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Notes

"FT" stands for the talk addressed to foreigners
or learners (L's) of some language by native speakers (NS's)
of that language. Evelyn Hatch reserves the term "foreigner
talk" for extreme forms of grammatical simplification, such
as "Me no want go." I prefer, for the purposes of this
paper, to let the term FT cover all speech to foreigners no
matter what the degree of modification, and to call such
utterances as "Me no want go" "degrammaticalized FT." I
use the term "FT conversation" as a shorthand for "native
speaker/non-native speaker conversation." (What the learner
says is thus included in "FT conversation.")

"BT" (baby talk) stands for talk addressed to
babies and very young children by parents or caretakers.
It has also been cailed "caretaker speech" or "motherese."
It is to be distinguished from "TB," that is, the talk of

babies, the talk produced by babies or very voung children.

Though the distinction that Steve Krashen and
others have made between "acquisition" and "learning" is a
valuable one, for the purposes cf this papef, I use the two
terms interchangeably. "2LA" stands for second language

acqguisition.

The tapes of the conversations between Petra and

Rhoda are titled for brevity's sake "Rhoda's Tapes." The

iv
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tapes of the conversations between Jean-~Pierre, Mimi,

Kathy, and Bob are titled "Kathy and Bob's Tapes." Longer

excerpts from them that are included in the paper have also
been given titles:

Rhoda's Tapes

The First Twelve Minutes

The Mothball Fleet

Did You Keep It?

Kathy and Bob‘s Tapes

They Beg for Electronics

Scrabble

Concubinage

Shorter excerpts haven't been titled. Within each excerpt,
titled or not, contributions have been numbered.

Playback excerpts have not been numbered. What
the native speakers say in them has been edited for
readability and should not be used in this form for a com-

parison, say, cf Rhoda's NS/NS talk with her foreigner talk.
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Introduction: A Sample of Foreigner Talk and

...............

The Mothball Fleet

(Rhoda, Stacy, Petra and I are driving out to the country
to go on a hike. Petra is a beginning learner of English
from Colombia whom I have met on one previous occasion;
Rhoda met Petra for the first time half an hour ago. There
has been some talk about cars imported from Japan. The
Mare Island "mothball fleet" becomes visible from the car

window, and Rhoda calls Petra's attention to it.)

1 Rhoda: These boats out here?
2 Petra: Mmm?
3 Rhoda: Do you see the boats?
All those ships?
4 Petra: No. No, the cars
5 Rhoda: ©Oh, yeah. The ships are um
6 Stacy: (noticing the ships for the first time) Lookit
the huge ship! A huge one!
7 Rhoda: Those are the, mn,
They call it the, well,
They're boats, that're all left over from World
War II.
They're na-, the navy's boats that uh,
They store 'em here.

They're obsolete, old boats that they don't use

1
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and they just store 'em all over there.
8 Petra: Mmmmm (very high, rising) These boats,/ this
9 Rhoda: | Yeah, uhuh

10 Petra: From Japan?

11 rRhoda: These?

12 Petra: No?

13 Rhoda: I think those are the ones they don't, they don't
use 'em at all anymore.

14 Rhoda: They have uh, uh, a docks down there where they
bring in the, the boats that, that, just sit
there year after year after vear, they don't know
what to do with 'em.

(Extended pause, 7 seconds)

15 Stacy: Does this look like Colombia, Petra?

Researchers investigating the speech addressed to
foreigners have found that it is characterized by slow pace,
careful pronunciation, simplified vocabulary and syntax,
frequent guestions, and paraphrase. Rhoda's remarks on
the mothball fleet exhibit many of these characteristics,
most strikingly the last one. She manages to come up with
a half dozen semantically overlapping words and phrases for
"obsoleta": old, left over, just sitting, not used, just
stored (the passivization is mine; Rhoda avoids it), year
after year. For "boats" there is "ships"; for "docks" there

is "where they bring in the boats that just sit there."
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There is repetition of locatives: "out here," "here,”
"over there," "down there," "there." There is repetition
with slight variation of sentences: "they store 'em here,"
"they just store 'em all over there" and "old boats that
they don't use," “the ones they don't, they don't use 'em
at all anymore."

The usefulness of paraphrase is obvious; it makes
Rhoda's talk easier to understand by increasing redundancy
and providing Petra with a little more processing time.

The question that I would like to address is a different
one. Why does paraphrase occur in foreigner talk in the
particular form that it does?

For instance, why does Rhoda offer a paraphrase
immediately after (7) "They're boats, that're all left over
from World War II"? What kinds of indirect checking is she
doing to discover whether Petra understood the original
formulation of the message? What kinds of feedback is Petra
supplying her with? Finally, what are the pressures that
keep Rhoda's checking and Petra's feedback indirect? Con-
ceivably Rhoda could have asked directly at that point,

"Do you understand?" Or, "Do you know what 'left over'
means?" And there are several pocints later in her paraphrase
at which a direct verbal check might conceivably have been
undertaken. Conceivably also Petra could have spoken up at
any point, acknowledging that she didn't understand and

asking for a repair.
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One possible explanation for the absence of
direct understanding checks and repair requests is effici-
ency. If Rhoda had stopped and checked, there's a good
chance Petra would indeed have had to ask for a paraphrase.
Immediate paraphrase eliminates both a native speaker
understanding check and a learner clarification request,
thereby saving time. Efficiency is, of course, an important
consideration in every conversation and might serve as a
sufficient accounting for paraphrase on any occasion of
talk in which clarity predominates. However, in most
"small talk" situaticns, there is no real need on anyone's
part for the information that is exchanged. Here, there
is no more need to know about the mothball fleet than there
is a need to save time in learning about it.

The explanation I would like to consider is
rapport-based. Rhoda, I believe, offers the unsolicited
paraphrases in order to spare all of us in the car the
discomfort of directly confronting a failure by Petra to
understand something. Such a failure, or several of them,
could be face-threatening, and could torpedo the fragile
definition of the situation that we are all cooperating to
maintain -- that Petra is sufficiently competent to parti-
cipate in the type of social interaction that is already
underway, and that the restricted register we are all
wrestling with is not only not burdensome, but is in fact

easeful and enjoyable.
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In 1973, Robin Lakoff called the attention of the
linguistic community to the primacy of rapport, and to what
might be termed the dispensability of clarity. She sug-
gested that violation of Grice's maxims is more the rule
than the exception. To anyone still unconvinced of this,
I extend the following invitation. Observe for five
minutes a native speaker caught in a foundering conversa-
tion with a beginning learner powerless to assist him,
particularly in one~to-one small talk with no visible in-
strumental rationale and no excuse for closure in sight.
The alacrity with which the native speaker will jettison
quantity, quality, relevance, and anything else he can lay
his hands on will probably take your breath away. At

least it will dispel your lingering doubts.
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Chapter Introductions

This study is an investigation into the conversational
processes that lie at the heart of second language acquisi-
tion.

In Chapter One I review some of the literature on
first and second language acquisition, as well as scme of
the approaches to the study of conversation which have been
developed in several different research traditions and
which offer to second language acquisition research both a
comprehensive perspective and a set of valuable theoretical
and methodological tools.

In Chapter Two I describe in more particularity the
orientation of this study, and give some background infor-
mation about the conversations that are analyzed. 1In

Chapters Three and Four Rhoda's Tapes are examined; in

Chapter Five, Kathy and Bob's Tapes.

Chapter Three begins with the transcript of the
opening of Rhoda's conversations with Petra, titled The

First Twelve Minutes. Playback comments that the parti-

cipants made about failures to understand each other are
aligned on the left-hand pages with the parts of the con-
versation where they occurred. The transcript is followed
by an interpretation of what transpired, in which issues are
raised in an order which follows the chronology of the con-
versation. I first discuss the definition of the situation
that Rhoda and Petra tentatively project and their covert

negotiations about ignoring failures to understand. Then
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the difficulties and frustrations that native speakers
encounter in their struggle to simplify their speech are
described, and three strategies are proposed as operable
when a friendly native speaker is trying to maintain him-
or herself in conversation with a learner. I then identify
the considerations of face and efficiency that give rise

to the strategies and to the simulation of understanding in
general. The chapter ends with a comment on baby talk and
an aside on talking about language proficiency.

Chapter Four begins with an outiine of Sacks,
Jefferson and Schegloff's theory of the organization of
repair and with the identification of what I believe to be
some of the limitations of their approach. The rest of the
chapter is divided into three sections based on the fact
that in the data I examined, repairs on what the native
speakers said differed from repairs on what the learners
said; and, further; when repairs on native speaker statements
were separated from repairs on native speaker questions,
even more differentiation emerged.

The first section covers native speaker statements
(Rhoda's "declarative contributions") -- how Petra was able
to simulate understanding of them and how Rhoda was able to
determine, by guessing or directly checking, whether to
repair them. Then some pressures against NS statements are
described. The second section covers NS questions, which

are shown to provide automatic exposure of the need for
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repair. The third section covers the L's contributions,
for which repair was only rarely initiated by the NS.

The overall patterning that emerged was as follows:
repair on NS statements tended to bhe self-initiated and
self-completed, on NS guestions other-initiated and self-
completed, on L contributions self-initiated and other-
completed. It is claimed that the reasons for the pattern-
ing are the following: the completion of repair usually
depends on the NS because he knows the language. Other
initiation is kept to a minimum because of efficiency and
face. The NS avoids initiating repair because of his own
negative face; the L avoids initiating it because of his own
positive face, but cannot avoid it in the NS questioning
format.

In Chapter Five, Xathy and Bob's Tapes are

examined. First, the imitative features of Kathy's speech
are described. It is proposed that they are linked to her
efforts to talk more slowly and to her rapport strategy which
is identified as a combination of camaraderie and deference.
Further correlates of her rapport strategy are the suppres-
sion of NS/NS asides and the use of French. There is a
brief section on the pragmatic homonyms of slowed speech,

and then there is a discussion of Bob's rapport strategy,
which is identified as camaraderie dominant. While he is
conventionally deferential (politely asking questions rather

than volunteering his own opinions or comments), he is less
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inclined to set his own wishes aside for the French's
benefit and less willing to confine himself to a restricted
register, allowing himself a more rapid pace, more NS/NS

asides, and more joking, self-directed comments.
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CHAPTER ONE

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In this chapter I review some of the literature on
first and second language acquisition, as well as some of
the approaches to the study of conversation which have been
developed in several different research traditions and
which offer to second language acquisition researcﬁ both a
comprehensive perspective and a set of valuable theoretical

and methodological tools.

On the Input to lLanguage Acquisition

The acquisition of language perhaps more than any
other kind of learning activity requires the partic-
ipation of at least two parties--the learner, and
someone who speaks the language already.... Exposure
to the language is not enough; it must be directed
at the learner and shaped with his needs and abilities
in mind. The speakers of the language must want to
be helpful, they must be willing to take the perspec-
tive of the learner in deciding how much to adjust
their speech. The learner also must participate by
giving evidence when he comprehends and when he does
not.

Lily Wong Fillmore, 1976, p. 119

In the above passage Fillmore is speaking both of
first and second language acquisition. One cannot study
the latter without considering it in the light of the former.

Likewise, one cannot investigate the learner's acquisition

10
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11

process in either of them without considering the native
speakers who offer the input to that process. Every
learner must have people who will engage in conversation
with him and accommodate what they say to what he can un-
derstand.

What follows is a brief review of the literature on
input in first language acguisition, child second language

acquisition, and adult second language acquisition.

The Talk of Mothers as Input to
First Language Acquisition

The modifications an English speaker has to make
when talking to a young child learning English as his first
language, and those he has to make when talking to an adult
learning English as a second language, have some things in
common. Ignoring for the moment the undeniable differences
between addressing a child and addressing an adult, and
considering that both baby talk and foreigner talk are
simplified, accommodative registers, we can see that there
is something tc be gained from examining the speech directed
to young children. This is particularly true since the col-
lection and analysis of conversational data in the field of
child first language acquisition is relatively advanced.
Thus when researchers in this area chose to focus on input

(Talking to Children, 1979), they had a firm descriptive base

from which to identify both the modifications mothers made
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and the func£ions of those modifications in the acquisition
process.
Noam Chomsky's postulation of a "language acquisition
device" for a time focused attention on the competence of
the learner and greatly reduced the attention that was given
to input, that is to the learner's linguistic environment.
Children learning their native language were seen by many as
"miniature grammarians working on a corpus composed of
snatches and fragments of adult discourse,"l and input was
seen for the most part as fragmentary and imperfect. Chil-
dren seemed to learn in spite of it rather than because of
it. The influence of this view has now diminished, however.
Counter~evidence has been assembled from, for example, the
study of a hearing child of deaf parents whose language ac-
quisition was impaired because of the limited nature of the
input he received (Sachs and Johnson, 1972). Much more
counter-evidence has been gathered from the study of
mothers' speech to children. Jean Berko-Gleason writes:
Sitting in people's homes listening to them say to
their young children things like "Where's the ball?
There's the ball. Give mommy the ball. That's right,
give me the ball. Give it to me." hardly seems an
activity that might lead to changes in theoretical
models of language development, yet it has done just
that. (1979, p. 199)

The examination of mothers' speech has shown that the input

children receive is specially modified, even fine-tuned, in
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ways that seem well-adapted to assist them in learning the

language.

Modifications of Grammar, Phonology,
Content, and Lexicon

Sentences addressed to young children tend to be
short and simple., There is very little coordination, sub-
ordination, or complementation. Caretakers may omit in-
flections, the copula, and articles. They tend to avoid
past tenses and pronouns, replacing the second person pro-
noun with other forms of address. They use reduplication
and hypocoristic affixes ("tum-tum," "doggie"). They ask
a great many questions and give directives. They repeat.

Mothers use a higher pitch and exaggerate their
intonation patterns, doubling the range found in speech
among adults. They pause more at utterance boundaries.
They confine themselves to the here and now. The lexicon
of BT, thus, contains words for the body, for family members,
and for such qualities as "hot," as well as words for food
and animals and words that occur in games.

Much attention in BT research has been devoted to
accounting for the modifications outlined above in terms of
their communicative functions. To quote Elaine Anderson's
summary:

These modifications are helpful (1) in attracting

and holding the young child's attention, and (2) in
providing consistent clues to the child about how to
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map ideas onto language and how to segment the
flow of speech which he hears, in order to iden-
tify sentences, phrases, words, and morphemes.
(1977, p. 18) ‘

The frequent use of the child's name and the marked
prosody of BT clearly help the child to distinguish the
speech directed *o him from speech intended for others.
Questions and imperatives also address the problem of get-
ting the child involved in a conversaticn and keeping him
involved. Mothers like them "because the verbal or action
responses they require provide a constant check on whether
the child has listened or understood" (1977, p. 20).

When topics are confined to the here and now the
child is reinforced for looking to the physical context for
cues to help him decode the words he hears. Even if mothers
depart somewhat from the immediate setting they "tend to
make predictable comments about predictable topics," as

Catherine Snow observes (Talking to Children, 1979). ‘The

child thus can often fathom the mother's intention even
without understanding her words. Conversely, the mother can
often divine the child's intentions and supply the words that
will express them. It is "in the context of activities and
routines shared by the child and its primary caretakers"
that communication develops and language acquisition takes
place.

Several devices that caretakers employ help children

to identify constituent boundaries. The pattern of pause and
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the use of partial repetition and reordering can serve

this purpose. Snow cites the following sequence:

Put the red truck in the box now.
The red truck.

No, the red truck.

In the box.

The red truck in the box.

Similarly, the repeated use of sentence frames such as:

"Where's the ?" "That's a ," and "Give
me the ," assists the child to recognize boun-
daries.

