AS English Language and Literature
Conversation: Analytical Terms & Concepts


Key: *** = really do need to know this; ** = well worth knowing; *= you never know – it might come in useful! 

Accent*** – the way speech is pronounced, for example, the refined prestige accent of Received Pronunciation or ‘RP’ (see dialect). 

Adjacency pair*** – two speech turns made by different speakers consecutively, labelled first part (or just first) and second part (or just second); in an adjacency pair, the first part will require a response using a particular kind of second part (e.g. question/answer, summons/response, invitation/response). Turn taking and the occurrence of adjacency pairs are the basis of conversation (see turn taking below). Adjacency pairs suggest that speakers are following expected conversational conventions with each making sense of the previous turn (see co-operative principle). An insertion or inserted sequence is an interruption that breaks a first adjacency pair with a new series of turns (themselves forming new adjacency pairs…) before the original adjacency pair is complete.

Accommodation theory** – (Howard Giles, 1973) conversational turns aimed at ‘accommodating’ speakers’ needs to reduce social ‘distance’ caused by accent, dialect, etc., most commonly by convergence (i.e. moving speech nearer to that of the addressee, e.g. not using RP and moving to a more colloquial style = downward convergence) or divergence (i.e. moving speech features away).    
Back-channelling*** – (see also minimal response) encouraging sounds and words listeners make to show they are involved and listening; they range in the amount of interest they suggest: ‘Hmm, yes, absolutely…’, ‘I see…’, ‘Excellent…’.

Chatter** – ‘empty’ talk that fills gaps for those speakers who dread pauses and silence.

Closing sequence*** – often a ritualistic gesture to indicate that the turn-taking is coming to an end, e.g. ‘Time I was going, I think.’.

Coherent conversational unit* – a turn, such as a set of instructions, in which the listener makes it clear through certain responses that s/he is following closely.

Co-operative Principle*** – (Grice, 1975) conversation is a social interaction and co-operative and thus aims to be truthful, clear, brief and relevant. ‘Flouting’ a maxim creates an implicature, i.e. a response that implies more than it says, e.g. ‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you’ (i.e. ‘We won’t call you’) – see face.
Covert prestige** – the use of non-standard language forms (accent or dialect) in situations where such a form will gain social prestige, e.g. the use of a local dialect or ‘working-class’ accent to show group solidarity, etc.
Deixis** – deictic expressions need knowledge of context for their meaning to be clear, e.g. here, there, now, yesterday.

Dialect*** – a language variety based mainly upon the lexical and grammatical choices of a speaker, usually referring to his or her geographical regional of origin (see idiolect and sociolect). The prestige (which see) dialect of English is called Standard English.
Discourse marker*** – word or phrase used to suggest a boundary of some kind, to indicate a change of direction, focus, contrast, agreement or disagreement, etc., e.g. ‘To conclude...’ ‘Right, so what have you got to say for yourself...’
Ellipsis*** – abbreviated speech, often colloquial, e.g. ‘[we will meet at] 11a.m. then... [by the] coffee machine... okay!’

Expressive* – an utterance or conversational turn that expresses emotion, e.g. ‘I really do wish he would leave.’

Face*** – (Irving Goffman, 1955) our ‘self-image’: a face threatening act is an unexpected turn in a conversation when one speaker challenges or rejects another’s attempt at maintaining face, e.g. ‘What a laughable thing to say!’ (see politeness principle)

Face work** – the use of conversational turns that help maintain face.

False start** – a self-correction or reformulation (which see) after a turn begins, e.g. ‘I’m certainly goin... er, I mean, I might just...’.

Feedback** – (see minimal response) conversational turns aimed at creating support, e.g. back-channelling, agreeing, etc, e.g. ‘Oh yes, I know what you mean.’
Filler/Voiced Pause*** – sound to fill up a pause, e.g. ‘er’, ‘um’ etc. creates thinking time and prevents interruption.

Fixed expressions/clichés*** – overused expressions, empty of impact but maybe comforting, e.g. ‘paint the town red...’, ‘Basically...’. 

‘Floor’** – ‘Holding/taking/yielding/controlling the floor’ – terms borrowed from debating used to describe conversational turns.
Flouting*** – when a Gricean ‘maxim’ is purposefully ‘flouted’ to cause an implicature or inferred meaning (see co-operative principle).

