re sitting next to each other (hhh). She:: just- umm- typed whatever she had to and she just: gave it to me and I look’d a’it and thor hmm: and I erased it and sent it back to her. And it like withaut actually sending the 



(
message you just- So i’s- i’s like pass- passing paper in a class basically except you’re not actually using paper, you’re using the phone.


Alex: 
So why- why do you think- What is it about a phone that sort-of (.) allows you to do that- that makes it something that you would do=


Alice: 
=i’s- it’s mo:r:e- what’s the word- conspicuous °or something° Cause with the paper it’s more obvious that you’ve got- you’re writing something about somebody or is-you’re sharing some kind of secret or something. But with a phone: whoever’s around you will just assume that she’s looking at a text message (.) that you have:. And she might think o: okay she wouldn’t even think twice about whatever you’re doing, but you’ve got some paper and you’re rea::ding it and shield:ing an everything an she’ll be like o: yeah that must be something about me:: So it’s- (.) you can afford to be nasty about someone without th(hh)m ac(hh)tually know(hh)ing: and that’s nice.


Alex: 
(.hhhh) So it’s not so obvious what- that it’s something that’s been written in that situation?=


Alice: 
=Yeah. Yeah. Coz for all you know it could just be some:: rude text that you’re looking at (.)°that you’re going back to°

Lauren’s opening turns in this excerpt reiterate how the phone’s size provides a legitimate means to include or exclude people from an exchange. Importantly, they also introduce a further point of interest. By describing the way in which a phone can be ‘shielded’ (lines 5-6), Lauren reveals how the phone can be used to produce a subordinate interchange where not only participation status but also conversational topic is managed. Lauren’s comments reveal that, in its deployment to occasion a subordinate interchange, the phone provides for the possibility of a topic-in-parallel (lines 9-12). Evidently, the mobile phone can be used in a similar way to the discursive devices described by Blackman, in his example above. Like overt banter and laughter, phone talk warrants the management and organisation of a topic in talk that is subordinate to the primary interchange.

As well as revealing the phone’s contribution to the subordinate interchange, Lauren also touches upon the phone’s role in concealed talk. By using “shield it” and “cover it with your hands” to describe the way the phone can be held during a conversation, she works up a sense of covertly managed information sharing. This is what initially points to the phone’s role in concealing information in subordinate interactions. The real work of invoking the talk of concealment is accomplished by Alice however. Alice chooses to describe, through a short narrative account (lines 21-35), how the phone can be used to conceal the topic of a subordinate interaction and consequently position particular members of a conversation as ‘outsiders’. She recounts how a phone’s display can be used to share information between two friends whilst excluding a third person that is present. She describes this use of the phone as a common means to achieve a covert interchange—a play that is made possible because of the nature of the device. Like a piece of paper passed in class (line 33), the phone is an acceptable means to share private information because it is necessarily exclusive; its size simply does not allow numerous people to view it at once. 

Alice’s second turn suggests that there is more to this concealed form of information sharing (lines 39-49). Alice makes a crucial distinction between paper and mobile phones that has important implications for how they contribute to the accomplishment of subordinate talk. She reveals the ‘assumed’, morally implicative character of the two artefacts is constituted quite differently; whereas the written-on piece of paper is seen to immediately infer some secretive and possibly underhanded exchange, the sharing of the phone is understood to be far more benign. This reveals the taken-for-granted status of each artefact. The exchange of a paper note in class, for whatever reason, has come to infer some activity with ‘sinister’ intentions, while the use of the phone, as Alice explains, is potentially seen as innocuous because the underlying motivations of the interaction’s participants are ambiguous. It seems that because the phone is commonly used for the sharing of text messages with physically adjacent people, there is no good reason to assume it is being used to conceal anything. 

These taken-for-granted assumptions, Alice points out, are what make the phone such a good tool for concealment. Unlike the piece of paper that must be concealed in a conspicuous manner, the phone’s design—its size and limited viewing angle—is seen to necessitate exclusivity and thus a subordinate interchange is not questioned. Broadly speaking, the phone, as an artefact or object that is routinely available in everyday talk, comes to afford particular forms of interaction that are plainly seen and understood by anyone. The interactions go unquestioned because they are thought to be a ‘natural’ result of the object—to question them would be to question that commonsense that is available to anyone. 

In sum, Lauren and Alice remind us that the phone, as a tangible artefact, is a resource that can be brought to bear in managing topic and participation status. Alice goes further, revealing that by providing a legitimate reason for a subordinate interchange, the phone can also be used to conceal shared information between particular members of a conversation. As in Blackman’s example earlier, this covert interchange can be designed as an affront to the others present (and possibly to derail the topic-in-progress). In a manner of speaking, the phone might be seen as making available what could be termed the subversive act: it ‘affords’ the opportunity for localised subversion.