In the case of mothers and children, certain social
factors are given; the structures of rapport and responsi-
bility between them are pre-established. It can be assumed
that parents desire to initiate and maintain interaction
with their children. They also desire to help in the
language learning process. Thus Roger Brownh, the well-known
researcher in first language acquisition, is often called
upon to answer the following question: "How can a con-
cerned mother facilitate her child's learning of language?"
His answer is:

Believe that your child can understand more than he
or she can say, and seek, above all, to communicate.
To understand and be understood. To keep your minds
fixed on the same target. 1In doing that vouwill,
without thinking about it, make 100 or maybe 1000
alterations in your speech and action. Do not try to
practice them as such. There is not set of rules of
how to talk to a child that can even approach what

you unconsciously know. If you concentrate on communi-
cating, everything else will follow. (1979)
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When we come to second language acquisition, however,
Brown's advice isn't immediately applicable. The structures
of rapport and responsibility between learner and native
speaker don't pre-exist. In fact, the native speakers who
come in contact with a learner may feel no particular con-
cern about facilitating his acquisition of English. Some of
them may even find talking to a foreigner so trying that
they simply want to escape as fast as they can. Others
may maintain conversations but be principally concerned
with avoiding social discomfort and keeping themselves en-~
tertained. Yet it is out of these verv conversations that
the necessary structures of rapport and responsibility must
arise, a joint creation of the native speaker and the
learner. And it is these very conversations that in fact

constitute the input to the second language acquisition

process.

The Talk of Children as Input to
Second Language Acquisition

Of the various studies . of child second language
acquisition the one that has made the most important contri-

bution to the study of input is The Second Time Around, Lily

Fillmore's landmark longitudinal study of the untutored
acquisition of English by five Spanish speaking children.
Fillmore's focus was primarily on the learner -~- how formu-

laic speech figured in his language development, how he
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managed to initiate and sustain interactions with English
speaking children, and how individual differences affected
the speed of his learning. She identified his social task:
Ordinarily it is up to the learner to invite inter-
action. He is the "outsider"; therefore he must
somehow give the impression that he is worth talking
to before the speakers-of the target language are
willing to have him join their group. (1976, p. 667)
She identifies the strategies that the learner uses when he
undertakes his social task:
1. Join a group and act as if you understand what's
going on, even if you don't.

2. Give the impression -- with a few well-chosen
words -~ that you can speak the language.

3. Count on your friends for help.

Fillmore also reported very insightfully on the
input that the learners in her study received. Her comments
provide an important orientation to the study of input.

"It seems that in talking to the learners the English
speaking friends were in a sense taking their perspective,
and deciding what they could talk about and how they might
say it on the basis of what they believed the learner was
able to understand" (p. 695). The friends included the
learners so that they received the exposure they needed,
believing that the learners could and would learn. They
tried to figure out what the learner was saying and made the

most of it. When they spoke they "seemed to sense" what
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the learners could understand, though they also over-
estimated. Only one child used language like "Me shot
both," and "No, you robbers.... One ccwboy--this me"”

(p. 698). The rest, though they simplified, used language
that was faithful to the target and natural. Their talk
was repetitive and well-contextualized, confined to topics
and activities in the "here and now.” It was clear that
they perceived differences among topics in terms of con-
textualization, because at times when they wanted to say
something unrelated to the immediate physical environment,
they asked the observer to translate. Finally, they never

teased the learners or made fun of their language.

The Talk of Adults as Input to
Second Language Acquisition

In this field the base of conversational data is
much slimmer. There are studies of social factors in adult
second language acquisition, but they have focused almost
exclusively on the learner -- on, for example, his motiva-
tion, whether it is integrative or instrumental (Gardner
and Lambert, 1959). Existing studies of the native speaker's
part in the process have not concerned themselves with
social factors, although at times researchers investigating
other things have made insightful comments about them.
There has been little attempt to investigate social factors

per se, and little discussion of the sort of methodology one
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might need to carry out such research. Instead scholars
have locked at the kinds of measurable phenomena that can
be gquantified in large samples, and have demonstrated that
native speakers do make modifications of such things as
sentence length and complexity and proportion of questions
asked. Often the language studied is classroom language;
investigations such as Barbara Freed's (see below) of social
— conversation are rarer.

In this section I will discuss four studies that
shed light on the investigation of input -- two are elicita-
tion studies of the foreigner talk register. Two are de-

scriptive studies of adult foreigner talk conversation.

Elicitation Studies of the Foreigner Talk Register

The pioneering elicitation study was done by Charles
Ferguson in 1975. He asked 36 college students how an
English speaking person "acting as the spokesman for a group
of three and addressing a group of non-English speakers who
are obviously non-European and illiterate" might modify ten
sentences of standard English. The group might "have heard
some English before, but they are not really able to under-
stand it or speak it." The ten sentences were dictated and
the students rewrote them. Their modifications were systema-
tic, resembling in some ways the simplifications of BT and

differing in others.
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They used short simple sentences and repetition.
They tended to omit inflections, articles, the copula,
and other grammatical words such as prepositions, con-
junctions and auxiliary verbs. They avoided the inversion

of subject and auxiliary verb in questions. They used

invariant forms for negatives and pronouns: "no forget"
for "don't forget" and "me go" for "I go." They used
invariable tag questions: '"see?" "no?" "okay?" They used

reduplication: "talk-talk" and added the subject to
imperatives: "you come." They exhibited a tendency to
analytic paraphrase (which is characteristic of pidgins),
replacing "my brother" with "brother to me" or "brother of
me," replacing "yesterday" with "day before this" or "one
day gone," replacing "where" with "which place."

A striking phonological modification that occurred
in this study was the addition of vowels to the final con-
sonants of words: "workee," "nexta." Iexical modifications
included the use of such woids as "savvy" and "wampum."
"There is a tendency," Ferguson comments, "to use non-
English words even if it is clear that the person addressed
is not familiar with the language from which the words are
borrowed" (1975, p. 9).

It is important to note that Ferguson urges his
readers not to generalize uncritically from his xesults.

The whole procedure was quite informal and was

originally intended only to provide a basis for
class discussion, so that background information
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akbout the students is not available. The data of
this study are very limited, and caution must be
used in generalizing from them. Ten sentences
elicited under highly artificial conditions, in
reference to one kind of speech situation, from a
toal of 36 university students are a far cry from
the actual use of foreigner talk.... (pp. 3, 11-12)

Unfortunately one sometimes sees this study quoted in very
general terms without the inclusion of Ferguson's quali-

fying comments. Freed, for example, writes:

Phonological distinctions are made in FT which do
not exist in BT (e.g., adding a vowel to a final
consonant: talkee-talkee.)

cassA spe01a1 lexicon exists in FT Wthh does not
exist in BT (e.g., savvy, wampum, and foreign
words). (p. 1)

And Elaine Anderson writes:

at the phonological level, foreigner talk is marked by...
reduplicated forms (e.g., talkee-talkee; bang-bang--

for gun).... Another phonological feature of

foreigner talk is the addition of a vowel to the

final consonant of a word, giving forms like workee,
datah (that + V). (pp. 24-25)

In fact, addition of vowels to final consonants is not
widespread in Ferguson's data. In the first elicitation
there were only four words thus modified ("talkie,"

"worka," "workee," and "nexta" -- one instance each). (It's
even possible that they were all produced by a single stu-
dent.) In the second elicitation there were only three
("slippa outa," "giva," and "datah"). Reduplication was
equally rare --only "bang-bang" in the first elicitation

and only "bang-bang," "boom-boom," and "talk-talk" in the
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second. The "special lexicon" included only "savvy®
(five students), "bang-bang" (mentioned earlier), and
"moolah/wampum" (one student).

I will return to the discussion of Ferguson's
study after describing another one of the elicitation
type -- Elaine Anderson's recent dissertation, Learning

to Speak with Style: A Study of the Sociolinguistic Skills

of Children. (I've chosen to discuss it here instead of

with Fillmore's study because of its elicitation format.)

Anderson asked groups of children of different
ages to role play using delles in three different contexts --
the family, the doctor's office, and the classroom. The
roles included mother, father, child, doctor, nurse, patient,
teacher, student, and foreigner. One child at a time parti-
cipated with the investigator. She found that children
systematically modified their speech, that is, produced
registers appropriate to different situations of use, and
that the modifications increased with age in complexity
and consistency.

The foreigner talk role play took place in the
classroom setting. The child first enacted teacher and
student. Then another doll was introduced -- the foreigner.
Some children, particularly the younger ones, were unwilling
to continue at this point, or expressed some confusion about
how to proceed. Those that undertook the roleplay produced

some interesting modifications. When the children addressed
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the foreigner they spoke more slowly, more loudly, and with
a higher pitch, whether they spoke in the role of teacher
or in the role of student. They deleted grammatical mor-

phemes and avoided contractions.

Why you "spinach"?
You know what a farm? Farm?

Do not eat the food. It is plastic food. (p. 129)

The students also used boundary markers with the foreigner:
"Now,..." "Well, now..." "All right then...." These
were elsewhere reserved for the teacher role and not em-
ployed by the child as student.

When the children roleplayed the foreigner himself
they produced similar modifications. Phonological substi-
tutions included glottal stops for medial consonants and
neutral vowels for glides. Prosodic markings were sporadic,
evidencing "the children's uncertainty about what a foreigner
was really supposed to sound like" (p. 12). The most con-
sistent modification was the use of a robot-like speech --
high-pitched, slowed, and monotonic, with a single level of
stress. At other times the foreigner's speech was portrayed
as very halting, or sing-song, or creaky.

. While most students only spoke a modified English
to the foreigner, others were able to speak his language and

translate for him. Some children in portraying the foreigner
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would follow his "foreign" sentences with translations

given in the same creaky or slowed manner.

An Aside on the Sources of 7T

In Ferguson's discussion with his students following
the elicitation, the only suggestions made about possible
sources were the mass media -~ films or television. Fer-
guson comments that this could hardly be the primary source
of FT and speculates that it is really acquired by children
from their peers during childhood play. "The widespread
familiarity with the American Indian variety of foreigner
talk comes only in part from cowboy novels or Western films =--
children in play learn to use the greeting 'How!', the

intensifier 'heap' much, very, (and) 'wampum' for money...."

(p. 11). My own impression, however, is that television
could very well be a primary source, and that children nowa-
days play more at being space-men than they do at being
cowboys and Indians. The "foreigners" who turn up in Star
Wars or Star Trek and must be somehow communicated with

are likely to be alien beings, not even humanoid. This may

account for the robot speech in Anderson's data.

Elicited Stereotypes Versus Situated Performances

Asking college students or children to produce FT

when no real foreigners are present can only tap some kind
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of abstract or stereotyped representation of FT. What the
>subjects produce is determined by their internal percepticn
of a convention within a linguistic community, not by cues
in the immediate situation. The distinction between the
elicited stereotype and situated talk with feedback from a
real foreigner must be borne in mind.

This distinction is recognized by investigators of
baby-talk and has been insightfully discussed in a number of
sources. Jean Berko-Gleason writes: "children themselves
help shape the language behavior of those who speak to them
by the kind of feedback they produce® {p.204). BT that is
inappropriate or too difficult may be extinguished when its
user is ignored or deserted by the baby who is the intended
recipient. "Even an experienced mother is not capable of
producing fully adequate mother's speech if the child is not
present to cue her" (Snow, p. 37). To illustrate, a mother
who in an elicitation situation with no baby present may
produce no repetitions, may in the présence of a baby pro-
duce many repetitions without being conscious that she is
doing so or recalling them later. Likewise, some people who
say they never use BT because they believe it slows the
child's progress do in fact use it in context. O0.K. Garnica
has demonstrated that some of the modifications characteris-
tic of BT appear even in the speech of people who say they
disapprove of it. Roger Brown tells us about "some parents,

very education-oriented, who intend never to use BT since
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babies already know it. Every such parent that I know,"
Brown continues, "only succeeds in avoiding the few features
of BT that everyone knows about, such as the diminutive,

and unwittingly uses about 100 others" (p. 11).

All of these comments serve to underscore the dis-
crepancy between conscious mental representations and
situated performances in interaction with real babies.
However, there are more discfepancies involved here, I be-
lieve, than at first meet the eye. The mother who dis-
approves of an existing BT convention in a particular com-
munity has in mind both a representation of the disapproved
convention and a representation of her own approved version.
She may believe that her approved BT is not a convention at
all, that is, she may believe it to be unique to her. I
suspect, however, that this is most often not the case.
Rather, I think, most mothers believe that their approved BT
is shared by their friends and other members of their gener-
ation who also share their level of education and a variety
of other attitudes and sensitivities. I suspect that they
see it as an alternative or competing convention, more or

less widespread.

Approved Versus Disapproved Stereotypes

An elicitation procedure can be designed to tap
either the disapproved representation ("their" convention) or

the approved one ("our" convention). Both may differ from
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the BT the mother produces with a baby present. What must

be borne in mind here is that for any comparison of elicited
representations with situated performances, both the approved
and the disapproved BT's should be elicited.

A similar situation prevails with respect to
foreigner talk. It is possible for there to be two (or
more, distinct or overlapping) FT conventions within a
given community. An individual speaker can have both (or
either or all) of them represented internally as a part of
his competence, available to be tapped by an elicitation
task. He may approve of one and disapprove of another.

Ferguson addressed the issue of disapproval and
indeed took particular care that his subjects did not
suppress a FT convention that was part of their competence
because they disapproved of it.

I made the setting hypothetical and third person
since I assumed that at least some members of the
class would either disapprove of the use of FT or
would be reluctant to admit their own possible use
of it. (p. 3)
Even if a given speaker may disapprove of such sen-
tences (as "Me Tarzan, you Jane") or choose not to
use them under appropriate conditions, it is possible
to elicit them from him or have them acknowledged as
well-formed in the simplified speech which he attri-
butes to others. (p. 2)
It is not clear whether Ferguson views the FT his subjects
would have approved of as an alternative convention (and

also conventional) or as individual deviations from a unique

single convention. It may even be that he sees the FT his
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subjects would approve of and use as somehow underlain by

the suppressed disapproved convention.

Varieties of FT

It should be obvious from the way I have presented
this material that it is my belief that there are different
varieties of FT, all potentially conventional, and that
these varieties of FT overlap along a kind of continuum

according to the extent that they deviate from native

talk.
(1) (2) (3) (4)
redundancy degrammati- = imitative
increasing calizing modifications
& simplify- modifications, of phonology
ing modifi~ preference & lexicon:
no . . cations for invar- "savvy talkee-
modifications within the iant forms: talkee"

bounds of "me no want

grammati- go"

cality

When a speaker says he disapproves of FT he may intend to
exclude only (4), or only (3) and (4).

People who say they don't ever use FT may mean that
they make no modificatiouns, that is, that they speak to
foreigners as they would to other native speakers. In real
contact with a foreigner, however, they probably unconsciously
make many of the modifications from (2). My own conscious
intentions are to remain within (2), simplifying all I can,

but speaking grammatically. From time to time, however, I
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find that something degrammaticalized will slip out. My
impression is that there is a kind of grammatical filter
that switches on when I intend to simplify, and whose
output can surprise me.

When Evelyn Hatch (a researcher whose work I will
describe below) says that "simplificaticn to the point of
'foreigner talk' is a much more prevalent phenomenon than
(she) initially suspected," I believe that what she refers
to is (3), the degrammaticalized modifications. I would
hope that (4), that is, the tendency mentioned by Ferguson
to use non-English words without regard for the language
spoken by the foreigner, is much rarer. However, from
visits that I've made to adult schools I know that "non-Ll
imitation" does occur. Aan elderly nun volunteer tutor waé
helping three Cambodian women. She was pointing to numerals
on cards and saying the English words for them, but from

time to time she would "translate": uno, dos, tres. When

I pointed out that the students didn't understand Spanish,
she replied, "Yes, I know, but this helps them."

Perhaps the tendency arises from a notion that if
English words don't work, you should try your foreign words,
or even a notion that any foreign word has some special and
unaccountable intelligibility to any foreigner. Or perhaps
the rationale is a kind of compromise: "If something I
understand clearly you can't understand, then perhaps if I

use something I can't gquite clearly understand, you will be
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able to partially understand it. If what is transparent
to you is opaque to me, perhaps what is opaque to me will
be transparent to you."

My own feelings of approval/disapproval with
respect to the varieties of FT are the following: I
approve of modifications from (2), simplification within
the bounds of grammaticality. I don't approve of the
de-grammaticalized modifications of (3), and I find the

modifications in (4), especially when made without regard

30

for the language of the foreigner, naive, to say the least.

I was formerly under the impression that most non-naive
persons would share my views. This impression changed,
however, when I undertook an informal replication of

Ferguson's study.