Grammar** – spontaneous speech is often non-standard, using interrupted and disjointed syntax and incomplete constructions.
Hedge/hedging*** – ‘sort of’, ‘kind of’… a means of being non-committal or not sounding too direct and blunt – an indicator of politeness, perhaps; some research suggests that women tend to use hedging more often than men (see also minimal response and tag questions). 

Hesitancy features** – see ‘hedge’, ‘hesitation’, ‘false start’, ‘self-repair’ and ‘recycling’.

Hesitation*** – ‘W-e-ll...’, ‘you know…’ and so on to fill a gap and thus prevent a turn or interruption to allow time for thought.

Hyper-correction** – perhaps inappropriate or misuse of ‘prestige’ forms perhaps in an attempt to appear refined or educated e.g. ‘She’s giving it to you and I’ instead of ‘...you and me’; ‘Whom is it at the door?’; ‘He and myself went along.’      

Ideational * – (M.A.K. Halliday, 1985) language concerning experience (of reality or ideas), e.g. ‘It’s about to rain.’ (see interpersonal)

Idiolect*** – the language variety of an individual (see dialect and sociolect) 
Implicature** – see co-operative principle.

Initiation*** – opening a conversation (the initiating turn in a conversation can sometimes suggest aspects of power).

Insertion* – a ‘dispreferred response’ (see preference below), an interrupted adjacency pair (see also adjacency pair above). 

Interaction*** – a conversation

Interactional* – conversational turns that are relationship-oriented, e.g. ‘And how are you today?’ (see also phatic below)  

Interpersonal* – (M.A.K. Halliday, 1985) language that creates relationship, e.g. ‘No talking now please!’ (see tenor). 

Interruption*** – an insertion sequence (see adjacency pair); might suggest aspects of power; men interrupt the most. 

Latching** – occurs when one conversational turn starts immediately and without pause at the end of the previous one, thus increasing pace (see also overlap), e.g. in a police interview, the suspect’s answer is produced so quickly that it is latched onto the officer’s question.
Maintenance – the use of conversational devices to oil the wheels of the conversation (see minimal response, support).
Marked /unmarked responses*** – a co-operative response that is expected (i.e. the second of an adjacency pair) is called an unmarked response; an unexpected response, suggests trouble (see below) is marked. See also preference.

Maxims*** – (Paul Grice, 1975 – see Co-operative Principle)

Minimal response** – “mm”, “yeah”, etc. used in a supportive way to encourage the development of a topic. Fishman (1983) showed that women use these more than men (who withheld or delayed them to curtail topics and so be uncooperative), thus showing how women’s more traditional/stereotypical supporting role is maintained even at the level of conversation (see also back-channelling, fillers).
Mode*** – related closely to the channel of a communication, e.g. spoken, written, computer-mediated, telephone, email, etc..
Non-fluency features*** – pauses, hesitations and repetitions (see these for more on this) that are a normal aspect of spontaneous speech. 
Non-verbal communication (NVC)*** – use of body language perhaps to aid politeness, etc., shaking hands, nodding, smiling, etc.

Normative rules** – the ‘unwritten rules’ or silent set of expectations for how a conversation should proceed, i.e. using ‘turn taking’ and adjacency pairs. Conversation not following normative rules requires repair or reformulation, for example.

Opening sequence*** – a conversational turn that eases a person into a conversation, often phatic, e.g. ‘Hi, nice day...’ (see politeness). 

Overlap*** – an interruption that can be co-operative and helpful or uncooperative and an attempt to ‘take the floor’, i.e. to take a turn.

Pace** – (see prosody)

Para-linguistic features** – non-vocal facial and body movements use when talking, i.e. body language (see NVC).

Pause (‘micro-’, ‘timed’, ‘unvoiced’)*** – a gap in speech that might allow interruption or which leads to turn-taking.

Phatic token/‘communion’*** – small talk, empty of semantic content but pragmatically important; uses what are called phatic tokens: ‘Hot day, eh? Phew!’; ‘Hi! How are you this fine day...?’Has the effect of creating a social bond (see transactional).