Classroom Talk

In support of the points I have made thus far, I now wish to turn to one further example from the interview transcripts. Although the participants in this excerpt refer to concealed interactions in the classroom, as opposed to ordinary conversational talk, the described use of the phone illustrates the role the phone can take in a subordinate interchange that subverts the ongoing accomplishment of the primary topic-in-progress. Indeed, because classroom teaching is in the business of imposing an explicit order and structure to talk (Freebody and Herschell 2000; Macbeth 2001), the concealed-subordinate interchanges are made all the more salient in the phone-mediated activities that are described. 

(4. Interview-simplified: In empty classroom) 


Susie:
If they're doing it in lesson they tend to do it with one hand(.) so looks like you're °just goin like that:°- you know- chick chick chick ((mimics using phone under table)) And if you can do it without looking at your phone- huh-huh ((laughs))=


Alex:
=but some people can do it


Paul: 
( 
Susie's a pro at this cos she sits in law like this ((mimics texting with legs up on desk))


Susie: 
hehuh (hhh) just cos you do it huh-huh-huh




Alex: 
So you can just nod your head and everything and still- ((mimics using phone))


Susie: 
Ye:ah::!




Alex: 
Are there people who can text message without(.) looking?


Susie: 
mm (.) ((in agreement))


Paul: 
Not as much, cos my spelling's aw:ful and I need predictive text messaging. That's pretty bad (.)


Susie: 
That was very funny. We spent the end of a- a law lesson texting each other. 


Paul: 
(
cos we were bored (and there was time to go)




Susie: 
I sit here and he sits like right the:re. 


Alex: 
So you sit right next to each other and sending each other text messages


Susie: 
( 
I was like Paul I'm BOR:ED::! huh-huh! (.)


Paul: 
And Susie sits right in front of the teacher as well and he never notices


Lauren: 
Is this (teacher’s name)?


Susie: 
I might as well just- I might as well just turn around and have a chat with you and he wouldn't-


Paul: 
Yeah


Alex: 
So how are you- how are you doing it? Are you still under the table or something-


Susie: 
N:o: I jus- Cos I- I te- tend to sit with my(.) sort of feet up anyway(.) and I will sit and write cos- ((puts legs against table)) Dun know why I do. So I can just hide my phone there anyway and jus-(.) hide it behind my legs.

Susie begins this excerpt by describing how, when composing a text message in class, engagement displays can be managed using posture and gaze. She demonstrates that the phone can be easily concealed and attention to the class can be feigned through displays of engagement. Paul’s subsequent turn: “Susie’s a pro at this” (during which he mimics one-handed messaging), implies there is some status associated with ‘faking’ classroom participation while texting (lines 6-7). He goes so far as to emphasise Susie’s skilled use of posture to achieve the display of ‘civil’ attention. This compliment, of sorts, is reciprocated in Susie’s following turn (line 8). She replies directly to Paul: “Just cos you do it”, inferring that Paul is equally accomplished at such acts of engagement. This two-part fragment, in which the two bestow praise upon each other, provides what might be seen as an indication of the value that is placed upon covert phone use in the classroom. 

In the remaining turns in this first sequence (lines 9-15), I seek to clarify these points further. What the sequence reveals, overall, is that concealed interactions with the phone are in some way revered. This reverence, so it would seem, is made all the more significant when subordinate interactions are positioned against some institutionalised system of order. In essence, the covert interchange is valued because it is seen as just that—concealed and subordinate to a formally ordered state of affairs. The phone, paradoxically, provides an orderly way to demonstrate disorder or to countermine what Paul and Susie know, perfectly well, to be routine classroom conduct.
 Through their talk, the two interviewees thus set about the business of invoking the orderly arrangement of law class and describing how they are able to successfully accomplish the valued work of subverting this orderliness through covert classroom talk. They explain that this subversion, so to speak, is achieved through the skilled management of engagement displays—and thus participation status—and concealed parallel-topic talk. The phone-mediated interaction is thus positioned as a valued symbol of opposition to the progress of the setting at hand, but importantly, only to those participants who are part of the subordinate interchange.