Replicating the Foreigner Talk Study

I made three changes in the design of Ferguson's

study. Two changes were in the instructions.

1. I asked the subjects for language they them-
selves would use (rather than what a third person
would use) in an effort to elicit an approved
stereotype or convention.

2. I omitted the phrase "who are obviously non-
European and illiterate" because I feel it in-
troduces extraneous cultural and status factors--
attitudes toward "primitive" or uneducated
people. (In any case, in what sense can illiter-
acy be "obvious"?) Ferguson says that the
intent of this instruction was to avoid use of
French or any international language. So I
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added the statement, "they don't understand

- any international languages, such as French."
The third change was in the student population. 1In Fergu-
son's study the subjects were students in a sociolinguistics
class; in my replication they were students in the MA TESL
program at San Francisco State University. I chose this
group because I expected them to be relatively free from
negative attitudes towards foreigners, to be relatively
free of condescension and stereotvping.

My hypothesis was that I would find modifications
from (2) above, simplifications but within the bounds of
grammaticality. I anticipated no degrammaticalized modi-
fications from (3), or at least very few, and none from (4),
use of foreign words or endings without regard to the
language of the addressees.

The elicitation was administered in three different
sections of a methodology ccurse. I did it in one class;
in the other two it was done by the teachers. (The in-
structions are in the Appvendix.) Twelve of the students
were not native speakers of English; their papers were not
scored. Of the 27 students remaining, only ten submitted
papers with modifications completely within the bounds of
grammaticality. The remaining 17 wrote degrammaticalized
sentences like, "Him your brother?" and "What she say? You
understand?" There was even one student who included modi-

fications from (4). He used words like "bro" and "fa,"
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commenting that these were hopefully like West African
pidgin.

These results, informal and inconclusive as they
are, suggest to me that substantial numbers of educated
people likely to be interested in foreigners and free of
condescension would approve of using ungrammatical English
to communicate in the interests of simplification. I
suspect that this approval is keyed to the perceived level
of the foreigner's proficiency in English.

In the replication what probably triggered the
degrammaticalized modifications was the line in the in-
structions which said that the "non~English speakers might
have heard some English before, but they are not really
able to understand it or speak it." One or two students
even commented ﬁhat it seemed pointless to revise sentences
for people who still wouldn't, according to the instructions,
be able to understand them. Perhaps the more a subject
envisions himself uttering words in semi-isolation with
gestures, the less he feels compelled to mark grammatical

interrelationships.

Descriptive Studies

These elicitation studies are more recently being
supplemented with descriptive studies in which investigators
have collected and analyzed tape-recorded data from naturally-

occurring conversations. The two researchers whose work I
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will describe here are Barbara Freed and Evelyn Hatch.

Freed's dissertation, Foreigner Talk: a study of speech

adjustments made by native speakers of English in conver-

sation with non-native speakers, examined the speech of

eleven NS's conversing with eleven learners of English of
differing first languages and levels of proficiency who had
volunteered to participate in a "Conversational Partners
Program." The students met in "informal settings of their
own choosing" for conversational and cultural exchange.
Each pair was tuped for about an hour twice within ten days;
the investigator was not present. Freed also taped con-
versations between herself and the NS's for comparison
purposes. One hundred fifty utterances spoken by each NS
to his partner were transcribed.

A very significant finding was that there were no
ungrammatical utterances. Thus no sentences of the "me no
want go" type could have occurred, because presumably
deletion of articles and omission of inflections would have
been scored as ungrammatical. Thus varieties (3) and (4)
would be excluded. Freed speculates that the FT data she
collected differed from Ferguson's because "even the very
lowest foreigners in this study have a very rudimentary
competence in English" (19¢0, p. 13).

Another important finding was that there was fine-
tuning to the level of the learmner, with respect to both

length and structural complexity of sentences.
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to beginner .= to advanced to NS

mean length of 6.74 9.66 12.13
sentence in words

# S nodes 1.38 1.81 2.24
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Finally, Freed also found that NS's made significantly more
use of questioning in conversation with foreigners than they
did with other NS's. 1In FT 26% of all sentences were
questions; in NS talk only 2% were questions.

Besides doing a guantitative analysis of the surface
forms of utterances,; Freed also considered them in the light
of their functional intentions. Her method was tc infer-
entially interpret a speaker's underlying intention and
assign his utterance a functional role based on "preceding
utterance, succeeding utterance, and tone of voice." She
observes that all of the conversations had the "unifying
intent of information exchange," and that though FT shares
some grammatical and phonological features with BT, the two
are functionally quite different. "On a conversational
level, native speakers interact with the foreign listener
as an adult with cognitive and social presence" (1980, p. 28).
Besides the exchange of information she identifies "two
other concerns: comprehension and the continued flow of
conversation" (p. 26). The continued flow was apparently a

source of some anxiety at times for the NS's.
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In principle, the responsibility for maintaining

a conversation is shared equally by both participants

in that conversation. In FT, however, it appears

that many of the NS's utterances were motivated by

the need to keep the conversation going. (0. 22)

Evelyn Hatch in her paper "Discourse Analysis and
Second Language Acquisition” discusses data from taped
conversations between various investigators with beth
adult and child learners of English. Her sources include
Guy Butterworth's tapes of his conversations with a teen-~
age Spanish-speaker; Brunak, Fain, and Villoria's tapes
of their conversations with a Spanish speaking woman;
Hatch's own tapes of ESL teachers addressing classes in
an adult school; and tapes of telephone conversations
between learners and various service personnel.
Hatch argues for the use of discourse analysis as

a methodology for the study of 2LA. To make the case for
it, she writes, "we must be able to show how syntax grows
out of discourse" (p. 404). She challenges the view that
one first learns vocabulary and structures and how to
manipulate them and then learns how to put them all to work
in a conversation. Instead she proposes that one first
learns "how to interact verbally, and out of this inter-
action syntactic structures are developed”" (p. 404). She
is interested in discovering whether the order of acquisi-
tion of such grammatical morphemes as third person singular

-s, plural ~s, and -ing "is really a reflection of conver-

sational growth" (p. 412). It may be that differential
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frequency of the morphemes in the learner's input deter-
mines the differential order of their acquisition. What,
then, might be the conversational forces that determine
that frequency?

We need to know what kinds of conversations prompt

use of such a large number of ING morphemes, why
there are few -s endings for third person singular
(do we always talk about ourselves rather than he/she?).

Hatch is also interested (happily, from my point of
view) in exploring conversational processes for their own
sake, even when it is not immediately apparent how the
exploration will bear on the staging of the acquisition of
syntax. I believe her discussions of the operation of these
processes in conversations with learners of English are
truly ground-breaking.

She describes the way L's and NS's nominate topics
and carry on conversations about them. She shows that the
L often has a hard time identifying NS-initiated topics
correctly and solicits repairs with echoes and "huh's" and
"pardon's." The NS cooperates by carefully establishing
the shared information needed to identify the referent in a
building up process that Atkinson has called topic-priming.
(Note degrammaticalized simplification.)

The book. We have...(holds up a book)...book. 1Is

necessary for class. Right? Necessary for class.
You have book? (p. 416)
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Once the referent has been recognized, the L must try to
figure out what the NS's comment on it might be. It often
takes the form of a question. The L can then "use his
knowledge of the world and of discourse in his own language
to predict the possible questions...about that topic" and
even their possible order. He can thus make educated
guesses when he answers the questions, even if he doesn't
understand their wording. Hatch identifies three kinds of
L responses to questions -- topic-relevant, topic-related,
and topic-irrelevant responses. A process by which the NS
aids the L in answering his questions is by repairing WH-Q's
to yes/no or OR CHOICE Q's. These repairs are often un-
solicited. They serve to model a correct response for the
L and they "shift down what is required of the L in order
to respond" (p. 419).
When the L wants to nominate a topic he often has

to solicit vocabulary from the NS in order to do so.

L: Brother of my, how do you say, my, my uncle woman,

you know?
MS: Your uncle's wife.
L: Yah...woman is my uncle.
NS: ©Oh your aunt. Aunt. (p. 429)

Usually the work required to nominate the topic and to make
the comment on it take up a great deal of conversational
space. Perhaps because these sequences are so drawn out
the NS is "driven to paraphrase everything that has been said

in one sentence. This occurs," says Hatch, "in all the data

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



- 38

we've looked at for adults” (p. 426). Sometimes, however,
the NS doesn't understand enough to make a summarizing

paraphrase and simply changes the subject.

On Conversation

The following is a review of some of the approaches
to the study of conversation which have been developed in
several different research traditions,; and which, I believe,
offer to second language acquisition research both a com-
prehensive perspective and a set of valuable theoretical and
methodological tools. The research traditions are linguistic
pragmatics, the ethnography of speaking, and ethnomethodol-
ogy.* Topics investigated within these traditions that I
think are especially relevant to this study include rapport,

face, style, conversational inference, and contextualization.

Linguistic Pragmatics

Linguistic pragmatics has its origins in generative
semantics, deriving some of its initial momentum from that
movement's challenge to the autonomy of syntax -- to the
notion that "a syntactic rule makes reference to syntactic
phenomena, and nothing else," and that "all the information

*In organizing this review I have drawn on the sur-
vey John Gumperz made of studies of conversation in his
1977 paper, "Sociocultural Knowledge in Conversational
Inference."
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one needs to determine whether, in a particular environment,
a syntactic rule shall apply is itself syntactic" (Robin
Lakoff, 1974, pp. XVI-1l). To determine whether a rule

should apply, one may need not only syntactic and semantic
information but also pragmatic information, information about
context. One may need "knowledge of the world."

Pragmatics in a sense encompasses both syntax and
semantics. Charles Fillmore describes the interrelatedness
of the three terms in the following way:

Syntax...characterizes the grammatical forms that
occur in a language, while semantics pairs these
forms with their potential communicative functions.
Pragmatics is concerned with the three-termed re-
lation which unites (1) linguistic forms and (2) the
communicative functions which these forms are capable:
of serving, with (3) the contexts or settings in
which those linguistic forms can have those communi-
cative functions. (1974b, p. VI)

The study of pragmatics requires that linguists
look beyond the single sentence to discourse, to the entire
written text or spoken conversation. It also requires re-
cognition of the fact that the "study of writable statements
and the study of speaking are different things" (Goffman,
1964, p. 134). To move from the single sentence to con-
versational interaction one must cross a bridge, and once
across (as Goffman says in another context (p. 134)), one
becomes too busy to turn back.

Linguists crossing the bridge found on the other

side much work already in progress in such disciplines as

philosophy, anthropology, sociology, and cognitive psychology.
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The work of the philosophers J.L Austin (How to Do

Things with Words) and H. Paul Grice (Logic and Conversation)

has had a formative influence on the development of lin-
guistic pragmatics and its identification of meaning with
intention and speaking with acting. Austin's theory of
speech acts was incorporated into linguistic theory via the
performative analysis of J.R. Ross (On Declarative Sentences)
and via the formaiized pragmatics of David Gordon and Geoxrge
Lakoff (Conversational Postulates).

Intention is central to Grice's definition of meaning
as "the effect a sender intends to produce on a receiver by
means of a message." Intentions are assessed by conversa-
tional interactants with respect to the "cooperative
principle" which Grice proposes as underlying all conver-
sation. Cooperating speakers (l) say as much as necessary
and no more, (2) tell each other the truth, (3) are relevant,
and (4) are clear. In other words, they obey the maxims of
Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. When a speaker
violates any of the maxims, his partner can assume he does it
for a reason and he can figure out what the reason is by the
process of conversational implicature.

A linguist particularly interested in violations of
the maxims and the sorts of regularities that underlie and
govern the violations is Robin Lakoff. She proposes that
speakers defying the cooperative principle are honoring

another principle which she calls the principle of rapport.

I will say more about R. Lakoff's system below.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



41

Frames and Scripts

An approach to structuring the rather diffuse
notion "knowledge of the world" is offered by the concept
of "frame" or "script" or "schema" developed in artificial
intelligence and in psychology. Linguists such as Charles
Fillmore (The Need for a Frame Semantics within Linguistics,
1976) have argued for the applicability of the concept to
pragmatics. A comprehensive survey of the role that it has
played in different disciplines is provided in Deborah
Tannen's paper "What's in a Frame?" (1979b). She defines
frames as "structures of-expectations"3 which are at once
abstract and potentially concrete. A human being tends
(according to F.C. Bartlett, one of the earliest developers
of the concept) "to get a general impression of the whole;
and, on the basis of this he constructs the probable
detail" (1932, p. 206). Frames are created from a person's
past experience, which operates as an "organized mass rather
than as a group of elements each of which retains its specific
character" (p. 197). A person first has concrete experiences
of particularized situations or activities which then con-
tribute to the construction of a frame, such as "washing
clothes.” This frame then functions both in the perception
of new experiences and in their later recall. Experimental
subjects, for example, who hear a description of a series

of actions in which only pronouns are used will fare poorly
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on recall tasks, compared to subjects who are first given
the frame "washing clothes." Other examples of frames
that have appeared in computer-related work are such event
sequences as birthday parties or ordering a hamburger at a
restaurant or expectations about physical settings such as
living rooms (Minsky, 1974; Schank and Abelson, 1975).

Frames have been viewed by some researchers as
static cdnstructs; others (among them Bartlett, Tannen, and
Gumperz) prefer to see them as "active, developing patterns"
and emphasize the human's ability to modify and revise frames

in the process of interaction.

The Ethnography of Speaking

Another approach to "knowledge of the world" is
that offered by ethnographers of speaking. They have
collected descriptive data across different cultures on what
they term "speech events." John Gumperz writes:

....members of all societies recognize certain commun-
icative routines which they view as distinct wholes,
separate from other types of discourse, characterized
by special rules of speech and non-verbal behavior
and often distinguishable by clearly recognizable
opening and closing sequences. (1972, p. 17)
Examples of speech events would include such isolable and
often somewhat ritualized activities as riddle telling,
asking for someone's hand in marriage, or verbal duelling

among Turkish boys (Dundes, et al., 1972). Important work

within this framework has been assembled in two anthologies,
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The Ethnography of Communication (1964) and Directions

in Sociolinguistics (1972).

A scholar who is interested both in speech events
and in the ordinary talk that provides the ground on which
the speech event appears as the figure is John Gumperz.
He points out that participants' sense of what sort of speech
event is taking place may change during the course pf an
interaction though the physical context of the talk re-
mains constant. He investigates the "contextualization
cues" by which participants felate what they're saying to
"one or another of a range of culturally sanctioned activi-
ties" (1980, p. 9). Gumperz's work will be discussed more

fully below.

Ethnomethodology

Casual conversations not assignable to any speech
event category are also the subject of study for a branch
of sociology known as ethnomethodology. Like the ethno-
graphers of speaking, ethnomethodologists are concerned with
the careful collection of naturally occurring data, but to
them one of the most salient facts about conversation is
that it is a cooperative endeavor. What they study is the
mechanism of conversational cooperation -- how it is that
speakers coordinate openings, turn-taking, side-sequences,
and closings. They focus on the surface of talk without

reference to its meaning, giving a very fine-textured
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description of such paralinguistic phenomena as in-breaths,
and finding much that is highly structured and systematic.
Leading researchers in this field are Harvey Sacks, Gail
Jefferson, and Emmanuel Schegloff; their paper on "repair"

in conversation will be discussed in Chapter Four.

Conversational Rapport

Participants in a conversation sometimes say more
than they need to say; sometimes less. Clarity is often
sacrified by speakers honoring another interactional prin-
ciple which Robin Lakoff calls rapport. To establish
rapport, speakers use differing strategies; some favor
distance, some deference, and some camaraderie. In
Lakoff's system we can identify a type of discourse in
terms of the strategy that governs it.

