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Abstract
Following the wider theoretical framework of social semiotics, it could be argued that 
the present historical juncture and its diverse parameters, as well as the social pro-
tagonists’ agency, are reflected in the construction of school time and space, whose 
significance has only recently been acknowledged in education. This paper approach-
es Greek classroom space not as a fixed container of human action and pedagogies 
but as a multimodal ‘text’, and explores its ongoing reconstructions through the dis-
cussion of an indicative example. Its analysis demonstrates the dynamic and constant 
interplay between classroom space and the discourses, strategies and identities of 
the social protagonists (teacher and students). An important observation emanating 
from our analysis is that in the pedagogic discourses employed by the teacher there 
is continual hybridization, co-articulated with student attempts to appropriate or dis-
tance themselves from institutional school discourse. This mixing of discourses helps 
interpret the constant fluidity and multiplicity of classroom space.
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(Re)constructing Greek 
classroom space  
in changing times 



Introduction

The present historical juncture is characterized by major changes, technological, eco-
nomic and socio-cultural, that have transformed our daily practices, and, consequently, 
our perceptions about time and space. Harvey (1996, 2009) has acutely described the 
so-called “time-space compression” as a result of new capitalism and technological-
ly-mediated practices. 

The significance of analyzing school space following a discourse-based perspective 
has only recently been acknowledged in education (see Kress et al., 2005; McGregor, 
2004). Our own approach to classroom space is informed by social semiotics in that we 
perceive classroom space as an inextricable part of teaching practices, ideologies and 
identities; this approach constitutes part of a broader initiative for the development of a 
theoretical and methodological framework for educational discourse analysis within ed-
ucational linguistic research (see Koutsogiannis, 2010, 2011; Koutsogiannis, Adampa, 
Antonopoulou, Pavlidou & Hatzikyriakou, 2014). This paper explores Greek classroom 
space(s) and its ongoing reconstructions through an indicative example of a 10th grade 
Modern Greek language teacher in a city of Northern Greece. Through the discussion 
of this example we will attempt to trace the various ways in which classroom space, 
as a physical and learning space, is constantly negotiated and reconfigured during a 
two-hour language lesson. We will also demonstrate how the detected fluidity of the 
specific classroom space is intertwined with the heterogeneous pedagogic discourses 
employed by the teacher. 

We begin with a quite brief overview of the literature concerning approaches to 
classroom space and our own theoretical conceptualization. In the following sections 
we present our research data and methodological framework, which comprises three 
levels of analysis: middle, micro and macro-levels. Then, through an example, class-
room space is analyzed at the micro-level, revealing constant spatial fluidity linked with 
hybrid teaching ideologies and identities. The final section summarizes our findings. 

Theoretical framework

Space in education has been approached in diverse ways. It has been argued that, in 
educational policy, school space is exclusively identified with material infrastructure 
(Gkizeli, 2008). Moreover, in educational research, Leander, Philips and Taylor (2010) 
identify a dominant discourse according to which classroom space is perceived as a 
pre-existing, fixed and stable container of human action. 

More recent studies on space, educational contexts and (offline/online) literacy prac-
tices (e.g. Burnett, 2014; Leander & McKim, 2003; Sørensen, 2009) move away from the 
classroom-as-container and as a one-dimensional system of already formulated iden-
tities, by acknowledging the complexity and multiplicity of school space connected with 
human action. These studies are informed to a great extent by Lefebvre’s (1991) seminal 
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work on space, according to which space is socially produced and open to contestation 
and change through human agency. The aforementioned studies also draw from Mas-
sey’s (2005) postmodern discourse on space as the sphere of the possibility of coeval 
heterogeneity, multiplicity and plurality of personal trajectories. Such conceptions which 
underscore space fluidity are thought to be particularly useful and are, thus, integrated 
into our own approach to classroom space in both its physical and learning dimensions. 

The social semiotic approach to classroom space, as it has been developed by the re-
search of Kress et al. (2005), is quite interesting in that it brings together issues pertain-
ing to history, ideology, multimodality and spatial fluidity. More specifically, classrooms 
are viewed as historically-determined multivocal and multimodal ‘texts’ which can be 
continually ‘rewritten’, with significant effects on pedagogies and learning experiences. 
Additionally, educational spaces are perceived as the material embodiment of pedagogic 
ideologies and as producing power relations. 