In the second and last sequence of turns in this excerpt (lines 16-34), Susie first begins to produce a narrative account of a recent incident in a law lesson where she and Paul have exchanged text messages. Paul chooses to collaborate with Lauren, but rather than participate in her story-telling, he elects to present a more general description of texting in law class. Paul and Susie begin by describing the boredom that is incurred by sitting in a law lesson. The issuing of the term “bored”, by both interviewees (lines 18 and 22), serves two purposes. First, it provides a legitimate reason for their subordinate exchange of messages. Second, it can be heard as the document of a particular orderly state of affairs in the classroom that is commonly known about and adequately understood for all practical purposes (Garfinkel 1967). Boredom in the classroom is, either rightly or wrongly, assumed to consist of the orderly business of one-person-speaking-at-a-time talk, properly managed by the teacher—setting into place a formally organised system of turn-taking, structure and hierarchy (Macbeth 2001). It is this orderly and structured situation that is presented as a state of affairs that warrants the concealed exchange of messages.

After a question from me, Paul goes on to describe how Susie is able to text in front of the teacher without being noticed (lines 23-24). In describing this, Paul presents it as an achievement worthy of recognition. Susie’s response is to exaggerate the possibility for concealed parallel-topic talk in class by suggesting she could very well have turned and spoken to Paul without notice from the teacher (lines 26-27). This statement might be seen to achieve two things. First, it accepts Paul’s ‘compliment’ but positions message exchange as something that can be easily accomplished in class (particularly law class). Second, it dismisses the law teacher as inattentive and possibly deserving of such antics. Whatever the case, both Paul and Susie’s turns confirm that the subordinate interchange is set against the orderly conduct expected in class and performed in stark opposition to it. 

In Susie’s final turn in the excerpt, she again describes the posture that she adopts when composing a message in class. This description, itself, reveals further defiance against the established classroom order. Not only does Susie reject the suggestion that she must hide the phone under the desk in order to text in a discrete fashion. She also claims to adopt a posture that displays further contempt for classroom etiquette. To compose a text, she shows us that she sits with her legs up against the table while slouching in her chair. Although the rigid formality of classroom behaviour has long since gone in many schools, there is little doubt that this posture still invokes a sense of defiance. 

We must, of course, accept Susie’s word if we are to take her description as a reasonable indication of actual practice. To my mind, what is more important than determining whether Susie’s depiction is accurate, however, is the recognition of the role her methods of account play in the interview. By presenting her behaviour in such a way, I suggest that Susie is engaging, at least in part, in the business of establishing her credentials as a skilled phone-user (one of a particular type). For all intents and purposes, she participates in that reflexive work of rendering her phone-mediated actions the actions of one “who knows”.
 Throughout the excerpt, Susie, with help from Paul, demonstrates that she is able to use the phone whilst organising and managing participation status and parallel-topic-talk. Indeed, she shows that she makes use of the phone to successfully accomplish both; she demonstrates that her participation in the concealed ‘texting’ is undetectable to the law teacher and that she is capable of conversing with Paul whilst displaying engagement in the class. By presenting herself in such a way in the interview, Susie reveals that the phone can be legitimately employed in the skilled management and organisation of participation status and topical talk, and, in particular, provides a means to achieve talk that subverts the progress of classroom talk. 

Subversion

Moving on, I would like to attend, more closely, to those, what I would term, localised acts of subversion that are arguably present in the data. Although I cannot claim that acts of subversion are explicitly referred to in the source material, I believe I have provided sufficient grounds to contemplate how such a term might explain what has been discussed thus far. 

By and large, the literature that attends to teenagers’ subversive activities tends to be concerned with large-scale social movements. Subversion has been understood in terms of teenagers’ expressions of resistance to ‘popular’ culture—invoking and aligning themselves with counter- or sub-cultures through cultural objects such as music (e.g. Redhead, Wynne, and O'Connor 1997; Thornton 1995) and dress (e.g. Hebdige 1998), or drugs (e.g. Willis 1976). Such theorising speaks of ‘themes of resistance’ or ‘alternative narratives’, politicising the daily lives of teenagers and providing the backdrop for critical investigations into class, wage, locality, gender, age, etc. (Cohen 1987; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995).

The products of these works are, without doubt, important commentaries. However, their end result is to position those locally accomplished, routine activities that teenagers participate in as political events contributing to and arising from rarefied, anti-egalitarian visions of modernity: it is to understand everyday activity in terms of such totalising ideas as cultural hegemony (Hebdige 1998) and the altogether disparaging spectre of the New World Order Inc. (Haraway 1997)—subjecting them to and incorporating them into the grand narratives of contemporary society. Such commentaries are what Button (2000) has referred to as secondary accounts of the lived phenomena of society.