In clarity-governed discourse what matters is the
transmission of factual information. The relation between
the human beings participating in the conversation is not
an issue and may be ignored. Clarity is the target in
instrumental situations, newsbroadcasts and encyclopedia
articles. 1In discourse governed by distance, personal
relationship between the participants is denied. The
distant speaker strives to evade responsibility for what he
says at the same time that he claims the authority to say
it. For exposition he may prefer technical terms and

formal register, or, to express anger, silence and sarcasm.
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This is not to say that the distant speaker is necessarily
cold or unfriendly. He may be just as eager to establish
rapoort as someone using another strategy. But in es-
tablishing it he seeks to avoid imposition; he wishes
neither to impose nor to be imposed on. Illustrations of
the language of distance are bureaucratese and academese.
When deference is the strategy, relationship between the
speakers is acknowledged, and the power in the relationship
is offered to the addressee or assumed to be in his hands.
A deferential speaker gives his interlocutor options. A
woman saying, "It's up to you, dear" typifies deferential
speech. Finally, in talk governed by camaraderie, the
relationship between the participants is acknowledged

and is considered more important than the informational
content of the conversation. Jokes, the use of first
names and nicknames, and confrontation -- the direct ex-
pression of both good and bad feelings -- illustrate
camaraderie. The chart on the next page displays the
interrelatedness of these parameters.

There are several important correlates of this
system. First, it can embrace all aspects of behavior --
not only language but also gesture, posture, actions, etc.
Second, we can distinguish deep and surface levels, that is,
real and conventionalized targets for an interaction. A
person may, on a deep level, wish to establish a distant

relationship with his addressee but at the same time feel
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compelled to maintain a surface appearance of camaraderie.
The opposite situation is also possible -~ surface distance
and deep camaraderie. The existence of levels makes
ambiguity and paraphrase possible.

Third, we can think of a culture as having a more
or less dominant target or stereotype: for instance,
Germany--distance, Japan--deference, California--camaraderie,
women's culture--deference. Historical change produces
shifts in cultural targets. Lakoff notes that the appearance
of etiquette manuals in medieval Europe coincided with the
movement from camaraderie to distance, and that a shift in
the opposite direction in contemporary California has given
rise to a kind of counterpart to them -- psychological self-

help manuals. Because of historical change it's more
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accurate to speak of a culture as being at some nodal point
between two targets.

Fourth, if a certain target is dominant for a cul-
ture, we would expect that a considerable amount of behavior
directed at that target would be conventional rather than
real. For example, if we observe a putatively distance-
honoring German manifesting distant behavior in a situation
that calls for deference (say, meeting the president of his
company) , we could infer that he was acting conventionally,
perhaps automatically. However, a German displaying cama-
raderie is less likely to be behaving conventionally, since
that behavior is not a targetted one.

Fifth, and finally, we tend to interpret other
people's contributions in terms of our own system. That
is, our own targets structure not only production but also

comprehension or interpretation. Consequently contact

.
- -

K

between groups using different targets doesn't necessa
lead to readjustments and improved communication. In fact,

it may lead to stereotyping.

Stzle

Another area that has interested Lakoff is style.
We are told from the time we are children that what we say
is not as important as the way we say it, and it is the way
we say things that constitutes the core of style. Lakoff

has urged us to expand the notion of personal style beyond

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



48

this core to include "the way we move, respond

emotionally, work, and think" (Stylistic Strategies Within

a Grammar of Style, p. l). Style thus can embrace many
linguistic and non-linguistic phenomena -- anything that

has the potential to express meaning and transmit it to
others. Clothing, gesture, vocabulary, turn-taking behavior,
proxemics, sentence structure, voice gquality and pitch,

ideas and world-view, mean length of utterance -- any and
all of these can be regarded as features of style.

People see these varied features as interrelated,
some closely and some more loosely, and it is on this basis
that stylistic coherency -- the predictability of one
component from another -- can be assumed. We depend on
interrelatedness when we formulate our expectations about
which features will co-occur. "We are surprised if someone
affects Victorian manners and dresses in tie-dyed shirts
and cut-offs." We are amused at the incompatibilities of
stylistic modalities in the persona portrayed by the comedian
Woody Allen (p. 5). We need for our expectations to be
"predictive across modalities (that is, from one aspect of
behavior to another)" (p. 3). We also need for our expec-
tations to be predictive across time. We are surprised if
someone is on Monday "bound up with niggling details" and
on Thursday "affecting an extremely general and undefined
Weltanschauurg" (p. 3).

Style is diverse in its features; it is also diverse

in the kinds of messages that are transmitted by the features.
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Pittenger, Hockett, and Danehy write,

No matter what else human beings may be communicating
about, or may think they are communicating about,
they are always communicating about themselves, about
one another, and about the immediate context of the
communication.... Anyone will tell us, over and over
again in our dealings with him, what sort of person
he is, what his likes and dislikes are, and so on.
(1960)
Style is shaped by the patterns of choices a person makes
in terms of the rapport principles of distance, deference,
and camaraderie -- which principle to honor most, and when,
and where, and with what other interactants.

We must assume a theory of style something like the
above if we are to understand what happens when people mod-
ify their speech. It is impossible to change one feature
in isolation. Any change has repercussions everywhere in
the system and affects how others will interpret our commun-
icative intentions in far-reaching ways. We may find that
when we change something as apparently straightforward as
the rate at which we speak, we can no longer signal our
intentions or contextualize in the same kind of indirect
way. This may be so even though slowing has left the
literal meaning of a sentence unchanged. And we may find

that our conscious control over the modifications we make is

quite limited.
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Rapport and Face

2n approach related to Lakoff's is one proposed by
Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson, who seek "a source
outside the purely linguistic system to motivate grammati-
cal constructions" (1978, ». 260). "It is from the linguist
Robin Lakoff's wcrk," they write, "that we draw the courage
to promote the view that social functions are a prime can-
didate for the motivation of the great mass of superficial
derivational machinery that characterizes a particular
language" (p. 262). Their system is based on the notion of
negative and positive face, negative face being the desire
of every speaker that his wants and actions be unimpeded by
others, and positive face being his desire to have his wants
and actions be approved or wanted by others.

Speakeés may perform actions that threaten the face
of others; they may also act in a way that threatens their
own face. To illustrate, if I give John an order, I threaten
his negative face, his desire to be unimpeded. If I contra-
dict him, I threaten his positive face, his desire to be
approved or ratified. I can threaten my own positive face
by apologizing or confessing to John, or by acting stupid or
shuffling before him. I can threaten my own negative face
by offering to do John a service, or by noticing a faux pas
he commits, or by accepting a favor, thereby placing myself

under future obligation.
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The weightiness of a threat to face can be computed
in terms of (1) the distance between speakers, (2) the
power relation that cbtains between them, and (3) the rank
of the imposition. To illustrate the operation of these
three variables -- to ask a stranger of equal status for
the time is not weighty principally because of (3) -~ the
service requested is minimal. To ask the same stranger for
a loan of bus fare would be weightier. To ask an acquaint-
ance would be less weighty because of (1), distance. 1If
the acquaintance were your boss the request would be
weightier than if he were a co-worker because of (2), power.

If a speaker chooses to do a face threatening act,
he can do it baldly, without redressive action, or he can
do it with redressive action -- positive or negative polite-

ness. Brown and Levinson chart the possibilities:

with re~ _ politeness
off record dressive
\‘don't do it action “with negative
politeness

<<:on record<:: with positive

do the FTA
/

Compare, for instance, the form of the following
two requests with respect to degree of redressive action.
"Got the time?" and "Excuse me. I hate to bother you and
I know it's a lot to ask, but I'm in an awful predicament
and I wonder if you'd mind lending me five dollars?" Com-

pare also the situation in which the speaker in the
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predicament decides not to ask for help, or asks off the
record by simply describing his predicament. "The choice
of the strategy,” Brown and Levinson conclude, "will encode

the estimated danger of the face threatening act" (p. 275).

Devices of Conversational Style

Another researcher working within Lakoff's theoret-
ical paradigm is Deborah Tannen. Her work is also much
influenced by John Gumperz's theories. In her view the
strategies of distance and deference are closely connected,
and jointly counterposed to the camaraderie strategy.
Camaraderie aligns with respect for positive face; the
joint distance/deference with respect for negative face.
"All speakers," she writes, "seek to fulfill the universal
human wants to feel connected to other people and to be
left alone" (1979a, p. 27). Tannen's work has focused on
the identification and description of some of the devices
which make up conversational style. Below she lists two
sets of co-occurring devices and associates each of them
with a rapport strategy. The first she calls a high-involve-
ment style; the second she calls a high-~considerateness
style.

...a person may have a style made up of the use of
the following devices: frequent overlap; free offer
of opinions unrelated to previous talk; persistence of

contributions over several turns despite lack of re-
action from others; preference for loud and/or
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high-pitched utterances; contributions timed to latch
onto preceding utterances without pause; few internal
pauses; and so on. All of these devices may grow

out of a particular way of fulfilling positive face
wants or the rapport function of communication. The
assumption is that "true friends" do not have to
worry about imposing on each other, and the nicest
thing one can do is to act as if "we're true friends."

The actual friendliness felt by one operating on
such a strategy does not necessarily differ from that
felt by one who operates on a different strategy.

For example, another speaker might use the following
devices: infrequent overlap; picking up on topics
raised by others; hedges and hesitations when offering
new topics; use of flat intonation; allowing for
silence between contributions, and so on. These
devices may grow out of a particular way of fulfilling
negative face wants or the defensive function of
conversation; that is to respect people's preference
not to be imposed on. The assumption is that true
friends respect each other in this way. (p. 29)

Tannen shows that in cross-stylistic talk, that is,
talk between speakers employing different strategies, con-
versational breakdowns and misunderstandings occur. These
are evidenced by disturbances in rhythm and other marks of
discomfort, as well as by corroborating participant
judgments in playback. In co-stylistic talk, on the other
hand, speakers share expectations about the use of stylistic
devices and how they are to be interpreted. Their talk is
marked by rhythmicity and other signs of participant satis-
faction.

One of the devices of the high-involvement style
is the machine-gun guestion -- timed by its user to overlap

with his partner's contribution. For the questioner it

carries the "metamessage" (Bateson, 1972), "I am so
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interested in you that I can't wait for you to finish
your turn before finding out this extra information about
you" (Tannen, 1979). However, if the recipient of the
machine-gun question operates with a high-considerateness
strategy, the metamessage may not get through. Instead he
may feel thrown off balance; on the defensive. His over-
lapped contribution may stumble to a halt. His stopping,
in turn, may be interpreted by the questioner as a re-
vroachful overreaction, designed to make him feel like a
bull-dozer.

In the kinds of phenomena she investigates aﬁd in
her overall approach Tannen has been much influenced by

the anthropologist John Gumperz.

Contextualization

One of the principal focuses of Gumperz's work is
how conversants "contextualize," that is how they jointly
determine what kind of interaction is taking place --
whether it is a counselling séssion, a job interview, or
just a chat -- how they "associate what is done with one
or another of a range of culturally sanctioned activities"
(1980, p. 9). How do speakers judge where the conversation
is heading, follow shifts in focus, decide when it is appro-
priate to take a turn? How do they discover what each

other's main points are and what is merely background? And,
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finally, how do they "go beyond the literal meaning of
what is said to interpret what is intended, what it is
that motivates a particular utterance, what is ultimately
wanted?" (1980, p. 10).

Contextualization cues may include the choices a
speaker makes among words or grammatical structures, as
well as his voice quality, intonational patterning, pace
or volume. Almost any aspect of surface form has the
potential to cue the frames that are used in the interpre-
tation of talk. These signals, functioning together,
comprise "ways of speaking."”

In the course of a group's history, certain ways

of speaking become associated with certain types of
speech activities and come to signal the communica-
tive goals associated with these activities...they
can be understood as indirect means of conveying
communicative intent, of suggesting how what has
been said should be interpreted. That is, whether
it should be interpreted as an evaluation, an ex-
planation, a humorous remark, part of a narrative,

a criticism, or as a mere statement. (1980, p. 17,
italics mine)

It is especially significant, I believe, that both
the contextualization signals and the messages they convey
function on the periphery of awareness. They are learned
indirectly in the process of socialization and produced un-

consciously in the process of an interaction. It is also

especially significant that the production and interpretation
of contextualization cues is not uniform across cultures or

even across sub-cultures. Communication problems frequently
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arise, for example, between speakers of Indian English and
British English, and between American Blacks.and whites;

it is these sorts of problems that Gumperz investigates.
His subjects are all fluent speakers of English; they have
no difficulty decoding the literal meanings of each other's
utterances. Still, despite this and despite what are often
good intentions on both sides, misunderstandings occur and
communication breaks down.

Gumperz has been particularly interested in work-
related communication and what Frederick Erickson calls
"gate-keeping" encounters. His data has been collected on
site and also generated in role play sessions. He has
devised an investigative methodology that "like the
techniques of the older structural linguists, combines
analysis with discovery procedure. The starting point of
the analysis is the speakers' situated interpretation of
verbal exchanges. The purpose is to discover (a) how and
by what verbal devices such interpretations are generated
and (b) what underlying social assumptions are necessary
in order to relate situated interpretations to linguistic
form" (1276, p. 42). His method entails having participants
listen to recordings of themselves in conversations and
questioning them about their interpretations and about the
kinds of information they used to arrive at them.

In "The sociolinguistic basis of speech act theory"

(1979b) , Gumperz analyzes a counselling session between an
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unemployed teacher who speaks Indian English (a man), and

a woman who speaks British English and whose job it is to
do counselling and to deal with communication problems.

The session is beset with difficulties and marked by asyn-
chrony: false starts, nervous laughter, poorly coordinated
turn-taking, and many other symptoms of distress.

All of this, however, does not arise from what is
commonly thought of as a "language problem."” Instead,
different expectations about what the nature of the inter-
action is -- different contextualizations -- cause confusion.
The man sees himself as petitioning for a position and as
expected to offer arguments on his own behalf "based on
personal need or hardship." The woman sees herself as
responsible for gathering information about the man's
teaching experience and skills and for ascertaining what
kinds of training he needs to improve them.

Gumperz's analysis places emphasis on intonation and
the differing interpretations thatf;embers of different cul-
tures can assign to the same intonation pattern. To give
just one illustration: at one point the man says "Very
nice" with a breathy and very contoured intonation. British
English speakers viewed the comment as the sort of thing one
says to a child and found the prosody even interpretable as
vaguely sexual. 1Indian English speakers, on the other hand,
viewed the comment and its prosody as signalling polite

emphasis, no more.
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Conversational Inference

Gumperz's theory of conversational inference is an
outgrowth of work done in linguistic pfaéﬁatiéé, ethnometho-
dology, and the ethnography of sveaking. In it he intro-
duces the "speech activity" -- a construct related both to
speech events and frames. "Chatting about the weather" and
"discussing politics" are both illustrative of the con-
struct, but Gumperz prefers not to view speech activities
as entities with sharply definable boundaries that are
easily listable or labelable. He sees them rather as
operating as "guidelines for interpretation" (1977, p. 205).
In general, Gumperz moves beyond listing and classifying
those things that affect interpretation; his focus is more
on how interpretive frames are accessed during the process
of interaction, what the mechanisms are by which they are
signalled, and how it is that interactants can come to agree
on the framing of a conversation.

Gumperz rejects unilateral notions of meaning; he
stresses that meaning is a "joint construction" and that
interpretation is negotiated cooperatively by both partici-
pants. He also rejects the view that plans or scripts exist
only prior to an interaction and separable from it and the
view of context as constant throughout an interaction and
separable from it. He sees context as created in the conver-

sation itself. "It is necessary," he writes, "to establish
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through talk the contextual condition that makes the
desired interpretation possible. Thus, to end a conver-
sation, one must lay the groundwork for an ending; other-
wise, the ending is likely to be misunderstood” (1977,

p. 196).
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FOOTNOTES

CHAPTER OMNE

lJean Berko-Gleason in Talking to Children, 1979.

2Such as J. Huang's "A Chinese Child's Acquisition
of English Syntax," (a UCLA unpublished Master's thesis,
1971), and R. Ravem's "Language Acquisition in a Second
Language Environment" (International Review of Applied
Linguistics, VI:2, 1968).

3The term comes from R.N. Ross, 1975.
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CHAPTER TWO

THIS STUDY

In Chapter Two I describe in more particularity
the orientation of this study, and give some background

information about the conversations that are analyzed in

Chapters Three and Four (Rhoda's Tapes), and in Chapter

Five (Xathy and Bob's Tapes).