Taking into consideration the recent literature and adapting social semiotics in its 
broader sense (Fairclough, 2003; Kress et al., 2005; Kress, 2010; van Leeuwen, 2005), 
our theoretical departure point is that indeed classrooms are texts incorporating ideol-
ogies and that, during teaching, these texts are fluid and provisional, strongly related 
to the identities of the social protagonists (teachers and students), their educational 
discourses and to the local or global context. We also believe that the emphasis on dis-
course analysis from a social semiotic – multimodal perspective has the potential not 
only to reveal such educational space fluidity but also to connect it to broader historical, 
cultural, educational and agentive parameters. In the analysis of a two-hour language 
lesson we will attempt to demonstrate the ways in which a teacher creatively wrote and 
rewrote classroom space as part of her hybrid teaching pedagogies. 

Research data, participants and methodological framework

Research data
The language lesson under investigation is part of a corpus of eleven (11) Modern Greek 
language lessons in secondary education, which took place during the school years 
2010-11 and 2011-12, and which were observed and recorded according to ethnograph-
ic methodology. More specifically, the school visits included lesson observation (1-2 
hours) by two researchers, tape recording1 of lessons and quite extensive and detailed 
field notes, with an emphasis on multimodality, interviews with language teachers and 
school administration, ethnographic mapping of the function and use of various school 
spaces (laboratories, libraries etc.), as well as examination of educational material in 
both print and digital form. 

The language teacher was very experienced, trained in drama techniques, and an 
active participant in the school’s extra-curricular activities. The analysis that follows will 
demonstrate that her initiatives and openness to change were reflected in her teaching 
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practices and, concomitantly, in the ways she attempted to reconfigure the classroom 
text. Due to space constraints, we will analyze her two-hour language lesson at the 
micro-level (see below). 

Tools of analysis 
Based on social semiotics, we consider classroom as a multimodal and multivocal text 
which is constantly recontextualized (Bernstein, 1996) during teaching. This dynamic 
process depends to a large extent on the ongoing design of social protagonists, based 
on their agentive use of available semiotic resources (Kress, 2010), material or concep-
tual (e.g. discourses), on teaching and on their interpretation of context. Thus, the strong 
connection between classroom space as text and the discourse-based, socially-situated 
identities (Gee, 2011) of social protagonists (see Fairclough, 2003; van Leeuwen, 2005) 
is our analytical priority. 

A crucial insight issuing from our analysis is that there is continual hybridization 
in the pedagogic discourses employed by the language teacher under consideration. 
This hybridization becomes the sign of the teacher’s agency and willingness for further 
changes (Fairclough, 1992, 2003). The mixture of pedagogies is also materially mani-
fested in the constant negotiation and reconstruction of classroom space. 

In our analysis of classroom space we rely on verbal and non-verbal multimodal 
resources for meaning-making such as classroom layout/arrangement, stasis, move-
ment, gestures, gaze, intonation and tone of voice (Kress et al., 2005). 

Levels of analysis
As we have already mentioned, we approach classroom space analysis as a constit-
uent part of a wider project for the development of a theoretical and methodologi-
cal framework for analyzing educational discourse. Within this framework and at the 
methodological level we identify the following three interconnected levels of analysis 
which utilize scientific inquiries mostly from the fields of classroom discourse analy-
sis (Cazden, 2001; Christie, 2002; Rymes, 2009) and social semiotics (see Koutsogi-
annis et al., 2014). 

At the middle-level the analysis is based upon the teaching macrogenre (Christie, 
2002), that is larger units of curriculum activity, which is being recomposed partly by 
the teachers’ interviews, as well as by the lessons observed. This teaching macrogenre 
comprises teaching events within one or more lessons, the analysis of which at the 
micro-level reveals the appropriation of pedagogic discourses and the subsequent con-
struction of teaching/learning identities. These two levels of analysis are supplemented 
by different types of data such as interviews, class/school ethnographic data, curricula, 
local and global perspectives on language teaching, which link the specific school con-
text with wider educational and socio-cultural contexts (macro-level). 
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In this paper we will mainly focus on the micro-level (providing elements from the 
middle and macro-levels, as well), in order to demonstrate how the same physical 
classroom space is reconstructed by language teaching practices, ideologies and iden-
tities into new semiotic spaces within a two-hour language lesson. 