The data I have presented might be seen to reveal subversive behaviour in quite a different light. In reviewing the data, I am inclined to interpret the transcript and field note excerpts as examples of the methods teenagers can employ to countermine the recognised order of an occasion. That is, I see that one way in which teenagers make their actions accountable is to situate them in opposition to particular practices and as concealed from specific members who participate in the orderly accomplishment of these practices. To my mind, this means of making sense of patterns of behaviour can be seen to invoke a form of subversion: one that is situated, constituted, understood, and made sense of as part of the ongoing accomplishment of local talk. Unlike the discourses discussed above, this view depicts the subversive act as a concealed, locally assembled and produced resistance against an established set of social structures or ‘rules’.

The excerpts that I have quoted indicate that there are two discursive devices, in particular, used to manage these local acts of subversion. I have suggested, one, that the management of topic—topic-termination, -change, -in-parallel and such like—offers a means to engage in talk that is subordinate to a group’s talk in progress. Second, I have made clear that through managing participation status, subordinate talk can be organised to exclude particular members of an ongoing conversation. What I have only so far made reference to, but that I now wish to emphasise, is that these discursive devices, used together, make available a means to subvert group talk; by engaging in subordinate topical talk that is plainly exclusive, concealed plays can be made to threaten what is commonly known to be the orderly conduct of an occasion.

Further, I wish to make the point that the use of the mobile phone and its material features provide teenagers with a means to participate in those forms of talk that subvert the locally constituted rules and norms that order conversation. The role material objects, or artefacts, have in managing talk has been discussed elsewhere in the literature (Button and Sharrock 2000; Hutchby 2001; Luff, Gilbert, and Frohlich 1990; Weilenmann 2001; Weilenmann and Larsson 2001). I wish to extend these commentaries, by demonstrating how the interactional work of subverting local talk is commonly achieved by way of technology—specifically the mobile phone. The phone, because of what it is, how it is used, and how it has come to be understood, makes available a means by which teenagers can change the topic of talk, conceal subordinate talk from particular members of a conversation and use talk to challenge the ordered progress of an ongoing conversation. Indeed, I would go so far as to suggest that such acts of subversion are routinely provided for by way of the phone’s taken for granted presence in talk between teenagers. In short, the phone is not used indiscriminately in talk, but rather provides particular and orderly means for ‘doing subversion’. 

Designing for Local Talk

In recognising that phone-mediated subversion is, itself, a routine and ordered accomplishment, I now want to consider what features of the phone are used to manage topic and status, and in turn localised forms of subversion. As we shall see, such a consideration can offer up possible directions for mobile phone design. 

Through the data, I have already pointed out several features of the phone that are used to subvert the social order of an occasion. For example, I have demonstrated that the ubiquity, or general prevalence, of the mobile phone amongst teenagers allows it to be used as a discursive resource to manage concealed, parallel-topic-talk. I have also revealed that the phone’s very physical presence—its materiality—is a feature that allows teenagers to participate in concealed and subordinate conversations. The topical, or newsworthy, subject matter that phones give rise to has also been alluded to as a feature that makes for warranted subordinate talk, that can be subversive in nature. In this section, I will point towards some possible directions for future designs by attending to a number of these features in detail.

The materiality of the mobile phone

As I have already made clear, the phone’s physical presence in everyday talk enables it to provide a means to manage and organise topic and participant status. Its ubiquitous presence, amongst teenagers in particular, has allowed it to become not only a commonplace subject of talk, but also a routine and legitimate means to mediate conversational work. The phone, in some situations, becomes an extension of those non-verbal, conversational resources we use, such as gaze, gestures and posture. Lauren and Susie capture this in their explanation of why mobile phones are ever-present in talk:
(5. Interview-simplified: In empty classroom) 


Lauren:
It’s just kinda to hold: your phone. To like: be protective of your pho:ne:. Make sure you don’t put it down and lose: it- or- just like: have  it. An °it’s kind of to show it off as well- if you got- if you’ve got a nice one or even if you don’t just ta°=


Susie: 
=I think i’s just become s:o excepted that people have mobile phones now (.) tha-it's become like an exten:sion: of the human body::. And it's just like (.) part of you isn't it? You just like have it-

The consequence of the phone’s pervasiveness has resulted in it becoming an inconspicuous resource in teenagers’ day-to-day encounters. For teenagers, at least, talk about the mobile phone, or with it, is seen to fall into that taken-for-granted, conventional system of practices that make up, produce and manage ordinary talk. Put simply, the ubiquity of the phone means that it is there to be talked with or about. 

In considering the design of the mobile phone, the question to be asked, then, is what are those properties or features of the phone that have enabled it to become so common in conversational interactions? To some extent, this question can be answered quite simply. It is the phone’s size, shape, aesthetic, portability and all those features that make it perceptively mobile to begin with. 

