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Method in Intercultural Interpretation 
Settings

Abstracts
EN
In this article, we reflect on cultural constructions in empirical classroom 
research: We focus on cultural constructions within the classroom setting, 
within the data collection by videography and within the process of data 
analysis. Based on a brief introduction to the documentary method in class-
room interaction research, we illustrate exemplarily the methodical proce-
dure, referring to two different classroom settings from Germany and Japan. 
With reference to the empirical data and the interpretation setting, we will 
discuss some potentials and challenges in conducting the documentary 
method in an intercultural interpretation setting, focusing in particular on 
the local connectedness of the researcher.

DE
In diesem Artikel reflektieren wir über kulturelle Konstruktionen in der 
empirischen Unterrichtsforschung: Wir fokussieren auf kulturelle Konstruk-
tionen in der Unterrichtssituation, im videogestützten Beobachten (Daten-
erhebung) und im Prozess der Datenanalyse. Ausgehend von einer kurzen 
Einführung in die Dokumentarische Methode in der Unterrichtsforschung 
veranschaulichen wir exemplarisch das methodische Vorgehen anhand von 
zwei unterschiedlichen Unterrichtssettings aus Deutschland und Japan. Mit 
Bezug auf die empirischen Daten und spezifische Bedingungen der Daten-
interpretation werden wir Potentiale und Herausforderungen bei der An-
wendung der Dokumentarischen Methode in einem interkulturellen Aus-
wertungssetting diskutieren. Wir fokussieren dabei insbesondere auf die 
Standortgebundenheit der Forschenden.

http://doi.org/10.35468/6193-17
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PT
Neste artigo, refletimos sobre as construções culturais na investigação em-
pírica na sala de aula: centramo-nos nas construções culturais na situação 
da sala de aula, na observação baseada em vídeo (recolha de dados) e no 
processo de análise de dados. Com base numa breve introdução ao Méto-
do Documentário na investigação na sala de aula, ilustramos a abordagem 
metodológica utilizando como exemplos duas diferentes situações de sala 
de aula na Alemanha e no Japão. Com referência aos dados empíricos e às 
condições específicas de interpretação dos dados, discutiremos os potenci-
ais e os desafios da aplicação do Método Documentário num ambiente de 
avaliação intercultural. Em particular, centrar-nos-emos na vinculação local 
dos investigadores.

JA
本稿では、経験的な授業研究における文化の再構成について省察す
る。そのため、授業状況、ビデオを用いた観察（データ収集）、データ分
析の過程で起こる文化の再構成に焦点を当てる。授業研究に特有のド
キュメンタリー法の簡潔な導入につづき、ドイツと日本でおこなわれた
二つの異なる授業状況にもとづいて方法的手続きを事例的に示す。経
験的なデータとデータ解釈の特殊条件に関わって、異文化間で分析を
おこなう際のドキュメンタリー法の活用について、可能性と課題を議論
する。その際、研究者が自分の立ち位置と結びついていることにとくに
焦点を当てる。

1	 Introduction
In this contribution we reflect on cultural constructions in empirical class-
room research: We focus on cultural constructions within the classroom set-
ting, within the data collection by videography, and within the process of 
data analysis. Cause for these reflections was our participation in the Maputo 
conference where we discussed potentials and challenges of theoretical and 
methodological approaches to school and teaching research in intercultural 
contexts. This contribution is based on our workshop on documentary method 
(Bohnsack 2010) and will present examples from classroom research in Ger-
many and Japan.
In the following, we will briefly introduce the methodology of documentary 
method in the field of classroom interaction research. Thereafter, we illustrate 
exemplarily the methodical procedure referring to visual data from two dif-
ferent classroom settings from Germany and Japan. Finally, with reference to 
the empirical data and the interpretation setting, we will discuss potentials 
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and challenges to conduct the documentary method in an intercultural (i.e., 
German – Japanese) interpretation setting with special consideration of the 
researchers cultural situatedness.