Pitch** – (see prosody)
Politeness*** – conversational turns that maintain friendliness: turn-taking, maintaining face, appropriate forms of address, levels of formality and social convention.  Positive politeness (Brown and Levinson, 1987) = using a conversational turn to express admiration, show interest, etc.; negative politeness = using turns to avoid intrusion and imposition, e.g. ‘Excuse me, would you mind...’
‘Politeness principle’*** – a turn creating politeness (Lakoff, 1973 – three politeness maxims: ‘don’t impose’, ‘don’t restrict’, ‘flatter’ (see accommodation)

Preference** – a key aspect of the power relationships within a conversation. Linguist, Steven Levinson, has this to say about this idea:
‘The central insight is that not all the potential second parts to the first part of an adjacency pair are of equal standing: there is a ranking operating over the alternatives such that there is at least one preferred and one dispreferred category of response… In essence, preferred seconds are unmarked – they occur as structurally simpler turns; in contrast dispreferred seconds are marked by various kinds of structural complexity. Thus dispreferred seconds are typically delivered: (a) after some significant delay; (b) with some preface marking their dispreferred status, often the particle well; (c) with some account of why the preferred second cannot be performed.’ 
Pre-sequence** – a turn that sets up the possibility for a conversation or adjacency pair, e.g. ‘Hey, you’ll never guess...’ ‘Guess what?’

Prestige form*** – language regarded more highly by certain groups or sections of society, e.g. Received Pronunciation (RP). See also covert prestige. Suggested (by among others Crystal) as one of the major engines behind language change.

Prosody/prosodic features** – the sound features of talk, such as intonation, pace, volume, tone, rhythm, pitch and speed (see para-linguistic features and non-verbal communication).

‘Recycling’* – when a speaker re-uses a word or phrase for some purpose, to force a response, or as a repair, for example.

Referential* – an informative utterance, e.g. ‘The bus arrives at 9 pm.’ (see also transactional, expressive, interactional and phatic) 

Reformulation*** – a kind of repair, e.g. ‘You must... erm, I’d like you to...’; can be when the first attempt might lead to ‘trouble’.

Repair/self-repair*** – a move made to correct what is a mistake, mishearing or misunderstanding (see trouble, preference, co-operation and repair)

Represented speech*** – = dialogue: an attempt by a scriptwriter or dramatist to represent natural speech and conversation.

Retracing* – the repeating of parts of a conversational turn, often as a repair or reformulation.

Sequence** – the way in which turns are linked, usually through adjacency pairs. Conversational analysis aims to uncover the system of sequencing. An extended sequence is often a story, report or similar.

Slang*** – informal and often socially comforting casual speech elements.  

Sociolect*** – the language variety of a particular social group (see dialect and idiolect). 

Spontaneous*** – unplanned, produced without prior thought: a feature of much conversation and speech. Much speech, however, is not entirely unplanned, e.g. a doctor at least partly plans / considers / rehearses his patient responses; a formal speech is always planned, etc.

Support* – conversational ‘support’: the use of extra politeness gestures such as tag questions, compliments, feedback, etc. (see 

Tag question*** – we all use tag questions, don’t we? The ‘don’t we’ part is a ‘tag question’; there use suggests speaker support or lack of certainty (see hedging); theories suggest women use more of these.

Tenor* – related to tone: the interpersonal relationships suggested by a discourse; it answers, “What attitudes exist in this discourse?”

Topic / topic change*** – the subject of a conversation / the point where a participant changes subject and alters conversational direction.

Transactional ** – an utterance or ‘turn’ that is ‘goal oriented’, e.g. ‘Do you know the way to the railway station?’ (See phatic) 

‘Trouble’* – (Judith Butler, 1990) participants in a conversation expect it to flow in a certain way – to follow co-operational conversational ‘rules’ (see Co-operative Principle). When a preferred response is not received, it is said to result in conversational ‘trouble’ that requires conversational ‘work’ to repair; this often requires face-work to repair loss of face or a reformulation. Butler theorised that women often use more face-work to repair trouble (see also minimal responses – Pamela Fishman’s 1983 work on this).

Turn-taking*** – the organisational basis of conversation; the insight that conversation is not normally marked by silences or continuous overlaps. Turn-taking involves co-operation to allow conversation to move forward. (See adjacency pairs and co-operative principal).

Utterance*** – the words of a conversation; spoken words.
Vague expressions*** – see hedging; vague expressions are used to be non-committal in effect, ‘whatchmacallit... thing... whatever.’

Vernacular** – the everyday, casual and spontaneous language variety as opposed to the formal standard form. 

Vocal sounds* – ‘um’, ‘er’,  ‘mm’; often used as holding mechanisms by a speaker, as an overlap to signify agreement or a claim to take the floor and speak.  

Work* – (Judith Butler, ‘Gender Trouble’, 1990) see trouble.