Although seemingly simple, I would argue that this response provokes a subtler understanding of the phone’s physical presence as an acceptable resource in talk. It suggests that not only does the phone’s ubiquity contribute to its use in conversation but, so to, does its design as a device that is specifically meant to be handled. Watching teenagers engaged in talk provides evidence for this assertion. In my observations, I saw teenagers routinely holding their phones during their interactions, not using them for anything in particular, but rather stroking, caressing, moving and positioning them whilst talking. It would seem that the phone’s material presence penetrates talk because it has been designed in weight, size, shape, etc., to be held. Lauren and Jackie help to explain the reasoning behind this ‘use’ of the phone:

(6. Interview-simplified: local shopping mall) 


Alex: 
So what is that about? D’you think that sort of- I mean not that specific instance but that sort of situation of…


Jackie: 
It kind of takes your mind::=


Lauren: 
(
=Weh it’s like- it’s like smoking (.)You // know when you get a nervous twitch=


Jackie:
// Ya doin something with your han:ds:: 


Lauren: 
=and ye like need ta smoke or woteva and you’re want to give up- like not that I’d know (.) but hhhhum::=


Jackie: 
(
=or:: if you’re tapping your fingers like this- it’s like doing somethink with your hands:: (.)


Lauren: 
It’s:: a:h-whole (.) psychological (.) nervous thing ((both laugh)) 


Alex: 
But- also. are you detracting:: us from- to some other topic?


Lauren: 
huh-huh-huh-huh- I (hhh) do-hhh-n’t kn-hh-ow. 


Alex:
huh-huh-hh. Well::! What d’ya think? (hhh)


Lauren:
Umm:: (.) Yeah- Well- I’d rather not talk about it= 


Alex:
=that’s wot I mean. So you go 


Lauren: 
if- if- yeah- So I like change the subject by doing something else=


Alex: 
=and why- why the phone::? Wha’d you think it is about the phone=


Lauren: 
(
=cos it was there. uhuh-khuh.


Alex: 
Right (.) So having something out like that allows you to refocus


Lauren: 
Yeah! And I’m not goina stick out(.) my(.) wallet(.) or something- that sounded awful. huh-huh-hhh

Although I do much, as the interviewer, to direct the subject matter of this turn sequence, Jackie and Lauren raise some interesting points about the phone’s material presence that are not just to do with topic management. By drawing on smoking as an analogy (lines 4-5), Lauren evokes what might be thought of as the habitual nature of phone use. As Lauren says later, its used simply “cos it is there” (line 19). Jackie’s own analogy furthers the sense of the phone having a taken-for-granted status and being an extension of the body (lines 9-10). The phone’s material presence and its apparently seamless fit with the body make it as commonplace and acceptable as tapping your fingers or doing something with your hands. Unlike a wallet, Lauren explains, the phone is ripe to use because it is present and it does not have to be conspicuously ‘stuck out’.

Thus, it is the phone’s presence as a device designed to be easily handled that allows it to play an unremarkable part in talk. Lessen the ubiquity of the phone or design it so that it is physically obtrusive and take away those features that make it such an acceptable resource in teenagers’ conversations. Such thoughts force us to reconsider the heralded achievements in miniaturisation and ‘invisible’ computing made by those in the mobile phone industry and technology research more generally (e.g. Denning 2002). The importance of the materiality of the phone and those specific features that contribute to its at-handidness, suggest that reducing the phone’s visible presence is likely to alter the way that it is commonly understood in everyday talk. By making it perceptively small or, in extreme cases, embedding the technology in the body, the phone looses what has been recognised and accepted as its capacity to mediate talk through its material presence.

In presenting this argument, I do not intend to suggest that the phone should necessarily be designed so that it is noticeably present and at hand in talk. There are, of course, numerous instances in which a miniaturised or ‘invisible’ phone could serve a critical need. What I hope to make clear, though, is that in considering new designs for the youth market, for instance, it should be recognised that phones have taken on established roles in teenagers’ ordinary talk and that by dismissing these roles there is a danger of losing sight of why the phone is such an integral part of daily life. In what remains, I would like to show why such an insight might be important. Specifically, through a number of brief examples, I aim to demonstrate how an understanding those features of the phone that are used in ordinary talk can help to inform design.

Features of use

In managing localised subversive talk through the mobile phone, we must recognise that teenagers do not only utilise the physical features of the device but also deploy its features of use. For example, as Alice and Lauren made clear in excerpt 3, the use of the phone in shared readings of text messages provides an ambiguous scene that can be used to warrant subordinate talk. In essence, because a feature of the phone is that it must be used in close quarters when shared co-proximately, it offers a plausible reason to display engagement in subordinate talk—subordinate talk that could well be subversive. An aim for the designers of phones for the youth market might thus be to contemplate what further features of use could offer a means to manage engagement displays. Below, I offer some possibilities that arise from a particular functionality that could be built into phones to illustrate how design can be considered from such a starting point.