It's no secret that children often learn second
languages faster and better than adults do, and that adults
with close friends who speak the second language fare better
than adults without them. What kind of input does the adult
without such close friends receive? Can we identify a
recurrent or typical linguistic environment for him? Clearly
we will find nothing as standardized as the environment that
schools provide for children. There are, however, ESL
classrooms, service encounters, and informal conversations
with new acquaintances in a social context. It is from this
third environment that I collected data.

Much of the adult data Hatch draws cn has researchers
as the principal native speaker participants. This material
can yield valuable information about the acquisition of
grammar, phonology, and lexicon; however, generalizable

information about native speaker rapport strategies can't
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really be sought from such sources. My data was collected,
az Freed's was, from native speakers who were neither
second language acquisition researchers nor ESL teachers.

In this study I want to examine the features and
processes of foreigner talk conversations, as Hatch and
Freed have done, and to further describe and exemplify them.
Beyond this, I want to address some other issues. The
question posed to Roger Brown was how a mother could
facilitate her child's acquisition of language. Those posed
here are different: How does a friendly adult manage in
a conversation with a beginning learner of English? Are
understanding and being understood his highest priorities?
Does he seek above all to communicate? What are his social
strategies? How does he establish rapport and cope with the
threats to face that are part and parcel of such conversa-
tions? I believe that undertaking to answer such questions
could ultimately tell us something important about adult
language learning.

We still have a long way to go before we can
determine in what ways the adaptations native épeakers make
when they talk to beginning learners facilitate the acquis-
ition process. We have even further to go before we .under-
stand how rapport and face figure in the process. However,
it is important to recognize that they are very powerful

determinants of the kind of input that learners receive.
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About Method

My intention was to give as complete an account as
possible of a small body of data, but this study is not
really a "micro-analysis" of the sort undertaken by Labov
and Fanshel or Pittenger, Hockett and Danehy. It might
better be called a "close" analysis, and at the present
stage of adult second language acquisition research, I
think that a close analysis approach has a great deal to
recommend it. John Gumperz has argued for the importance
of collecting as much background information as possible
about participants and setting before attempting to analyze
conversation. This kind of contextual data has not I
think previously been emphasized enough. To investigate
rapport or face we need much more information than just
the immediate context of an utterance. We need detailed
and complete description in order to understand the processes
of conversational interaction, to identify the kinds of
variables that affect the language that native speakers and
learners produce, to make our intuitions about it explicit,
and to formulate hypotheses that can be tested by scanning
larger bodies of data.

Arguments for close analysis are given by Pittenger,
Hockett, and Danehy in their discussion of the relative
merits of hermeneutic and nomothetic analysis.

To us the most discouraging characteristic of the
behavioral sciences today is the prevalence of an
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overweening drive for quick nomothetic results of
high statistical reliability, whatever the cost in
relevance. The statistical tail wags the scientific
dog.... In the last analysis, the notion that human
beings can be studied only in batches, or via simple
questionnaires used on individual respondents, can

be rationalized only by assuming that the behavior

of the individual, like that of a particle in Brownian
motion, is random, so that one can expect to discern
no regularities save by way of emergent mass effects.
.. The members of any single community share liter-
ally thousands of behavioral conventions which are

as dominant as our [driving) rule of keeping to the
right, but which are much more subtle than that be-
cause they are learned, acted, responded to, and
taught almost entirely out of awareness.... 1In the
discovery and explication of patterning, gross
statistical methods are neither necessary nor pos-
sible; what is required, rather, is some method by
which things we "really always knew" -~- but only out
of awareness -- can be more or less systematically
dredged up for conscious examination. Psychiatry,
anthropology, and linguistics all supply such methods.
(1960, pp. 211-212)

I share the respect these writers have for hermeneutics,
but consider their attitude towards batches and gross
statistical methods a bit harsh. There is much to be
gained from dredging up for examination the covert processes
of native speaker learner conversations, even though doing
so subjects us to the dangers and uncertainties of inter-
pretive work and denies us the clear-cut results that the
study of more readily definable, observable, and measurable
matters might afford us. For verification of our work we
have as a resource the kind of confirmation that a playback
interview can afford, as well as the kind of confirmation
that other observer/analysts can offer (what Deborah Tannen

calls the "aha!" factor). Yet we are always, as Catherine

duced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



65

Davies points out, vulnerable to the criticism that our
readings of conversational data
can only be explained or justified by reference to
other such readings, and their relation to the
whole. If another interpreter does not understand

this kind of reading, or will not accept it as valid,
there is no recourse. (1980, p. 21)

Playback

In this study I made use of the playback interview,
a very valuable tool which has been employed by Gumperz,
Labov and Fanshel, Tannen, and others, and which I believe
has much to offer in several areas of second language
acquisition research. Following Tannen's procedural sugges-
tions, I attempted to have the subjects control the tape
recorder, stopping it and commenting whenever they wished
to. Only if they didn't comment on a passage I was inter-
ested in did I call it to their attention. Initially I
asked general, non-directive questions. Only as a last
resort did I ask specific questions about particular hypo-
theses that I had, or offer my interpretations for confirm-
ation or rejection.

A development I hadn't anticipated was that the
subjects sometimes felt that I was evaluating them with
respect to their skill in FT. This arose in part I believe
from my efforts to withhold my own views and avoid biasing

their comments by the kinds of questions I asked or reactions
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I gave to their answers. They were sometimes a bit defen-
sive when I called attention to an episode they hadn't
commented on -- "Why do you ask about that? What am I
supposed to say?"

After my first interview I was able to modify my
approach, and the defensiveness was considerably diminished.
I explained at the outset that I would be less responsive
than I am ordinarily and would refrain from offering any
opinions, at least until I had heard theirs. I also
explained that evaluation of them was not the goal of the
interview.

I want to reiterate that playback is a valuable
tool. If I hadn't used it, my analysis would have been
different, and in some cases guite wrong. Playback comments
helped me a great deal in correcting the bias implicit in my
own rapport strategy, which is somewhat similar to Kathy's
and different from Bob's and Rhoda's. Like Kathy I tend
to think it's "right" to focus more on the foreigner's needs
than on my own, because his situation is more difficult.
Contributing to this bias is my occupational history. As an
ESL teacher, the way I measure my own success in an inter-
action with a learner is in terms of his success. Conse-
quently, I am less conscious of my own desire not to be
imposed on and tend to repress whatever feelings I might have

of boredom or impatience.
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There were, thus, some surprises in store when I
did playback with Bob and Rhoda. To give just one example,
I had interpreted an instance of Rhoda's changing the sub-
ject as an effort on her part to rescue Petra from some
discomfort; the way she explained it herself in playback
was that she was impatient and a little bored. Of course,
my desire not to be imposed on is as much as determinant of
my behavior as Rhoda's is of hers, it's just that my rapport
strategy has demanded that I be less conscious of that

desire.

The Limitations of 2udio-Recording

The most obvious and compelling advantage audio-
recording has over video is that a small tape-recorder can
go many places that a video~recorder cannot, and, once
there, is so unintrusive that it can be forgotten for at
least part of the time. Visual information, of course, is
lost. Tannen writes about this problem and puts it in per-
spective:

the isolation of a single channel is not so dreadful
a shortcoming in the light of the redundancy of
channels. Information lost from nonverbal channels,
such as facial expressions, gestures, and body-move-
ments is not totally different from that preserved
in the speech channel. (1979, p. 68)

Generally speaking I agree with this view. In one

particular area that I would like to investigate, however,
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non-verbal channels assume a special importance. The area
is learner understanding of native speaker contributions.
There I think nonverbal channels may contain messages that
are at odds with those that are recorded from the audio
channel. I would very much like to examine the facial and
postural signals learners use to show comprehension and
non-comprehension. I would also like to see to what ex-
tent the NS can request confirmation of understanding via
non-verbal channels. Some information about these proc-
esses is preserved in such things as the intonation patterns
used by the NS and the L, or the length of a varaphrase.

But since rapport pressures keep feedback and checking
indirect and subtle, it is important to gather all the infor-
mation we can, and I believe video research is particularly

needed in this area.

The Need for Controls: How Does FT
Differ from NS/NS Talk?

It should be noted that it is not possible to
properly describe NS/L conversation without comparing it to
NS/NS conversation. Unfortunately, we don't as yet have a
truly adequate description of NS/NS conversation to turn to.

Roger Brown raises the question of the need for
controls and answers it in the following passage about

baby talk.
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How can we know that some feature or other of talk
addressed to babies is peculiar to such talk and not
to be found with every sort of addressee? 0ddly
enough, it would seem that we can sometimes tell and
that no control is necessary. (1979, p. 2)
Some phenomena, such as the simplification of consonant
clusters, the use of names instead of pronouns, and the
use of higher pitch "can be tested against the investiga-
tor's intuition and reliably judged to be peculiar to the
baby talk register."™ In conducting research, writes Brown,
"we want to increase our knowledge, not confirm what is
already banal" (1979, p. 26).

The intuitions of the investigator are reliable in
some areas. However, there is a great deal that goes on in
conversation that is outside of awareness, as Gumperz con-
sistently reminds us. My own intuitions about the kinds of
phenomena Tannen has so insightfully investigated -- overlap
for example -~ are not very strong. And it is here that
we need as a starting point a more complete description of
NS/NS conversation. How much variation in overlap should we
expect from a single speaker? How much across speakers? Do
certain settings and topics favor its occurrence? What are
its correlates among other conversational devices? After we

have more of these answers we will be in a better vosition

to ask -- how is overlap used in FT?
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A Word on Situational Variables

My work in this study has convinced me of the
crucial importance of identifying and controlling situa-
ticnal variables. The observable phenomena of FT cannot
be counted up without regard for the rapport and situational
variables that affect the frequency of their occurrence.

In some situations simulation is rare; NS's and L's readily
acknowledge even the possibility of an understanding
failure. In instrumental situations, for example, where
there is a real need to Xnow (e.g. getting directions to
someone's home, completing registration at a university),
achieving understanding outweighs other considerations.
Also, in situations where a bond exists between the speakers
and neither imposition nor inadequacy is a threat, even the
lengthiest repairs can ke undertaken without distress.

In baby talk, it has been shown1 that these vari-
ables have a demonstrable effect on language. The language
mothers use in instrumental situations, such as giving a
bath, differs from what they use in non-instrumental situ-
ations, such as reading a book. 1In the "for fun" situations,
mothers' speech is more complex. Perhaps since efficiency
matters less and the referents of topics are easier to estab-
lish, comments can be more wide-ranging.

The situational variables that we need to take into
account must include (1) the level of proficiency of the

learner. Freed has demonstrated that it determines sentence
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length and complexity. To generalize about the use of
degrammaticalized simplification, for example, or the
occurrence of repair, we need to know the level. (2) We
need to know whether the situation is an instrumental one

or talk for talk's sake, and whether the talk occurs in a
focused or an unfocused interaction, in a dyad or a group.
These things affect how long a repair effort will persist
and how and whether a failure of understanding will be ac-
knowledged, and so on. (3) We need to know whether the
participants are new acquaintances or not. This affects

how large the pool of shared information is onto which words
and sentences can be mapped, what topics are nominated and
how, and generally how well participants understand one
another. (4) We need to know what the social responsibilities
are that the speakers assume for one another. Is the NS
willing to do the work necessary to keep the conversation
going? Will he make the effort to cope with the threatening
aspects of the situation, so that the "filter" f(as Steve

Krashen calls it) is down and the learner can learn?

Toward a Definition of Small Talk

The situation from which I collected data was the
"small talk" situation. Small talk is spontaneous, friendly
conversation whose principal purpose is enjoyment. It may

be distinguished from any talk for which there is an

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




72

instrumental rationale, such as ordering a meal or explain-
ing how to operate a lawnmower. In small talk between new
acquaintances the speakers are exploring, seeking to dis-
cover shared interests, similar attitudes, perhaps even
friends in common or overlapping histories. Considerable
mutual questioning about backgrounds is undertaken, within
the culturally defined limits of what is free goods. Topics
range widely and may be impersonal as well as personal.

When small talk occurs in focused interactions, particularly
dyadic ones, silences can be threatening and closings must be
negotiated with care. A silence that falls when two people
are seated face to face at a table, for example, can be

more uncomfortable than a silence that falls when they are
seated in a car going for a drive. Silences are threatening
because they may be interpreted by a participant as evidence
of a lack of interest, and the reciprocal expression of
interest is expected in small talk. There is no expectation,
however, that contacts between the participants will neces-
sarily be extended into the future, or that more lasting re-
lationships will develop. On the other hand, depending on
the extent of the commonalities that are discovered during
the process of self-revelation that occurs, such relationships

may in fact develop.
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A Drive to Go Birdwatching: Rhoda's Tapes

I first met Petra at a disco dance sponsored by the
Intensive English Program. She was introduced to me by my
friend Stacy, her pronunciation teacher in that program.
Petra is a native speaker of Spanish from Colombia, in her
thirties, who will enroll in the graduate school of Educa-
tion after she finishes nine months of intensive English.
At the time of the disco, she had been in the US for
three months.

I had gone to the dance hoping to contact some
beginning learners of English who would volunteer to be
subjects for my dissertation research. My plan was to tape
conversations between learners and adult native speakers
(not ESL teachers) in order to study the input that adult
learners of English receive.2

Over the roar of the disco music (faithfully recorded
by my 4"x6" Sony TC56 recorder with "invisible" lapel mike)
I explained my plan to Petra. She consented to participate
because she felt it would give her an opportunity to pbrac-
tice English conversation.

Stacy then made the inspired suggestion that we
accompany her on a bird watching hike sponsored by the
Audubon society that was to occur a few days later. We all

agreed.
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My original strategy for the hike was to have Petra
wear the taperecorder in a small backpack and wear the un-
obtrusive lapel mike. She would strike up a conversation
with a hiker at which point I would quickly approach,
explain my project, and obtain the hiker's informed consent
before Petra switched on the mike.

We actually managed to enact this unlikely scenario
on the hike. Petra and then I approached two or three
people. However, the kinds of conversation that ensued
were usually directed at me rather than Petra (much as I
tried to retreat hastily) and tended to be about research
projects in general or the experience of being tape-recorded.
One exception was a woman, coincidentally also a native of
Colombia, who did direct her remarks to Petra, but spoke in
Spanish.

Fortunately for this enterprise, however, Stacy and
Petra and I didn't drive to the hike site alone. A friend
of mine with a genuine interest in birdwatching accompanied
us -- Rhoda. She is not an ESL teacher, and she consented
to have her conversation recorded.

On the morning of the hike I picked up Petra and
brought her to my house to wait for Rhoda and for Stacy who
would drive us to the hike site. We sat in the kitchen to
have coffee. A few minutes later Rhoda arrived, met Petra
for the first time, and I switched on the recorder, which

was visible on the table with the coffee. Their
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conversation from that moment up until the time of Stacy's
arrival was recorded and is included in Chapter Three in
its entirety. There was one lapse in which the recorder
was momentarily switched off. During most of the conver-
sation I was making sandwiches across the room and parti-
cipating only minimally. I also left the room for several
minutes.

The drive to the country was a long one. Stacy and
Petra sat in front and Rhoda and I in the back. The mike
was clipped to a jacket hanging over the back of the front
seat between Stacy and Petra. There were some periods of
comfortable silence during which I switched off the recorder
which was on my lap. There were also many periods of un-
modified NS/NS conversation. much of which I recorded,
including get-acquainted small talk between Stacy and Rhoda,
who had also met for the first time that day. And, happily,
there were numerous exchanges between Petra and Stacy,
Petra and me, and Petra and Rhoda, now my principal subject.

Little of what was taped during the hike itself is
relevant to my research, as I mentioned earlier. However,
the return trip in the car also yielded valuable data under
excellent conditions. The participants were by that time
quite relaxed having spent seven hours together (only two of
which were taped) and were also optimally oblivious to the

tape recorder.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



76

A Drive to the Berkeley Campus:
Kathy and Bob's Tapes

I happened onto the second source of data by a
fortuitous accident. Good friends of mine, Xathy and Bob,
were expecting the arrival of a French couple who were
touring the US. The French couple had been introduced to
them in a letter from a childhood friend of Kathy's, now
living in France. Kathy and Bob knew about my work and
offered. to hwlp. Wheuk.tkhe French couple phoned from a
Jack-in-the-Box to announce their impending arrival, Kathy
phoned me immediately. I hopped into my car and reached
Kathy's house about an hour after the French with their
two children had arrived in their rented car. I secured
their consent and began taping immediately, this time with
no mike.