2	 Documentary Method in Classroom Interaction Research
2.1	 Methodology and Procedure
The documentary method is mainly rooted in German, respectively Western 
sociology of knowledge. It is a tool of qualitative social research that aims to 
analyse configurations of knowledge that are at work in personal and collec-
tive practice. As a research method, it has been implemented in a broad range 
of scientific fields in the German academia, but it is also used internationally 
(e.g., Bohnsack & Weller 2006; Bohnsack, Pfaff & Weller 2010)1. Due to the 
focus on knowledge, the documentary method is often used in school-related 
research on professional development, classroom interaction and on teaching 
and learning. Based on Karl Mannheim’s (1952) “sociology of knowledge”, 
Ralf Bohnsack (2010) elaborated the documentary method as a tool to ana
lyse group discussions. Meanwhile, the method has been applied e.g., in in-
terview, picture, and video analysis (Bohnsack 2014; Gresch & Martens 2019; 
Martens & Asbrand 2022; Nohl 2010; Wagner-Willi 2012).
Basically, the documentary method focusses on social interaction and provides 
an analytical approach to the immanent (explicit, literal) meaning of ‘what is 
said and done’ as well as the documentary (implicit, tacit) meaning of ‘how 
something is said and done’. Accordingly, Mannheim (1952) distinguishes two 
types of knowledge underlying social interaction: the communicative know
ledge subsumes the body of theoretical knowledge the individual has available 
in order to articulate it explicitly. In general, this knowledge includes social 
norms and roles. In social interaction it is used e.g., to describe the self-per-
ception as well as to justify the own actions. In school-related research, the 
communicative knowledge may subsume the teacher’s knowledge concern-
ing the students’ learning, content knowledge and teaching beliefs etc. Be-
sides this, Mannheim conceptualises the conjunctive knowledge that describes 
an a-theoretical, tacit, habitualised or incorporated knowledge. This know
ledge subsumes the value orientations and behavioural routines that underlie 
the individuals’ or social groups’ (everyday) practices and suggests a generic 
system that creates a range of typical knowledge and actions. Mannheim as-
sumes that the conjunctive knowledge is a situated knowledge, generated im-
plicitly in social practice in a certain social group, milieu or social field. In talks 

1	 For a list with international references to documentary method, see: www.dokumentarische-
methode.de

file:///C:/Users/sanni/Dropbox/Homeoffice%20SE/Satz%20in%20work%20homeoffice/Satz%20Hallitzky/Expanding_Horizons_Verlagseinreichung/RTF/../../../../../../../br91ikuj/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/www.dokumentarischemethode.de
file:///C:/Users/sanni/Dropbox/Homeoffice%20SE/Satz%20in%20work%20homeoffice/Satz%20Hallitzky/Expanding_Horizons_Verlagseinreichung/RTF/../../../../../../../br91ikuj/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/www.dokumentarischemethode.de
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and actions, both communicative and conjunctive knowledge are present. Thus, 
research with the documentary method is interested in the specific relation 
between these two types of knowledge. In three steps of interpretation both 
types of knowledge are first analytically distinguished and second systemati-
cally related to each other:
1) The formulating interpretation, or the first order interpretation, is conducted 
from the perspective of the subjects under study and reformulates what social 
reality is from their perspective (Bohnsack 2010). It focuses on the commu-
nicative, reflective, theoretical knowledge of the participants, their explicated 
perception of their social reality. In video-based classroom research this step 
of interpretation is to summarise what the participants are talking about (i.e. to 
work out the structure of topics, to differentiate main topics from subtopics, 
and to paraphrase what the participants are talking about) and to describe 
what they are doing, e.g. the positions and movements in the room and to each 
other, gestures, mime, and the involved things such as teaching and learning 
materials, personal belongings that are present in the classroom etc. (Gresch 
& Martens 2019; Martens & Asbrand 2022).
2) The step of reflecting interpretation reveals the conjunctive, tacit knowledge 
from what was said verbatim and done (Bohnsack 2010). In contrast to the 
first interpretation step, the reflecting interpretation focuses on “how this re-
ality is produced or accomplished” (ibid.: 102) and includes a formal interpre-
tation of the interactional order, i.e., analyses of the formal function of utter-
ances, gestures, and actions. To reveal the underlying implicit meaning, the 
researcher must change his or her analytical stance. Heuristic questions often 
asked in video-based classroom research are, e.g., how the participants discuss 
the framing topics, how students and teacher take positions in the classroom, 
how they interact, how the things are involved. These questions serve to re-
construct the participants’ collective orientation or habitus (Bourdieu 1996) 
and to work out the inherent social structure or logic that underlies the so-
cio-material configurations. The framework of orientation or the habitus of the 
agents is reconstructed to analyse how the agents address the topic or act. 
This methodical step enables researchers to identify whether the students’ 
and teachers’ frameworks of orientation are collectively shared, incommensu-
rable or related in a complementary way (Gresch & Martens 2019; Martens 
& Asbrand 2022).
3) In the third step, the formation of types, implicit and explicit meaning are 
related systematically as the formulating and reflecting interpretations are 
merged and condensed for purposes of a clear presentation in a scientific 
article. Rather than describing each individual case, the documentary method 
formulates types in terms of generalised rules and frameworks of orientation 
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from all cases. Throughout the entire process of data interpretation, compara-
tive analyses are necessary to reveal the structural differences and similarities 
between the frameworks of orientation of the certain cases (Bohnsack 2010; 
Glaser & Strauss 1967; Gresch & Martens 2019).