Building phones so that they can transfer data when in physical contact, or in close proximity, proffers several design possibilities. For instance, phones could be designed so that when they are placed side-by-side (touching through contact plates perhaps), the content is displayed across the multiple screens. Thus, the overall screen real-estate is increased so that text messages, for example, are read across the touching phones. This might be developed further for message composition so that the phones’ multiple keyboards could be used collaboratively to contribute to a message’s content. Touching phones might also be used to combine individual device bandwidths, allowing higher data rates for media-rich content. For instance, better quality images, video or sound might be more quickly accessed when two or more phones are in physical contact. Each of these features of use, enabled through the contact of phones, demands a spatially distinct focus of attention for its users. It also demands that this focus of attention be confined to a relatively limited space. Like the shared message on a single phone, there is therefore a legitimate reason to form an exclusive engagement through such interactions, and thereby to manage participation status. 

A key point to be made, here is that the design features that I have proposed are not meant to specifically support subversive interchanges. Rather, they are offered in support of those ‘intimate’, co-proximate uses of the phone that appear to be present in occasioned talk between teenagers and that provide a means to manage participation status. Having said this, there are features that can be designed to, amongst other things, conceal topical subject matter that is meant to be subordinate to primary talk-in-progress. I will introduce some ideas for such features next. It should be noted again, however, that they are not designed for the sole purpose of supporting subversion, but rather are seen to provide a means for the management of topic in talk—specifically, permitting the accomplishment of concealed parallel-topic talk. 

Features of concealment

The existing techniques used by teenagers to conceal information exchanged via the phone are, by in large, commonsensical and can thus be achieved with relative ease. For example, the use of gestures, posture, gaze and the like all work seamlessly with talk to conceal or avert attention from a subordinate, phone-mediated interchange. Covering the phone’s screen with the hand or tilting the display so that it cannot be seen also operates to conceal the subject matter of an exchange. As I have noted, it is the taken-for-granted means by which such work is managed that allows the phone to be such a successful resource in local acts of subversion.

This should reveal that in designing features to conceal the content of a subordinate exchange, designers should aim to provide a means to manage subject matter that appears to be in keeping with ordinary phone use. That is, the concealed act should be seen to be part of those activities made routinely available by the phone. 

One feature that might provide a means for subversion could make use of the functionality already described. Content might be configured so that it is only displayed when brought into contact with pre-designated phones. ‘Permissions’ could be configured using the numbers listed in a phone’s address book. Once physical contact is made with ‘permitted’ phones, the content might be shown across the multiple displays. This would only allow specific content to be shared between privileged co-proximate phone users. Such a feature could, for example, be used to conceal locally shared text messages from bystanders. To my mind, this feature provides a lightweight solution for managing concealed, parallel-topic talk that is in keeping with routine, phone-mediated interactions. It allows subject matter to be concealed in those routine moves that are performed in subordinate engagements—for all practical purposes it serves to display nothing-out-of-the-ordinary but provides the possibility for subversive talk. 

To support the subordinate exchange of information, another function a phone could be designed to provide is communication support via gesture recognition and/or haptics.
 For information exchange, such technologies might be integrated with existing short-range, wireless communication standards (e.g., Bluetooth, IEEE 802.11 etc.), so that content could be sent using simple gestures or movements through moving or manipulating the phone in an ordered sequence. For instance, a text message might be sent to a nearby phone by making a specified gesture towards the device. Other gestures might include movements for sending messages to physically co-proximate groups of phone users, or setting a nearby phone or group of phones to display the same content. 

Again, the possible features provided for through gesture recognition are numerous. Key though, in the possibilities I have raised, is the capacity to manage the participation in subordinate topical interchanges. By using functionality such as gesture recognition, commands and content can be made that limit the chance of detection. In class, for example, messages might be sent between class members through simple gestures using small movements. These could be made without the need for visual attention or obvious posturing—enabling the subversion of ongoing classroom talk to be accomplished. 

Conclusions

In summary, the research I have presented has aimed to show that teenagers use their mobile phones to assemble and organise the topic of talk and participation status in local group settings. It has further revealed that, in accomplishing these conversational achievements, the phone provides teenagers with a means to subvert the ongoing progress of group-wide conversations. Such local forms of subversion are accomplished through subordinate interactions that exclude particular members of the conversational group and allow the participation in topic-in-parallel talk. Thus, I have sought to demonstrate how the locally subversive act is coordinated and managed by teenagers through the orderly use of the phone as a material object.