Again we sat and had coffee (this time in the
living room) and began to get acquainted with each other.
Jean-Pierre was somewhat more fluent that his wife and spoke
more than she did. Kathy and Bob spoke about an equal
amount,

Jean-Pierre and Mimi wanted to go for a drive to see
the University of California campus, although it was pouring
rain and night time. Kathy and Bob obligingly piled into

v their station wagon with them and the children and my tape
recorder, which was still running. I followed them in my

car. In Berkeley we met outside my house where I left my
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car and joined them in their crowded station wagon. Then
we drove through the campus and actually alighted at the
Sather Gate entrance to stand on the ASUC porch peering out
into the downpour.

After an interval we returned to my house and every-
one came in briefly in order to sign consent forms releas-
ing the tape. They left me there, again taking the recorder

with them. About ten minutes later the battery ran down.

A Comparison of the Subjects and the Sites

All of the NS's had had very minimal experience
talking to foreigners and had never met these particular
foreigners before. Kathy characterized her experience
as either very brief public encounters such as giving
directions or somewhat more extended contact with bilin-
guals who were fluent in English. Rhoda had had occasional
social contact through a mutual friend with a Colombian
exchange student over a two year period. She said that
that helped her a little to understand Petra's pronuncia-
tion. Neither Rhoda nor Kathy and Bob have children or
much contact with them. All of the foreigners spoke a
romance language and were college graduates in their
thirties. Jean-Pierre and Mimi had two children and so did
Petra. The Americans were also college graduates in their

thirties.
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Mimi and Petra were at a comparable level of
proficiency. Jean-Pierre was more advanced but would still
fall into the broad category beginner. His listening com-
prehension was better, but he most distinguished himself
by the smoothness and rapidity of his speech, and by the
fact that he freely and fregquently volunteered anecdotes
and opinions. The intelligibility of the pronunciation of
all three learners was roughly the same.

Because of their mutual friend, Kathy and Bob had
much more of a social connection to Mimi and Jean-Pierre
than Rhoda did to Petra. They had gone out to buy a
French/English dictionary in preparation for their arrival.
They assumed host and hostess roles and réséonsibilities
and in fact the French family were their houseguests for
the week following the taping. Petra, on the other hand,

was my guest rather than Rhoda's on the hike.
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FOOTNOTES

CHAPTER TWO

1 . .
“In Talking to Children, Catherine Snow and Charles
Ferguson, eds., 1979.

2I had previously collected data at the YWCA

English in Action conversation partners program, and by
arranging special taping sessions at Berkeley Adult School
with friends of mine who were native speakers of English
and students. However, given the focus of this study, I
felt that the conversations collected there were not re-
presentative enough of the kind of casual social encounter
I wanted to examine.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE SIMULATION OF UNDERSTANDING

In Chapters Three and Four Rhoda's Tapes are

examined. Chapter Three begins with the transcript of the
opening of her conversations with Petra, titled The First

Twelve Minutes. This is followed by an interpretation of

what transpired, in which issues are raised in an order
which follows the chronology of the conversation. I first
discuss the definition of the situation that they tenta-
tively project and their covert negotiations about ignoring
failures to understand. Then the difficulties and frustra-
tions that native speakers encounter in their struggle to
simplify their speech are described. Finally, I propose
three strategies that I believe are operable when a friendly
native speaker is trying to maintain himself in conversa-
tion with a learner, and I identify the considerations of
face and efficiency that give rise to them and to the simu-
lation of understanding in general. The chapter ends with
a comment on baby talk and an aside on talking about

language proficiency.
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"...participants need not agree on the details of what was
meant in any utterance, so long as they have negotiated a
common theme or focus."

John Gumperz, 1979, p. 15

"...there is hardly a legitimate everyday vocation or re-
lationship whose performers do not engage in concealed
practices which are incompatible with fostered impressions."

Erving Goffman, 1959, p. 11

It got to be the kind of thing that you didn't want to
continually nod your head and say you were understanding
when you weren't, so occasionally you tried to really un-
derstand what they were saying.

Rathy

When we talk to foreigners we are well aware that
they don't understand one hundred percent of what we say,
and that we don't understand all of what they say either.
Moreover, no one feels it necessary to locate all of the
failures* to understand or to attempt to clear them up. 1In
the conversation that Rhoda and Petra had when they first
met, Rhoda failed to understand Petra on five occasions but
asked for only two repairs. Similarly, of the ten ques-
tions that Rhoda asked Petra, she failed at least partially
to understand four of them, but only asked for one repair.

In this chapter I will examine the first twelve
minutes of that conversation and discuss it with respect to
understanding, pretending to understand, and asking for

——— v ———— —— — —— — ————— —— " — " ) —— ——— F—— " o " b G W —— - S — O G — . —— o ——— > S

*The word “failure" perhaps overdramatizes. "Non-compre-
hension" would be a more neutral term, but is clumsy.
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repairs. The entire transcript is included and arranged
so that the comments they made during playback about
understanding failures are aligned with the parts of the
conversation where they had them.

Why examine the first few minutes of a conversa-
tion? There is, of course, the precedent set by Pittenger,
Hockett, and Danehy's microanalytic examination of the
first five minutes of a therapeutic conversation. In
addition, there is the importance that researchers like
John Gumperz and Erving Goffman have attached to what
transpires in the very initial stages of a conversation.
Finally, in this particular situation -- small talk be-
tween an adult beginning learner of English and an adult
native speaker of English -- I believe that the first few
minutes have an importance even beyond what obtains in
other situations. In the first few minutes certain tacit
questions are addressed and implicit negotiations are begun
that are crucial to the language learning process. What
level of proficiency is required for a conversation not to
be unduly burdensome? What level can the native speaker
tolerate? What level can the learner manage? Expectations
about these issues are set up which will affect how repairs
will be undertaken and understanding failures will be
handled. This is not to say that the situation is defined
permanently in the first few minutes. It can always be

redefined later. But, the process of redefinition is,
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as Goffman points out, sometimes a difficult one.

Given the fact that the individual effectively pro-
jects a definition of the situation when he enters
the presence of others, we can assume that events may
occur within the interaction which contradict, dis-
credit, or otherwise throw doubt upon this proijec-
tion. When these disruptive events occur, the inter-
action itself may come to a confused and embarrassed
halt. Some of the assumptions upon which the re-
sponses of the participants had been predicated be-
come untenable, and the participants find themselves
lodged in an interaction for which the situation has
been wrongly defined and is now no longer defined.
At such moments...(they) may come to feel ill at ease,
nonplussed, out of countenance, embarrassed, experi-
encing the kind of anomy that is generated when the
minute social system of face-to-face interaction
breaks down.

(1959, p. 12)
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Rhoda's Tapes: The First Twelve Minutes

(Please see Appendix A for an explanation of the trans-
cription symbols. Playback is on the left hand pages;
the conversation is on the right hand pages. The
numbers on the playback refer to the conversation.)
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11
12
13
14
15

16
17
18

19

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:
Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

85

Well, I hope the birds are out today.

(laugns)

I understand you only... (makes gesture for

"a little")

Mhm.

But uh, /julai, tey?/

What was that?

What did you say.

Um, I said I hope the birds are out--outside

today, you know because sometimes when it's

almost rainy? when it's rainy sort of

Mhm
the they stay in the bushes.
ut- Mhm. Today,

maybe, it's mmm gonna, cloudy? [No?
Yeah.

You are teacher too?

(shakes her head no)

No?

Uh-uh. I'm a fr--I'm just a friend of

Peggy's and I always

Ahh

wanted to um, go up to the delta? where
Mhm

we're going today. It's supposed to be really

a nice area for um it's--all the--all the
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1 Rhoda: (laughs) I said that because I wanted to

see the birds. I wanted it to be worth it.

Q - 7
7,9 Petra: I think I understand in this conversation
14
this dialog, about the weather: it's cloudy
or it's sunny. I was confused between birds

and bears.

15-21 Petra: I don't understand nothing, now.

Péggy H Even now.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



86

birds come through that area. When they

20 Petra: Mhm

21 Rhoda: go north or south they all stop in the delta.

22 Petra: Mhm, mhm. This place is uh up north?

23 Rhoda: Yeah.

24 Petra: Mmm, it's more cool?] (than here? No?

25 Rhoda: 'mm I don't
know, maybe. I brought a jacket. 2and I also

26 Petra: ’;Zan

27 Rhoda: brought a raincoat.

28 Peggy: Oh, hey.

29 Rhoda: I don't know if I need an umbrella or a rain-
coat or something.

30 Peggy: Should I bring an umbrella?

Q

31 Rhoda: I don't know.

32: Peggy: I°'ll get one. I have a small one. I brought
some chicken sandwiches and some fruit.

33 Rhoda: Oh, good.

34 Petra: How many people, going to No? (laughs)

35 Rhoda: shrugs) I'm--
Peggy asked--Peggy asked if I'd like to go.
And I don't know anything about the group, so--

36 Petra: (laughs) /ahbing/ sugar?

37 Peggy: Oh, you want some sugar? It's very sour.

38 Rhoda: Where are you from, Petra?

39 Petra: I'm from Colombia.
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raincoats or jackets.

34-35 Rhoda: That was probably too complicated. When she
just asked how many people, I should've said
5 or 10 or whatever it was as opposed to a
long--she probably ultimately never knew how
many people were going.
Peggy: Why didn't you just say the short thing?
Rhoda: Well, I think you want more to happen....and

(to) make it be like a normal conversation.
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Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

Peggy:
Rhoda:

Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:
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Oh, yeh?

Tomorrow, some people, Colombian people /ko/

back Colombia. Mhm.
Oh yeh?

I'm going to go get an umbrella. (goes out)
They're coming here from Colombia, or--they're
coming here? from Colombia?
Yes, mhm.
How long have you been here?
How? (laughs)
How long, umm,
Here?
Mhm.
Uh, three month.
Oh, yeh?
Mhm. But, is difficult, este, speak English.
You're doing really well, I think.
Yes? But is difficult because, este, when I
Yeah.
speak, I want, say many words, uh I don't know.
Uh, yeah. (laughs)
(stirs grapefruit juice)
Well, I bet you learn really quickly. You--
you're speaking really well, already, I think.
A little bit. (laughs)
(laughs) (5 second pause)

It's hard, people speak very quick. I mean,
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45 Petra:

53-73 Rhoda:

Peggy:
Rhoda:

Reproduced

This is a difficult question for me in this
moment. (gesturing toward tape recorder,

meaning on the day of the hike)

Also I notice that I'm saying "uhuh" and
"mhm" and "oh, I see” and stuff like that a
lot.

More than normal?

More than normal, but it's--I think it's sort
of encouraging. The way you do when some-
body's learning a sport or something and you
say "Oh, good, real good," you know. Which
you don't say if somebody knows how to do it
easily. You don't bother to do that. But, I

think it's sort of encouraging.
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English is supoosed to be hard to
learn. People speak quickly and it's not--
62 Petra: It's--
63 Rhoda: not easy to learn, I don't think.
64 Petra: No. Is--is easy mmm sometime, speak. But
is more easy read.
65 Rhoda: Oh yeh?
66 Petra: Yeah, because many words is same in

Spanish. Only "t" or "4d" is

67 different. But the long word? is same.
68 Rhoda: Yeah Mhm Yeh

69 Petra: The pronunciation is different.
70 Rhoda: I think it must be really hard, pronunciation.
71 Petra: Mhm, mhm. Yes, ah, many sound, in English,

no--isn't in Spanish.

72 Rhoda: Yeah.

73 Petra: "v", "c" (Laughs) Is difficult.
74 Rhoda: -;%}aughs)

75 What are you studying in school?

76 Petra: Eh, in the /kubako/ in the university, extension.
77 Rhoda: Oh. But what--what subject?

78 Petra: 1It's, it's only, only English. For

79 Rhoda: Oh, I see.

79a Petra: nine or, nine month or one year.

80 Rhoda: Oh, I see.

8l Petra: Depend.
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75-76 Rhoda: She didn't understand. I said "what" and she
was telling me "where." But then, obviously
rather than saying, "No, I meant (laughs) no

I meant 'what'...."
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83
84

85
85a
86

87 .

88
88a
88b
89
90
91
92
93

94

95

96

97

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

Peggy:

89

Then do you--then do you want to
go back to Colombia?

Yes. No! I must study for
three years, here. But English only for one
year.

You will be really fluent, probably. Yeah.
Yeh?
Couple months. (laughs)
(laughs) The more

difficult, the most, most difficult is the

tense of the verb. It's "gonna", "going to",
Yes

"gunna". (laughs) The contractions.
(laughs)
I;? is difficult. Because in Colombia, they
(Right
learn English, um, Britannish English.
Oh.
The pronunciation is, is Britannish English,
no Norte American. The contraction
No?
is not,| mmm in the high school--
Don't they use 'em, the British don't--
the British do not We use lots of 'em.
(laughs)

(4 second pause)
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83-96 Rhoda: I realize that it's really hard when things
are slow. She speaks pretty distinctly, but
slowly. And there's a kind of impatience that
builds up and it's always sort of holding
back I think the speed with which you're going

to talk, to keep things going.
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99
100
101
102

103

104
105

106
107
108
109
109a
109k
110
111
112
113

113a
113b
114

Peggy:
Petracs
Peggy:

Petra:

Peggy:

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:
Rhoda:

Petra:

Well, where's Stacy? She'd better hurry.

Ah, Stacy come here?

Yes. And then we all go in her caff) jBut,

um, this place is very hard to find.
(interruption in tape)

(Peggy comes from a) place that's warm too.

New Orleans? She comes from New Orleans
Mhm

and it's always warm there. I come from a
much colder climate.

Mmm, it's more cold?

90

It's fur--where I used to live is fur-- much

Mmm

further north and it gets, right now it's
Mhm

probably uh freezing (E; zero, degrees uh

Mram )

centigr--~ zero centigrade? 2zero fahrenheit?

It's near Canada?

Yeah, uhuh. It's called, it's in the midwest

and it's very cold and snowy and) ( so this
Mhm

seems very warm to me.

Yes. My, my children,

I have two children, my children when I call

Colombia say, "Mamy, did you buy the, eski?

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



90a

100~102 Petra: I don't understand.

103-111 Petra: (switches off recorder and says

emphatically:} Nothing.

103-111 Peggy: What do you think she understood?
Rhoda: Maybe the cold, maybe the word "cold."

Maybe the word Fahrenheit or centigrade.
But since I didn't know what it was, it
probably was really confusing. I guess I
think I overestimated at some points what
she knew. And you think by saying something
in a different way they're going to under-
stand, which is not necessarily.... Probably
one simple word is what you get when you're
picking it up, you know, like "cold" or "hot"

and then you kind of take off from that.
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116

117
118
119
119a
120
121

124

125

126

127

128
129

130

Rhoda:

Petra:

Peg&Rh
Petra:
Peg&Rh
Petra:

Peggy:

Petra:

Peggy:

Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

91

Did you buy the, the trineo? When the, the

people, eh (gestures) Uhuh.
Oh, sled? Oh, yeh, sled.

say, "Mamy, did you buy the sled?" >
"No." gg?amy, este, did you eat the snow?"
(laugh) (Laugh)
"No!" ‘“Mamy, do you--" Every day! Ask me
(laugh)

about the snow.

Is is very expensive to call Colombia?

Yes.

Yeah? About how much?

The /brai/?

No, the telephone.

The telephone? Oh, eight dollar, for three
minutes.

That's not too bad.

But my children /ey sey/ many many minutes.
It uh cost, it's uh (5 second pause) twelve

dollar because they want speak very much.

Mhm.

Mhm. They say, "Okay, Mamy," "Bye, bye."
"Mamy, Mamy!" "Okay, bye." "Mamy, mamy!"
(laughs)

Who do they stay with? Who are they staying

with?
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120-124 (petra explained that she dig understand my question

and was checking by asking, "The Price?" I misunder-
stood, and corrected her inappropriately: "No, the

telephone.")

