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instances where I saw proximity questions being asked, immediate 
follow-up revealed that the information gained from the answer 
was not being used at all. In fact, in most cases proximity questions 
consisted of queries about things that students had either already 
figured out or made decisions or assumptions about. They simply 
asked the question because it was a habitual studently thing to do 
when the teacher happened to be standing nearby.

From role theory (Horowitz, 1967), we know that the drive to 
conform to socially defined roles can be very strong, even if totally 
subconscious. In a classroom, the dominant roles are that of student 
and that of teacher. Asking a question, one of the most studently 
things that a student can do, cements their role as student in the eyes 
of their teacher. Conversely, answering a question is one of the most 
teacherly things a teacher can do, thereby solidifying their role. The 
drive to conform to these roles is most obvious in moments when a 
teacher catches a student doing something they should not be doing. 
See if this sounds familiar:

It’s toward the end of the lesson, and you have given 
your students some seat work to complete before 
they leave. You notice that one of the girls near the 
back of the room is paying an awful lot of attention 
to something in her hands. You suspect she is doing 
something on her phone, but you can’t quite see what 

Figure 5.1 A student asks a proximity question as the teacher moves 
through the classroom.
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