Using these findings, I have gone onto illustrate how the analysis of conversation can be used to consider advances in mobile phone design. In particular, I have sought to reveal that design can be lead through a detailed interpretation of commonplace, taken for granted social practices—practices that are locally produced and constituted. By considering how the design and use of the phone support both subordinate and parallel-topic talk, I have offered several examples of future features that might be taken on by teenagers in locally subversive interchanges. The aim has been to show how such features can be used to develop the phone so that it operates as part of that machinery used by teenagers in the practical accomplishment of ordinary and routine forms of talk.

In conclusion, I must emphasise that the above analysis is presented as one means of understanding the situated use of technology and specifically the use of mobile phones amongst teenagers. Without doubt, there are a multitude of methods that might be applied to accomplish such analytical work and to produce viable design suggestions. My purpose, then, has been to demonstrate that the detailed analysis of local talk can be used, in a practical way, to inform design. However, I make no claim that the analysis presented is intended to necessarily capture phone use amongst teenagers in its entirety. Indeed, I believe that further analysis at this level alone could bring about numerous and various alternative readings of the source data. In a similar way, the design suggestions I have presented have been chosen for the purposes of illustration and are not seen as the definitive means to manage, via the mobile phone, topical talk, participations status and localised subversion. As I have attempted to make clear, the aim of informing design through the analytical method I have adopted has not been to define features that produce specific actions or behaviours, but rather to select those technological features from a host of possibilities that may be successfully employed to accomplish ordinary talk.




� 	I am aware that this use of the word subversion may be confusing. My reason for choosing the word is that it captures the nature of those covert but purposeful actions that aim to challenge the recognised social order of a situation. I have used the phrase ‘localised subversion’ in an attempt to specify these forms of subversive actions as locally achieved and set against locally constituted systems of order.


� 	In this first extract I go into some detail in order to demonstrate the how careful thought can be given to the interactions that occur in talk. As I will reveal, there is also much to be made of this extract that is relevant to the eventual dealings with the phone.


� 	I have chosen to use what is known as the Jefferson transcription system in this paper as it is able to express the form talk takes (including, turn sequences, moments of silence, interruptions, etc.). Depicting the form of talk was seen as appropriate in this paper because it allowed the phone’s role in managing and organising talk to be revealed. See Appendix A for an explanation of the transcription system.


� 	The term class is used by Sack’s in his lectures on conversation � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Sacks</Author><Year>2000</Year><RecNum>37</RecNum><Prefix>e.g. </Prefix><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Sacks, Harvey</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>2000</YEAR><TITLE>Lectures on Conversation</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>Oxford</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Blackwell Publishers Ltd</PUBLISHER><VOLUME>1 &amp; 2</VOLUME><NUMBER_OF_VOLUMES>2</NUMBER_OF_VOLUMES></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�(e.g. 2000b)�. Sacks suggested that specific occasions merited the use of particular words or terms. In any one instance, these words or terms could be seen to be equivalent and belong to what he called the same class.


� 	Cicourel � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Cicourel</Author><Year>1972</Year><RecNum>38</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>7</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Cicourel, Aaron V.</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1972</YEAR><TITLE>Basic and normative rules in the negotiation of status and role</TITLE><SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Sudnow, David</SECONDARY_AUTHOR></SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_TITLE>Studies in Social Interaction</SECONDARY_TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Collier-Macmillan Ltd</PUBLISHER><PAGES>229-258</PAGES></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�(1972)� has written an informative piece describing the problems of status and/or role assignment in a situation. He directs our attention to those multifarious and occasioned practices that are needed to negotiate status and role. Most importantly for this work, he suggests that the work of status and role assignment is an inferential business dependent on taken for granted rules and typifications that are constituted in an occasion.