. . d
130-132 (Petra did not understand this guestion on the. ay

of playback, either.)



131
132
133
134
135

136
137
138

138

140
141
142
143
144

145

146

146a

147
1l47a

Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Peggy:

Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:

92

In Bogota.
With, um
With my mother.
Oh, with your mom.
Um, there's a hole in my bag.
I have to go get some / /
Maybe they will come, come here, in March.
Oh, yeah? Oh, how great!
Or April.
And then they'll stay with, both stay in here?
with vou?
Yes.
Oh yeah? Oh that's really nice.
Yes. I miss them.
Oh, I bet!
Yes.
(3 second pause)
Is your husband here? Do you have,
uh a husband?
Yes! But he say, "Oh. Go you only, because
it's only guwman. Woman? Guwmens. Only
womans. Womans? No,{women. He say, he say, go,
Women?
only you because it's only women.
Right. Well,
it'1ll be fun. I wish the sun were out, though.

I wish it were warmer.
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130-131 Rhoda: That seemed sort of leading. That was a
similar example of "who" and "where" getting

confused.

145-146 (On the day of playback Petra realized that when
Rhoda asked "Is your husband here?" she meant in the
US. On the day of the hike she thought Rhoda wanted

to know why her husband wasn't coming.)

146 Rhoda: I didn't know what the word was. I didn't
underétand either what~-I finally figured out
"woman" but by that time I think I'd forgotten
what he was saying: "I'm the only--" I
can't remember even what it is now. (rewinds
and listens again) I still don't understand.

Maybe it comes up later.

147 Rhoda: I think (laughs) I couldn't stretch it out
any longer, and say, "What was that?" I
still didn't get what was said, and I just--

I don't know, I figured it wasn't that important.
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149
150
151
152
153
154

155
156
157
158
159

160

Petra:

Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:

Petra:

Rhoda:
Petra:
Rhoda:
Petra:

Rhoda:

Peggy:

93

(5 second pause)

Stacy? teach me, English. I / / in the

university.

Oh. How many hours do you study it then?

Four.

A day?

A day.

Mhm? That's a lot.

Yes. But inOakland, teach English, all

day. Four in the morning, four in
Oh, really?

the morning, four in the afternoon.

But, where is that? Um, in a school there, or

Yes, um Holy Name.

Mhm.

We're ready to go!
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154-155 Rhoda: Did she say she taught there? I can't--I
spaced out for a second. She's going to school
there. Sometimes you think you're understanding
and you're hard pressed to repeat what it was
you thought you understood. (rewinds and
relistens)

Rhoda: Those little "oh"'s. Again, I think it's
trying to encourage them to go faster and tell

you more. I guess because I think that maybe

they think that they're not sure of whether
they're being understood or not either. So
they need that. You wouldn't want them to

repeat it again.

158-159 Rhoda: There's always sort of a little delay, like
a two second delay, and then the word, the real

word pops into your mind. Usually I can get

it, but....
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Defining the Situation -- "Disattending"
Understanding Failures

The discussion that follows has three participant
perspectives -~- Rhoda's, Petra's, and mine. Though I was
across the kitchen with my back to them, some of what
Rhoda said was directed at both Petra and me.

Rhoda's first comment, "Well, I hope the birds are
out today" was to me pregnant with meaning. It was an
effort to define the situation and her role in it. I had
previously explained to Rhoda when I invited her on this
bird-watching excursion that I had also invited a learner
of English and that I wanted to tape. Rhoda had given her
consent, but it was clear that what she wanted from the day
was to see some birds. She was a little unconfortable
about being taped, and about talking to foreigners, and
would probably not have volunteered to participate without
the birdwatching incentive. Added to that, her decision
to come along meant the commitment of an entire Saturday,
because the trip would be a long one, and now it looked as
if the weather might be bad. Her comment was a reminder
that the day could be a disappointment to her. It re-
flected what I believe to be her rapport strategy -- camar-
aderie dominant, but with a trace of distance. Her desire
not to be imposed on surfaces from time to time during the

conversation.
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John Gumperz has pointed out that "Conversations
are often begun with an introductory phase where camnmon
themes are negotiated and differences in expectation ad-
justed....expectations are signalled and interpretations
are agreed upon through a process of negotiation which is
part of the interaction itself" ("The Sociolinguistic
Basis of Speech Act Theory," p. 7). Rhoda's comment ef-
fectively opened negotiations with me and communicated a
good deal about her expectations.

To Petra, however, it communicated almost nothing.
She didn't understand the words. Nor did she have access
to the considerable body of information that Rhoda and I
shared by virtue of both our brief prior discussion of the
day's plans and our long friendship. She had only a small
body of information, really more of guesses than of facts,
on which to map the English words that she would hear.

She knew that we were going on a hike, but didn't know
there was to be bird-watching. She guessed (wrongly) that
Rhoda might be an English teacher too as Stacy and I were,
and that Rhoda was a friend of Stacy's as I was (wrongly
again). She also thought that we had expected her husband
to come along.

She responds by saying, "I understand you only...
(makes gesture for "a little")"(2). This contribution in
a similar way frames the interaction and her participation

in it, and is important with regard to her presentation of
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self. It is interpretable as a somewhat apologetic
warning -- talking to me may be an imposition on you.
(Significantly, there is only one other occasion in this
conversation where Petra acknowledges failure to under-
stand.) It also establishes a defense against any possible
future charge that she misrepresented her proficiency in
order to gain entree into the conversation.

Rhoda replies "Mhm" as if talking to learners and
not being completely understood were a perfectly ordinary
occurrence in her life. With the "Mhm" the negotiation of
what level of understanding is tolerable begins. Goffman
writes:

It seems characteristic of encounters, as dis-
tinguished from other elements of social organiza-
tion, that their order pertains largely to what
shall be attended and disattended, and through this,
to what shall be accepted as the definition of the
situation. (1961, p. 19)
Rhoda seems at least initially willing to "disattend" the
inconveniences that could result from talking to someone
who understands "only a little." She tentatively projects,
"We can carry on in an adequate way."

Rhoda doesn't attempt to repair her original
comment by rephrasing. Possibly she interprets what Petra
said as a preliminary definition of the situation rather
than a repair request. Possibly she is waiting for Petra

to continue, to further define the extent to which her

English will limit her participation.
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Petra does continue, "But, uh, /julai, tey/?" (4)
The "But" signals that even though her understanding is
limited she is going to try to participate anyway. She
is stepping down from her meta-comment on her general
ability to understand and returning to her particular
effort to understand Rhoda's "birds" comment. By taking
this step she tacitly claims that she understands enough to
take the next turn. I believe that the unintelligible
"/julai, tey/" is an effort to echo Rhoda's comment and
locate the trouble source. This is more ambitious than
simply asking for a repeat and is illustrative of the way
Petra gamely tackled conversational difficulties throughout
the day. It ends with a qguestioning rise, to which Rhoda
must respond. She doesn't understand that it's a repair
request and asks in turn for a repetition: "What was
that?"(5) Petra answers "What did you say?"(6) with a
falling intonation that makes it clear she doesn't want
Rhoda to repeat "What was that."l

Rhoda's answer is her first attempt at repair and
simplification.

7 Rhoda: Um, I said I hope the birds are out--outside

today, you know because sometimes when it's
almost rainy'?? !gwhen it's rainy sort of

Petra: (Mh
9 Rhoda: they--) they stay in the bushes.
10 Petra: ut--
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Rhoda focuses on repairing two content words -- "out" and
"rainy." She doesn't suspect what is in fact the case,
that Petra needs a repair on "birds" and sees the day as a
hike in the country, rather than a bird-watching expedition.
Petra is now wondering (as I learned in playback) if we'll
see "bears." But she doesn't try to clarify. And though
she may not have grasped the point of the remark -- what
Rhoda's hopes for the day were -- she did at least under-
stand the word "rainy." It was enough to allow her to take
the next turn: "Today, maybe, it's gonna, mmm, cloudy"(10).
Rhoda answers "Yeah" but doesn't hazard a new turn. There
is a short pause. Petra sallies forth with: "You are
teacher too?"(12). Her question may reflect the hope that
Rhoda's occupational role prepares her for this sort of
performance. (Can I count on you for help? For tolerance
of my proficiency?) Rhoda shakes her head, but doesn't
reply. Perhaps she is wondering how she could explain what
her occupation really is. (She tries later and it is indeed
a problem.) Petra asks, "No?"(1l4) again attempting to pass
on the turn. Rhoda takes it, but instead of telling her
occupation chooses to account for her presence among
teachers and students. "I'm a fr--I'm just a friend of
Peggy's and I always wanted to go up to the delta"(15-17).
In a sense she is hinting, with considerable reliance on
implicature, at the limits of her responsibility to Petra

and to my undertaking: (I'm just along for the ride.).
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The Struggles of Simnlification and the
Opacity of Second Language Vocabulary

With the passage quoted above (7 to 10) Rhoda first
begins to monitor herself, to try to find simpler or more
frequently used words, to paraphrase, to f£ill in background.
It is a difficult process. She repeats her comment word
for word, but breaks off at "out," substituting a not much
improved but more phonologically salient "outside." Then
she tries filling in some explanatory background about the
gloomy weather, which she had at first assumed to be in
Petra's mind too. When she says "rainy" she uses a rising
checking intonation. Petra signals understanding with an
"Mhm." Rhoda resumes, but breaks off after "they." which
suggests to me that she doubts that Petra will understand
the forthcoming "bushes." Petra's premature start triggers
Rhoda's completion. She finishes without checking intona-
tion on "bushes," reassured that Petra is ready for a turn
and relieved of the responsibility of finding a synonym for
"bush." Supplying such a synonum would not only be diffi-
cult, it would also obscure the point of her comment. This
is typical of repairs in talking to foreigners. On a
discourse level, repairs may obscure the point; on a sen-
tence level, they may put the topic comment relationship
out of focus. Finally, though it may be possible to repair

the literal meaning of an utterance, what it originally
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signalled about contextualization or communicative intent
may be lost.

All of the native speakers in my data expressed
during playback feelings of frustration about the effort to
simplify. Most people, it seems to me, find it more diffi-
cult than they'd expected. There is an absolute limit
to vocabulary simplification which is inherent in the ar-
bitrariness of the sound/meaning relationship. If the
learner doesn't recognize a word and also doesn't recognize
its synonym or paraphrase, and if the referent isn't avail-
able for pointing, what recourse does a native speaker have?
Rhoda, after listening to herself attempting to explain in
simple words the mothball fleet (see Introduction) commented:

Well, she didn't understand that. I used the woxrd

"ships"~~as if that was easier than "boats." And

then I don't know what I was going to say next--

"sailing schooners" or something. (laughs) It's

like you don't know whether to give up or whether to

keep plugging away. In some ways you think, well,

you should go on and keep trying to do it.
When NS's begin monitoring their speech they also discover
how pervasive idioms are (e.g., "Are we out of those?" or
"I can't get over it"). Rhoda was concerned that in her
efforts to explicate vocabulary and idioms she was over-
whelming Petra with too much talk, and seemed to feel that
one single word pronounced in isolation might have been a

better way to hit the clarity target. She was also aware

that on the spot in the flow of conversation it was not
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possible to plan or control her production to adequately

meet the demands of simplification.

I notice that if it seemed to me like she didn't
understand something then I'd say it probably--maybe
a little slower, maybe even a little faster, with
different words. Maybe that's not the best way to
do it. You think by saying something in a different
way they're going to understand, which is not
necessarily (what happens).

When I asked Bob if he found talking to foreigners diffi-
cult, he said,
I notice it more when I start to talk to Kathy. I
think, "Oh, this is easy!" I don't have to explain

things. I don't have to talk as slowly, or watch
her expression as closely to see if she understands

what I'm saying.
Kathy too found simplifying difficult:

I don't know if I was using the kind of vocabulary

that would've been real basic and that they might've

been able to understand better or what. I knew I

was just making this effort and feeling real inse-

cure about whether or not it was working.
And Rhoda found it difficult. At various times during
playback she even showed some distress. She is an editor
and somewhat concerned about how well she handles words.
Though she knew that the difficulties she was experiencing
were inherent in the task of simplification, she also
blamed herself.

I don't know how you can talk really simply. I'm

not used to being around kids. Maybe it's like
talking to young children or something. It's sort
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of like you're aware that you're supposed to be
doing s
leg-work, but I'm not really used to doing it, so
I'm not really doing a very good job of it.

She confessed to feelings of helplessness.

Actually, I think she doesn't understand a lot. Then
I didn't think so either, but I just didn't know what
to do about it.
And she experienced real discomfort listening to playback
of her halts and false starts and word-searches.
Oh, God, that's really embarrassing. That's really

unclear. It just seems really embarrassing--the
editor.

Strategies in the Simulation of Understanding

That (what I just said) was probably too complicated.
When she just asked how many people I should've said
five or ten or whatever it was as opposed to a long...
(but) I guess you always want to say more. You want
to be able to kind of keep it flowing. It's so
shortened sort cof. When she said how many people I
should've said something very specific. Otherwise
she probably ultimately (laughs) never knew how many
people were going.

Peggy: But why didn't you want to just say the
short thing?

Well, I think you want more to happen or you want to
get more information out and make it more like a nor-
mal...conversation.
Rhoda
In my work as an ESL teacher and in my experiences

travelling I am continually struck by my own level of

tolerance for small talk in which my partner and I aren't
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sure we know what we're talking about. I'm often unsure
not only of how much I understand him, but also of how
aware he is of my understanding problems. (Was my last
response, despite my efforts to make it vague, glaringly
inappropriate? Would he let me know if it was, or would he
attempt tc conceal it? Does he attribute my non-compre-
hension to inattentiveness or boredom? Or, perhaps worse,
does he fear that his English is so hopeless that even
an interested and attentive person like myself is powerless
to penetrate it?)
Lily Wong Fillmore in her landmark study of child

second language acquisition (see Chapter One) formulated a
set of cognitive and social strategies for acquisition
from the beginning learner's point of view. The one
relevant here is the second:

Join a group and act as if you understand what's

going on, even if you don't. (1976, p. 667)
On the basis of data collected in this study of adult
native speakers, I would like to propose that the following
three social strategies operate for native speakers making
small talk with foreigners.

1. Act as if you understand most of what the L says,

even if you don't.
2. Act as if you believe the L understands all of

what you say, even if you suspect he doesn't.
Smuggle in an explanation.
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3. If something happens which exposes that the L
doesn't understand what he professed to under-
stand, if possible pretend not to notice.

All of this amounts to saying that certain repair
requests, repair initiations, and understanding checks are
"dispreferred,;" to use Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks'
term, or at least constrained.

Strategy 1l: In fact NS's don't profess to under-
stand everything the L says. They do request some repairs,
but they try not to do it too often. A high concentration
of repair requests disrupts thgmatic continuity and po-
tentially poses a face threat to the L. Most of us have
experienced conversations with L's in which we ask for a
repetition and still don't understand. If the second or
third request for a repetition still hasn't produced a
satisfactory repair there is a very pronounced tendency to

move on, if possible without acknowledging the failure.

L: He brubay.
NS: What?
L: He bruwbey.
NS: Sorry, he what?
L: He prubay...brubey? No, brubey.

NS: Oh.

NS repair requests tend to be spread evenly throughout a
conversation rather than concentrated. Also, the number

of repair requests on a single utterance is limited.
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Strategy 2: For a NS to ask a L directly and
without invitation if he understands something that has
been said is a rare occurrence in get-acquainted small
talk. The L, by virtue of not requesting a repair, is at
least by implication professing to understand. For the
NS to question this is potentially to challenge him in his
role as a participant in the conversation, to challenge
his truthfulness. (Understanding checks are discussed in
more detail below.)

Strategy 3: This kind of exposure occurs frequently
when the learner makes an inappropriate response to a
question or a comment and is rarely, acknowledged. If the
L's response is irrelevant to the topic at hand, the NS
abandons the topic at hand and treats the L's irrelevant
response as if it had been relevant. It becomes, in fact,

the new standard by which relevance is judged.