Classroom space analysis of a language lesson in a Greek Senior High School 
The teaching macrogenre and the sequence of teaching events 
This two-hour language lesson (highlighted 6th part), which centered on the genre of pan-
el discussion,2 belonged to a macrogenre which is briefly outlined in the following table:

Table 1. Description of the teaching macrogenre

 

During the recorded 6th part of the macrogenre, the students participated in the 
panel discussion which focalized on adolescence and its related pleasures and prob-
lems. The realization of the panel discussion comprises seven teaching events that are 
delineated in Table 2: 

Table 2. Brief description of the teaching events during the panel discussion
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1st part Familiarization with the characteristics of the panel discussion genre

2nd part Writing activity: texts resembling panel presentations

3rd part Reading student texts in class and teacher’s proposal to organize a panel 
discussion

4th part Preparation for the panel discussion: topic selection (adolescence) and 
sub-topics upon students’ suggestions

5th part Writing panel presentations > e-mailed to the teacher > detection of 
plagiarism, recommendation for rewriting  >  selection of the 
presentations upon order of their receipt

6th part Realization of the panel discussion in class

7th part Written assessment of the panel discussion: reading comprehension, 
‘traditional’ essay writing

Event 1 Students enter the classroom and restructure the desks in order to prepare 
for the panel discussion. The teacher sets up the necessary digital 
equipment. There is another teacher present at the back of the classroom.

Event 2 Introduction to the lesson: the teacher presents the class and the activity 
that is going to take place. The teacher is seated at her own desk. The 
student moderator sits at the centre of the panel discussion formation and 
the rest of the students at their panoptically arranged rows of desks.

Event 3 The moderator introduces the topic and invites the panel members, who 
gradually move from their desks towards the panel discussion space. The 
teacher intervenes in the panel seating arrangement so that a 
troublemaker is seated next to her.

Event 4 Eight (8) panel presentations by individual panelists-students (one of 
them by the teacher who represents an absent student). Multiple roles for 
the teacher (moderator, panelist, facilitator). Members of the audience 
applaud and whistle.

Event 5 Questions and discussion among all students based upon panel 
presentations:  

a) The teacher regulates panel discussion by posing questions to the 
whole classroom.  

b) Personal narrative by a student. Discussion on teenage role 
models.  

c) Discussion about Facebook risks.

Event 6 Closing remarks by the moderator.

Event 7 Assessment of the panel discussion:  
a) The teacher leaves her desk and distributes handouts to be filled 

in by students for assessment purposes.  
b) Closure of the lesson. Student movement in anticipation of the 

end of the school day.
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In our analysis we will mainly concentrate on the dynamic interplay between the 
hybrid pedagogic discourses employed by the teacher and the detected spatial recon-
structions during teaching events. 

Μicro-level analysis: the teacher’s hybrid pedagogic discourses and spatial reconstructions
a) Local aspects of progressive pedagogy 
One of the pedagogic discourses appropriated by the language teacher was that of pro-
gressive pedagogy (Chouliaraki, 1995; Cope & Kalantzis, 1993), as it has been filtered and 
performed by certain Greek teachers during the last years, under the influence of com-
municative approaches to language teaching. It is interesting to note that teaching Mod-
ern Greek mainly entails following textbooks in a linear manner, emphasizing knowledge 
about language and essay writing. Therefore, the panel discussion activity, although it is 
included in the school book, is not usually realized by Greek language teachers due to its 
divergence from the dominant discourse. Despite the fact that the panel discussion actual-
ly operated as a progressive guise for more traditional classroom activities (essay writing 
conforming to certain criteria-7th part of the teaching macrogenre), the teacher’s initiative 
is indicative of her willingness to enrich the (traditional) language lesson with elements 
informed by this influential local language teaching discourse. 

This influence of more progressive pedagogical practices can be traced in the re-
structuring of the classroom text.3 More specifically, in Event 1, before the actual begin-
ning of the lesson, the initial classroom layout consisted of panoptically arranged rows 
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of desks facing the board and the teacher’s front desk, signaling transmission pedago-
gies (the teacher as authority), as well as the need for student surveillance and control.  
This quite common Greek classroom space is visualized in Figure 1: 

 

At the beginning of the lesson, the students entered the classroom and with the 
teacher’s help restructured the desks and chairs in order to prepare for the panel dis-
cussion. More specifically, as can be seen in Figure 2, they placed three desks and seven 
chairs in front of the board and next to the teacher’s desk:

 

The traditional classroom text was, thus, rewritten by the teacher through the crea-
tion of a new interactional semiotic space which would facilitate the panel discussion.4 
This spatial reconstruction marked the transition from teacher-centred to student-cen-
tred pedagogies, as students occupied what is considered as teacher space. 