2.2	 Documentary Classroom Interaction Research: Examples 
from a German and a Japanese Classroom

Introducing the documentary method briefly as a tool for classroom research 
in an intercultural, multilingual setting, we decided to exemplify the research 
methodology by analysing visual data from a German and a Japanese class-
room setting (stills from the classroom videos), so that we reduce interculturally 
caused language distortions and can concentrate on bodily and spatial aspects. 
Focusing on how the teacher and the students are positioned in the room and 
to each other, how they move, and how they interact with each other and with 
things, the visual data provide access to the participants’ collective orientation 
or habitus and to the inherent social structure underlying the socio-material 
configurations in the classroom. In the following, some results of the formulat-
ing and reflecting interpretation will be shown. Due to the data capacity, the 
formation of types as a third methodical step is not accomplished here.

 
Still 1 (left) and 2 (right):  Classroom setting, German comprehensive school

Still 1 shows a fifth-grade classroom in a German comprehensive school. We 
can observe a room with one teacher, about 25 students and a lot of different 
things (tables, chairs, blackboard, pictures, books, maps, learning materials…) 
that are related to teaching and learning and also to the class as a social group 
(e.g., the personal profiles of every student at rear wall) and the individual stu-
dent (e.g., personal belongings on the tables). The things that are observable 
in the classroom suggest that both academic and social learning are impor-
tant elements of learning culture in this school. Furthermore, the presence of 
learning materials provides evidence for a material-based teaching and a per-
sonalised learning approach. We can observe a decentralised classroom order 
with grouping which suggest the importance of student-centred interaction 
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and cooperative learning as the main focus of pedagogy. At the same time, 
the blackboard is dominant in the picture, as it is associated with the teacher 
and serves as a teaching instrument. The socio-material order manifests vari-
ous centres of attention (Still 2). The viewing directions indicate a reciprocity 
of teacher and (some) students and a reciprocity among students. We can 
observe an ambivalence between decentralisation (table groups) and central-
isation (blackboard/interactional space of the teacher). The students re-order 
themselves in the room according to the task and the directive of the teacher.

 
Still 3 (left) and 4 (right):  Classroom setting, Japanese high school

Still 3 shows a twelfth-grade classroom at a Japanese high school, in which a 
male student is giving a presentation to the class. We can observe different 
participants and things in the classroom arrangement: almost 30 students in 
school uniforms are sitting at individual desks in six rows. To the front of the 
student rows, we see the student who is giving the presentation (2nd person 
from the right), the teacher (3rd person from the right), and on the right side 
of the classroom, there are some adults standing alongside the partition wall 
who are looking towards the teacher and/or the student who is giving the 
presentation. Their position in the room indicates that they are not part of the 
actual social order in the classroom (context information: these persons are vis-
itors in the context of Lesson Study). The classroom itself is sparsely decorated: 
only a portrait and a clock are visible. The rows of students’ desks are facing 
a dominant blackboard and a notice board with some posters. The teaching 
platform, lectern and the blackboard constitute ‘the front’ of the room, the 
centre of attention for all students. A reciprocal relation is constituted between 
the student who is giving a presentation and the students sitting at their desks, 
indicating that the student giving the presentation has assumed the teaching 
position. At the same time the teacher remains in charge, supervising the pre
sentation from the elevated position of his teaching platform. This indicates a 
hierarchical social order in the classroom, as well as of knowledge production. 
The bodily arrangement divides the classroom into front and rear (Still 4): 
The front is a prominent and rather exclusive sphere of teaching, reserved for 
the teacher and students when selected by the teacher. Besides the teaching 
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platform, the difference in positions keeps the hierarchical difference between 
the teacher and the selected students distinct. At the rear of the classroom, all 
students are sitting at their desks, their bodies and direction of view oriented 
towards the front of the classroom. This tension between individualisation and 
collectivisation can also be observed in materials, the school uniforms, and 
the individual desks.