Behind the Strategies: Face and Efficiency*

The NS and the L strategies arise primarily from
the threats to face that are posed by these conversations
and secondarily from considerations of efficiency.
Depending on how the situation has been defined the

*It is possible to stretch the face terminology to cover
efficiency. A participant who wants to avoid conversa-

tional inefficiencies can be said to be protecting his’

own negative face -- his desire not to be imposed on.
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participants must to some degree ignore, or in Goffman's
words "disattend" two threatening possibilities: 1) that
the learner is an inadequate conversational partner; and

2) that the learner is imposing on the native speaker. As
for efficiency considerations, they are operable even when
face threats have been neutralized, as in conversations
between close friends. Participants are naturally reluctant
to undertake too much of the conversational "work" of
repair.

Thus a learner may simulate understanding for a
number of compelling reasons, based in both efficiency and
face.

a) He may be embarrassed about his failure to
understand.

b) He may fear further embarrassment. Possibly in
the repair process some previously undetected
monumental understanding failure may be exposed.

Possibly the repair process itself will fail.
(See below, Did You Keep It?)

c) He may want to spare the NS embarrassment.
d) He may fear a redefinition of the situation.

e) He may fear imposing on the NS. Repairs can be
burdensome. (Ironicaliy, the L's simulation of
understanding to avoid imposing on the NS some-
times has the opposite effect. To the extent that
the NS really wishes the L to understand, he must
work very hard at monitoring the L, to discover
whether the L is attempting to conceal any under-
standing failure.)

f) He may himself wish to avoid his share of the
repair burden.

g) He may have reason to hope that at any moment
something will provide him with the clue he needs
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to understand, without having to activate the
cumbersome repalr machinery.

h) He may not be interested in the subject or
desirous of understanding what might be said
about it.
The following passage illustrates how protracted
an unsuccessful repair effort can be and how avoiding such
efforts can be face-saving. Petra is describing a Christmas
tree her children made at school, for which they constructed

a kind of paper star. We are all in the car on the way

home from the hike.

Did You Keep It?

1 Petra: They put a big estar.
2 Rhoda: Oh yeh?
3 Petra: They /kuwd/ the star.

4 Rhoda: Oh yeh?
Did you save it?

5 Petra: Mm?

6 Rhoda: Did you save it for--for them, to put up
this year too? Did you keep it or did you
throw it away?

7 Petra: Did you keep?

8 Rhoda: Umm, (3 sec) I wondered if you--oh let's see,
keep, save

9 Petra: What does mean, keep?

10 Stacy: Guardar? Keep? Keep it? (Save it?

11 petra: Keep
12 Rhoda: N--save it.

13 Petra: No?
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14 stacy: Don't let it go? Did you throw it away, no!

15 Rhoda: Do you , do they still have it? Do they have
it now, the tree? Oh yeh?

16 Petra: es. Mhm.
17 stacy: (laughs)
(3 sec. pause)
18 Petra: 1In the, in the school the children make the

boot. Same here.

Stacy laughs, I think, because the prolonged effort ends

SO anticlimactically. Rhoda reported that it had seemed

to her at the time that even at the end Petra still hadn't
understood about "keep." I thought so too. Petra confirmed
this; she said she hadn't recognized Stacy's "guardar" (10)
and hadn't connected Rhoda's final guestion "Do they have it
now, the tree?" (15) with the earlier effort to explain
"keep."

Native speakers also simulate understanding. Some
of their reasons for doing so are the same as the L's --
they may also be waiting for clues or unwilling to engage
on topics that don't interest them. Other reasons are
the obverse of the L's. When a NS fails to understand, it
usually counts as the L's fault rather than his own. But
although the failure may not arise from the NS's inadequacy,
the resulting embarrassment affects him as well as the L.
Again, with respect to imposition, what the NS fears is

being imposed on rather than imposing. He also fears
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apologies. If the L apologizes for imposing, the NS will
either have to accept the apology or deny, perhaps un-~
truthfully, the imposition.

The cumulative effect of these strategies operating
in concert can sometimes be comical, especially when viewed
in the light of Grice's maxim of Quality. We sometimes see
both the native speaker and the learner cooperating to
create the appearance of understanding with each fully aware
of the other's knowledge that this projection is a fiction.
They struggle to maintain a rhythm of turn-taking, supply
credible back-channel cues, cooperatively signal closures,
hastily move on to new topics and so on. Their efforts may
be uncoordinated and full of premature starts and awkward
lapses, but they cooperate in trying to keep up appearances.

It is true that even among native speakers simulation
is a pervasive phenomenon. We may even want to claim that
it is inherent in the very fabric of human communication.
What I want to emphasize here is that in talking to
foreigners these practices are often carried to extremes.
They stretch the limits of what is possible. People find
tolerable and acceptable a level of literal understanding
that is guite low, and as long as everyone is felt to be
cooperating, almost anything goes.

Rhoda and Kathy made some illuminating comments on
understanding in playback. Rhoda emphasized the importance

of non-verbal communication, inferencing, believing that
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communication was possible, and somehow sensing what

the other person intended.

You have to rely on the force of how you say something.
You try to use sort of non-verbal ways, almost, to get
some of the information across. I don't know how you
do it, but you point or you--I don't know. Sometimes

I just sort of go on hoping that if you say it louder
(laughs) or more intensely, that people will be able
to read by your expression or something, some of the
content. I think I do that....talking to someone over
a longer period of time. Because I think it's some-
times how I read people, when I've been travelling or
something and I'm not quite sure what's going on.
Usually you pick up one word, and then sort of the
emotional content, plus the one word gives you a sense.
And then you just make mammoth assumptions from that--
that it's good, it's bad, it's hard or easy. And then
you sort of jump to what it is.

Kathy emphasized empathy and trust. She said about Mimi

that:

She seemed to kind of laugh sometimes and nod her head,
but I don't think she really understood some of what
was going on. 2 lot of times she thought maybe it
wasn't worth the trouble to get it really all figured
out, so she'd just kind of go along. But she was
trying to say, you know, "Whatever you want to do is
OK with me," and, "I'm willing to cooperate," even
though she didn't really figure it out, because she
basically trusted that whatever we were trying to do
was going to be OK with her.

The Simulation of Understanding in Baby Talk

There is considerable evidence that the simulation
of understanding, the primacy of rapport over clarity, and
the maintenance of talk for its own sake permeate conversa-

tion even in its very earliest stages. Susan Ervin-Tripp
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reports that in conversations between mothers and small
children exchange of information about the world is often
not the real goal; instead the tacit purpose is getting
the child to talk. This can be seen in the following
description by Catherine Snow of early conversations

between mothers and babies.

A six month old is capable of producing many
behaviors which, though they might not be intended
as communicative by the baby, are nonetheless in-
terpretable, and can thus be recruited into con-
versations by the mother. For example, a mother who
holds up a mobile and says to her child, "Isn't that
pretty?" may be equally convinced that communication
occurred by a response of looking at the mobile from
a three month old, reaching for it by a six month
old, or saying "Pretty," by a twelve month old. The
mother has, by posing a question, created a context
within which a very large class of behaviors can be
treated as respomnses, ie. as communicational.

(1978, p. 256) (italics mine)

A mother is satisfied with very minimal responses on the
part of her baby; she is satisfied whether the child
intends to communicate or not. She persists in going
through the motions, so to speak, despite the fact that
the discrepancy between her talk with the baby and a “real"
conversation is considerable.

One might expect a change in the nature or form of
conversation when one participant is incapable of really
holding his own. But what we find instead is the other
participant taking up the slack, filling in for the defi-
cient partner, and marshalling him somehow through the

conversational maneuvers. That is to say, rather than
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finding two or three different prototypes for conversation
we find one prototype and a number of more or less success-

ful approximations of it.

An Aside on Breaking the Ice:
Talking About Language Proficiency

In the Kitchen

45 Rhoda: How long have you been here?

46 Petra: How? (laughs)

47 Rhoda: How long, um,

48 Petra: Here?

49 Rhoda: Mhm.

50 Petra: Uh, three month.

51 Rhoda: ©Oh, yeah? Mhm.

52 Petra: But, is difficult, este, speak English.
53 Rhoda: You're doing really well, I think.

As I mentioned earlier, one of the two major face
threats that I think underlie conversations with foreigners
is the threat of learner inadequacy. The level of profi-
ciency the learner has attained and the speed with which he
has attained it can be (and often are) thought to be
reflections of his personal worth.

At the point in the conversation where the passage
quoted above occurred, a definition of the situation had
been established, though very tentatively. There was an
implicit negotiated assumption that Petra's level of pro-
ficiency was adequate to carry on the conversation without
imposing too great a burden on Rhoda. In order to maintain

this definition, both speakers would at times have to

"proffer civil inattention" to failures of understanding.
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Erving Goffman writes about "incidents," events
in an encounter which "unintentionally introduce informa-
tion that places a sudden burden on the suppressive work
being done in the encounter." He writes about "leaky"
words. "In a highschool classroom, for example, sexual
issues and sexual statuses may be effectively suppressed
until a word is introduced whose homonymous alternate is
frankly sexual, thus momentarily inundating the interaction

with distracting considerations" (Encounters, p. 46).

I think that for Petra and Rhoda an "incident"
takes place when Rhoda asks the question quoted above.
The information that Petra has been here for three months
is "leaky." It raises the question of her proficiency, of
how well someone could be expected to speak who has lived
in a country for three months. It creates tension. A
speaker confronted with an incident, according to Goffman,
has three options. She can try to cope with the incident
by "spontaneously treating (it) as if it had not occurred,
or by integrating it as best [shé] can into the official
definition of the situation, or by merely sustaining
tension" (1961, p. 51). Petra chooses the second course —--
she confronts the English proficiency issue directly and
attempts to integrate it.

What follows is Petra's most extended set of con-
tributions thus far (54-95). 1Its theme is something like

"the difficulties one has learning English." It is likely
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that she has discussed the subject before with her class-
mates; it has the advantage of being somewhat rehearsed.

And it accomplishes several different things. First, it

is distancing. It denies that the relationship between

her and Rhoda and the somewhat threatening personal feelings
involved are relevant. It objectifies the situation. (We
can speak with scholarly detachment about the problems one
encounters in learning a second language.)

She invites the comparison of what she has been
ineptly saying with what she would say if she only knew
the English words. "When...I speak...I want to say many
words uh, I don't know" (54-56). She invites the compari-
son of herself speaking with herself reading, more quickly
and easily. She has the chance to display information she
has about contrasts between English and Spanish and about
reduced forms of English tenses. She attributes some of
the difficulties she has with contractions and pronunciation
to her Colombian schooling in British English (93).

Finally, the direct reference to her proficiency
elicits from Rhoda some supportive statements and compli-
ments: "You're speaking really well already, I think."

"I bet you learn really quickly" (59). Goffman gives as

an illustration of integration the situation of a person
with a physical handicap. Although he may very strongly
desire that the handicap be completely ignored, he "may
nonetheless feel that the tension will be intolierapie unless

he openly alludes to his condition and 'breaks' the
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ice'" (1961, p. 50). 1In my experience, beginning learners
will often raise and discuss directly their proficiency
in the early stages of getting acquainted. The other
learners in my data, Jean-Pierre and Mimi, were no ex-
ceptions to this.

That the proficiency topic will be nominated, that
it will be first raised by the learner, and that the
native speaker will respond with explicit praise and en-
couragement may prove to be recurrent features of foreigner
talk conversations. It would be interesting to locate this
topic in larger bodies of data across many speakers to
discover what regularities exist in the ways in which the
face threatening aspects of the proficiency issue are
mitigated and integrated into the definition of the

situation.
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FOOTNOTES

CHAPTER THREE

1My interpretation of Petra's intonation contcur
here was verified by Rhoda in playback. There are so many
difficulties inherent in the interpretation of prosody
that one is tempted to avoid discussing it altogether.
Yet it is so crucial to understanding that it is impossible
to avoid. James Collins and Sarah Michaels (1980) in-
sightfully describe its problematic nature and its central
position in their paper, "The importance of conversational
discourse strategies in the acquisition of literacy":

While there is still much that remains to be
understood about the uses and regularities of pro-
sodic signals, there is mounting evidence that pro-
sody serves a vast range of complex communicative
functions (see Crystal, 1969, for a survey of this
literature). The difficulty facing researchers con-
cerned with prosodic cues and their functions is that
prosody is at once pervasive yet elusive. It is more
context~sensitive and inherently variable than lexical
items and syntactic constructions. Hence its func-
tional characteristics are less generalizable, less
encodable; in a rough and ready sense, less “grammati-
cal." This state of affairs derives, in its turn,
from a series of causes: (1) as a physical phenomenon
prosodic systems are poorly understood, as is evi-
denced both by the acoustic and physiological litera-
ture and by the fact that no standard notational
system yet exists; (2) as non-segmental signals,
prosodic cues are not readily susceptible to native
speaker awareness and precise characterization (Sil-
verstein, 1977); and lastly, (3) the reduction of the
speech signal to orthographic substitutes, in written
transcripts, entails a severe loss of prosodic
information.
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CHAPTER FOUR

REPAIR IN FOREIGNER TALK CONVERSATIONS

Chapter Four begins with an outline of Sacks,
Jefferson and Schegloff's theory of the organization of
repair and with the identification of what I believe to
be some of the limitations of their approach. The rest
of the chapter is divided into three sections based on the
fact that in the data I examined, repairs on what the
native speakers said differed from repairs on what the
learners said; and, further, when repairs on native speaker
statements were separated from repairs on native speaker
questions, even more differentiation emerged.

The first section covers native speaker statements
(Rhoda's "declarative contributions") -- how Petra was
able to simulate understanding of them and how Rhoda was
able to determine, by guessing or directly checking, whether
to repair them. Then some pressures against NS statements
are described. The second section covers NS questions,
which are shown to provide automatic exposure of the need
for repair. The third section covers the L's contributions,
for which repair was only rarely initiated by the NS.

The overall patterning that emerged was as follows:

repair on NS statements tended to be self-initiated and
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self-completed, on NS questions other-initiated and self-
completed, on L contributions self-initiated and other-
completed. It is claimed that the reasons for the pattern-
ing are the following: the completion of repair usually
depends on the NS because he knows the language. As for
initiation, other initiation is kept to a minimum because
of efficiency and face. The NS avoids initiating repair
because of his own negative face; the L avoids initiating
it because of his own positive face, but cannot avoid it

in the NS guestioning format.

Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks

According to these authors, "an ‘organization of
repair' operates in conversation addressed to recurrent
problems in speaking, hearing, and understanding." 1In
their conversational data they found a "strong empirical
skewing in which self-repair predominates over other
repair"™ (1977, p. 361).

They distinguish between the initiation and the
outccme of a repair. Sometimes, for example, "“other®
initiates a repair and "self" completes it; likewise, self
may initiate, and so on through all the possible combina-
tions. They identify three positions at which repair can
occur -- (1) in the same turn as the trouble source (also
known as the "repairable"), (2) in that turn's transition

space, or (3) in the third turn to the trouble source turn.
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While self can initiate repair from any of the three

T mem
Mrlx

positions, other initiates overwhelmingly in th

(]

subsequent to the trouble source turn. Self and other

signal repair initiations differently -- self with non-
lexical perturbations such as cut-offs, sound stretches
and "uh"'s; and other with "huh?" or "what?," question

words, partial repeats with or without question words,

and "you mean" followed by a possible understanding of

what self has said.

Repairable is defined very broadly in their
system. Some things are repaired that apparently have
nothing wrong with them: "Sure enough ten minutes later
the bell r--the doorbell rang..." (p. 363). "In view of
the point about repair being initiated with no apparent
error," they write, "it appears that nothing is, in prin-
ciple, excludable from the class repairable" (p. 363).
They minimize the differences among repairables both in
terms of self or other initiation and in terms of possible
repair position.

Self- and other-initiated repair deal with the same
trouble types....the types of trouble sources which
we have investigated and of which we know,...have
repair initiated from each of the set of positions
previously mentioned and thus by either self or
other.... Some types, however, are overwhelmingly
initiated by one or the other. (p. 370)

Grammar corrections, for example, are overwhelmingly made

by self.
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