The teacher’s local aspects of progressive pedagogic discourse were also articulated in 
various forms: humorous interventions, friendly tone of voice, lifeworld discourse, lack of 
overt displays of power. Although during most teaching events she remained seated at her 
desk, identified as an essentially authoritative and surveillance teacher space, she man-
aged to reduce the formal and spatial distance with the pupils by employing the diminu-
tives of their first names (e.g. Margaritoula), everyday language (e.g. some have promised 
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Figure 1. Initial classroom layout 

Figure 2. Formation of the panel 
discussion space 



that they will speak about love as experts, but it seems to me that they have shown the 
white feather), and by being tolerant to students’ impromptu interventions which could be 
subversive to her teacher status. Moreover, during discussion time (Event 5) she stimu-
lated and provided the necessary space for students’ personal narratives; these narratives 
contributed to the transformation of the public classroom space into a more private, in-
formal, lively and relational setting, consisting of multiple, heterogeneous and co-existing 
trajectories/voices (see Massey, 2005). However, as we will see in the following section, 
her progressive teacher identity alternated with more traditional pedagogies, having an 
effect on teaching and learning identities, as well as on spatial (re)constructions. 

As the discussion on adolescence unfolded, the teacher’s willingness to move away 
from authoritarian teaching identities and pedagogies became interwoven with the stu-
dents’ strategic attempt to distance themselves from institutional school discourse 
through references to popular culture and their private lives, in the form of non-structured 
dialogues, disruptive contributions, as well as applauses and whistles at the end of certain 
presentations. This differentiation from teacher-dominated pedagogies was also spatially 
encoded since, in anticipation of the end of the school day, a few students stood up and 
started moving in the classroom (Event 7). An indicative example of student mobility is 
shown in Figure 3, with a student (S14) heading towards the windows and another one 
(S20) sitting in a relaxing way on his desk, on which the teacher herself had previously sat:  

By not exerting control over students’ bodies and movement, the teacher reconceptu-
alized classroom space as a more relaxed, informal and student-centred space. Her 
tolerance towards student mobility, her multimodal proximity to students, as well as 
her own manner of seating in what is considered as student space, challenged tradi-
tional classroom space and power relations under the influence of locally-oriented pro-
gressive pedagogy and her training in drama techniques. Overall, her language teaching 
practices combined with the students’ response and strategies contributed to the con-
struction of a malleable classroom text which could be better understood through the 
discourses and identities of the social protagonists. 
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Figure 3. Student mobility before the 
end of the lesson 



 b) Local (essay-and-paragraph-oriented) language teaching discourse
The teacher’s appropriation of locally-informed progressive pedagogic teaching 
practices is hybridized with a dominant Greek language teaching discourse which 
emphasizes decontextualized paragraph and essay writing conforming to certain 
formalistic criteria. Such highly structured written school discourse permeated most 
panel presentations (Event 4). The student moderator’s and panelists’ texts did not 
voice personal views on the topic of adolescence but they were either copied from 
online sources or they unimaginatively conformed to the official school discourse of 
essay writing: 

(S2) “Adolescence is the transitional period in human development through 
intense corporeal, cognitive, emotional and social changes…”
(S5)“Adolescence is a grace period, a preparatory and maturing period, so that 
adolescents can prepare for the complex responsibilities that they will have to 
undertake as adults…” 

Moreover, the transitions from one presentation to the next were rather awkward 
and the students’ orientation was towards mere task completion without any reflexivity 
on the panel discussion context and their role as panel members. There were no traces 
of orality (e.g. particular variations in intonation or tone of voice) and there was lack of 
movement and eye contact with the audience. Therefore, the students, through their 
reproduction of written institutional discourse in the form of decontextualized para-
graphs, enacted traditional school-oriented identities and, thus, reconstructed the panel 
discussion space as an authoritative and not as an interactional, student-centred space, 
as it was originally conceived and (re)constructed by the teacher. 

This spatial authoritativeness was reinforced by the unchanging spatial and seat-
ing arrangement for the panel audience (see Figure 2), which did not prove to be 
conducive to the positioning of students as active members of a panel audience. 
Throughout the presentations the members of the panel audience remained seated 
at their desks, their bodies ‘self-disciplined’. Their strong student identities were 
complemented by peer-teenage identities when they whistled and applauded at the 
end of certain presentations. 