� 	Goodwin has written a great deal about the sorts of non-vocal performative work that can be used to demonstrate engagement, e.g., � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Goodwin</Author><Year>1994</Year><RecNum>39</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>7</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Goodwin, Charles</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1994</YEAR><TITLE>Notes on story structure and the organisation of participation</TITLE><SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Atkinson, J. Maxwell</SECONDARY_AUTHOR><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Heritage, John</SECONDARY_AUTHOR></SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_TITLE>Structures of Social Action: Studies in Conversation Analysis</SECONDARY_TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>Cambridge</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Cambridge University Press</PUBLISHER><PAGES>225-246</PAGES></MDL></Cite><Cite><Author>Goodwin</Author><Year>1981</Year><RecNum>11</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Goodwin, Charles</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1981</YEAR><TITLE>Conversation Organisation: Interaction Between Speakers and Hearers</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Academic Press</PUBLISHER></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�(Goodwin 1981; Goodwin 1994)� He has, for instance, described how gaze is used to display speaker and hearer status in conversation. He has also written of the non-vocal work that must be accomplished for unilateral departures from conversation to be achieved � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Goodwin</Author><Year>1987</Year><RecNum>40</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>7</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Goodwin, Charles</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1987</YEAR><TITLE>Unilateral Departure</TITLE><SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Button, Graham</SECONDARY_AUTHOR><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Lee, John R. E.</SECONDARY_AUTHOR></SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_TITLE>Talk and Social Organisation</SECONDARY_TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>Clevedon</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Multilingual Matters Ltd</PUBLISHER><PAGES>206-218</PAGES></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�(Goodwin 1987)�. As we shall see, these resources are drawn upon in phone use amongst teenagers.


� 	Throughout the fieldwork, it was common to find teenagers using their phones single-handedly whilst adopting particular postures. I began to see particular postures and gestures in performative terms, serving to demonstrate the degree of engagement or disengagement with the phone. For example, I read single-handed use with a lent back posture as a sign of openness and willingness to be disrupted. At the other extreme, two-handed use, with the person hunched over the phone, signalled a high-level of engagement with the phone and a visible disengagement with the situation at large.


� 	Disorder, as an ordered phenomenon, is briefly described by Livingston � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Livingston</Author><Year>1987</Year><RecNum>41</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Livingston, Eric</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1987</YEAR><TITLE>Making Sense of Ethnomethodology</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Routledge &amp; Kegan Paul</PUBLISHER></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�(1987)�. Livingston emphasises the point that the orderliness of an occasion is produced and managed by its participants and that disorder must observably threaten this produced and managed order.


� 	In his book, Studies in Ethnomethodology, Garfinkel � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Garfinkel</Author><Year>1967</Year><RecNum>21</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Garfinkel, Harold</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1967</YEAR><TITLE>Studies in Ethnomethodology</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>Englewood Cliffs, N.J.,</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Prentice-Hall</PUBLISHER><PAGES>xvi, 288</PAGES><CALL_NUMBER>Hm24 .g3&#xD;301.2&#xD;Hm24</CALL_NUMBER><KEYWORDS><KEYWORD>Ethnomethodology.</KEYWORD></KEYWORDS></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�(1967)� uses the term reflexivity in a way that is quite particular. The term is used to refer to those taken-for-granted, practical actions or “uninteresting” reports that people commonly produce, accomplish and recognise to make observable their participation in and production of routine and ordered occasions.


� 	Haptics refers to the sensing and manipulation of the physical (or possibly virtual) world through touch and is becoming increasingly popular in various human-machine systems ranging from force-feedback joysticks for gaming to remote robotics operation.
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�Appendix A: Transcription System


The transcription system used is based on the conventions developed by Gail Jefferson. For further details see Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974).


(.)	Micropause: Brief pause of less than (0.2).


(1.2)	Timed Pause: Intervals occurring within and between same or different speaker’s utterance.


(( ))	Double Parentheses: Nonverbal activity; scenic details; or transcriber’s comments


(   )	Single Parentheses: Unclear utterance or other sound on tape.


=	Equal Signs: Latching of contiguous utterances, with no interval or overlap.


[  ]	Brackets: Start and end of overlapping speech.


[[	Double Brackets: Simultaneous speech orientations to prior turn.


:	Colon(s): Extended or stretched sound, syllable, or word.


-	Hyphens: Halting, abrupt cut off of sound or word.


.	Full stop: A falling tone, stopping intonation.


,	Comma: ‘Continuation’ marker, speaker has not finished; marked by fall-rise or weak rising intonation, as when enunciating lists.


!	Exclamation Marks: Animated speech tone.


?	Questions Marks: Marked rising tone, ‘questioning’ intonation.


°  °	Degree Signs: A passage of talk noticeably softer than surrounding talk.


Italics	Italicised: Speaker emphasis.


CAPS	CAPS: Extreme loudness compared with surrounding talk.


hhh	h’s: Aspiration (out-breaths), possibly laughter. The more h’s the longer the aspiration. H’s within (e.g., ye (hh)s) parentheses mark within-speech aspirations, possible laughter.


.hhh 	.h’s: Inspiration (in-breaths). Full stops indicate audible in-breaths (e.g., .hhh).


Huh, heh, ha	Laugh Syllable: Relative closed or open position of laughter.


sto(h)p i(h)t	Laughter within speech is signalled by h’s in round brackets.
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