3	 Cultural Constructions in Classroom Interaction Research: 
A Brief Discussion 

Interpreting visual materials from classroom situations based on the documen-
tary method in an intercultural setting, faced three dimensions of research 
processes: how to reflect cultural construction within the data itself, with the 
observation process and within the analysis process.
1. Cultural construction within the classroom setting: comparing the German 
and the Japanese classroom setting gives us a tentative impression of how the 
teachers and students act within, and (re-)produce a certain culture of learn-
ing. In the German example, we find a decentralised socio-material order. The 
multiple centres of attention reveal the ambivalence of personalised learn-
ing and instructional orientation. In the Japanese example, we find a clearly 
hierarchical order of knowledge production that constitutes the teacher-stu-
dent interaction. The hierarchical social order between teacher and students 
is characterised by a tension between individualisation and collectivisation.
2. Cultural construction within the classroom observation by videography: 
Comparing both cases enables us to question how the researcher constructs a 
certain understanding of the classroom interaction by choosing certain instru-
ments of data collection (e.g., video cameras), by selecting certain elements of 
the interaction (e.g., by the placement of the camera and choice of a certain 
framing), and by operating in the field in a certain way. In both cases, the 
research setting, and the camera view were initiated by German researchers. 
The researchers’ camera perspective creates a teacher-centred view on the 
classroom interaction, as it is positioned vis-á-vis the teacher and placed be-
hind the students. The teachers’ practices can be observed in particular, while 
the students’ practices are not in the focus. In both cases, the view of the cam-
era indicates a main centre of attention (the ‘front’ with the blackboard and 
the teacher). The camera view coproduces a hierarchical relation between the 
teacher and the students, even though the socio-material order, at least in the 
German classroom, does not suggest this perspective. Both cameras capture 
the classroom interaction from an elevated position and therefore from an 
adult perspective.
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3. Cultural construction within the data analysis: Contrasting both classroom 
settings forces us to ask how the choice of a research method and certain 
research habits or routines (e.g., how to address the field, to collect and to 
analyse data) create a particular understanding of the data. Due to its origin, 
the documentary method refers to conceptions and premises of society and 
of knowledge as well as of epistemology and methodology that are deeply 
rooted in German and Western thinking. Using the documentary method in 
intercultural contexts demands that researchers carefully consider the soci-
etal foundations of the research to avoid academic colonialism (cf. Takayama, 
Sriprakash & Connell 2016). Regarding our research routines, both authors 
recognised a practiced familiarity with the particular classroom setting from 
a German and a Japanese perspective and would characterise them as quite 
‘typical’. At the same time, it would be inappropriate to generalise the encoun-
tered differences in the learning culture of the two classrooms in terms of 
cultural differences between the German and Japanese educational system: 
The differences within German classrooms, e.g., are probably as large as the 
encountered differences between the German and the Japanese classroom. 
To avoid the reification of cultural differences and to reach the level of cultur-
al comparative research, the German and the Japanese educational system 
would have to be observed under a far more complex research design.
Collaborative interpretation of own data as well as of data from different con-
texts in an intercultural setting enables – and forces – us to reflect how re-
search objects and cultures are determined from each other. The format of a 
research workshop, which is embedded in the interpretation process of the 
documentary method and qualitative research, enables us to be aware of cul-
turalist shortcomings.
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