After the completion of the panel presentations, and due to lack of questions 
from the audience, the teacher regulated the panel discussion as an authority figure 
by posing questions to the whole classroom, occasionally ‘snatching’ the role of 
panel moderator already assigned to a student (Event 5). The students forming the 
panel audience acknowledged her role as a teacher by addressing her as ‘Ms.’ and 
gazing at her. In her interview, the teacher acknowledged that the choice to remain 
seated at her desk, in front of the classroom, influenced to a great extent students’ 
identities in that they remained static, without being transformed into active panel 
audience identities.
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In this way, the panel formation space gradually dissolved into a space of transmission 
pedagogy, with the predominant utilization of the IRF (Initiation-Response-Feedback) ex-
change structure: the teacher initiated by asking questions, the students responded and 
the teacher gave feedback:

T. (…) Are there any other dangers? Can we all think about it? Anything else?
S6. For example, one’s friends can sometimes be a danger, because they influ-
ence an individual and not always, they do not always influence in a positive way.
T. Hm. Therefore friends. Anyone else, anything else? Any other questions? Do 
you know it all?

By employing formal school discourse, she attempted to orchestrate the discussion 
session in such a way as to prepare the students for argumentative essay writing: 

T. (…) Could they (i.e. institutions) help in this direction (…) so that adolescents 
won’t espouse promoted role models thoughtlessly… 

Her orientation towards consolidated and standardized schooled literacies in Greek 
language teaching, as those of paragraph and essay writing, is materially echoed by the 
fact that almost throughout the lesson she remained seated at her front desk, a space 
conventionally associated with teacher authoritativeness and student control. She actu-
ally intervened in the panel seating arrangement to ensure that a trouble-maker would 
be seated next to her (Event 3). 

The teacher left her desk for the first time during the assessment of the panel discus-
sion (Event 7) in order to distribute hand-outs to be filled in by students for assessment 
purposes. During this assessment the panel discussion formation dissolved into class-
room space, despite the fact that the classroom arrangement was not modified. The 
hand-outs comprised semi-open and closed questions related to the panel discussion 
experience and the characteristics of the panel discussion genre. The teacher moved 
between the rows of students’ desks, as well as up and down the left corridor between 
two rows of desks (row next to the window and middle row). Her movements are de-
picted in Figure 4: 
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Figure 4. Dissolution of the panel 
discussion space 



The space created through her movements was both a supervisory space to ensure 
student compliance to the task, as well as an interactional space (closer proximity to 
students) in order to answer students’ queries and provide further explanation. In gen-
eral, the classroom text was rewritten once again through traditional local approaches 
to Greek language teaching and the students’ constant training and involvement with 
corresponding schooled literacies. 

Conclusions

Educational space is usually perceived as a neutral container of human action and ped-
agogies (Leander et al., 2010). Recent literature has stressed the fluidity and multiplicity 
of school space, as well as its correlation with the ideologies and practices of social 
protagonists (Kress et al., 2005). These inquiries inform our own approach to classroom 
space analysis as an organic constituent of educational discourse analysis, which was 
utilized for the investigation of a two-hour language lesson. 

Our analysis manifests that the discourses and strategies of the social protagonists 
were materialized not only discursively but also spatially. The language lesson was ac-
tualized through heterogeneous pedagogic discourses: a hybrid of a locally-informed 
progressive pedagogic discourse, co-articulated with student strategies to move away 
from the official school discourse, along with a strong local (essay-and-paragraph-ori-
ented) language teaching discourse. The detected mixing of discourses is instrumental 
in the constant reconfiguration of this classroom space, which became the sphere for 
the implementation of traditional and more progressive teaching practices, as well as 
the relational, relaxed space for multiple student trajectories. 

Therefore, school space can be approached as a text strongly connected with the 
identities and strategies of the social protagonists. In this line of thought, classroom 
space fluidity is not a mere reflection of postmodern liquidity but takes the form of dy-
namic dialogicality closely linked with wider educational and socio-cultural dimensions.

Endnotes
1.  Video recording is not allowed in the Greek educational system.
2.  Panel discussion refers to a situation in which a selected group of people discuss an issue of public 

concern in front of an audience. 
3.  It should be noted that in most Greek State High Schools classrooms are assigned to students and 

not to teachers.
4.  The various types of classroom space identified in our analysis are based to a great extent on an 

extension of Hall’s (1966) work on proxemics developed by Lim, O’Halloran and Podlasov (2012).
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