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Grammar in Everyday Talk

Drawing on everyday telephone and video interactions, this book surveys how
English speakers use grammar to formulate responses in ordinary
conversation. The authors show that speakers build their responses in a
variety of ways: the responses can be longer or shorter, repetitive or not,
and can be uttered with different intonational contours. Focusing on four
sequence types: responses to questions (“What time are we leaving?” —
“Seven”), responses to informings (“The May Company are sure having a
big sale” — “Are they?”), responses to assessments (“Track walking is so
boring. Even with headphones™ — “It is), and responses to requests (“Please
don’t tell Adeline” — “Oh no I won’t say anything”), they argue that an
interactional approach holds the key to explaining why some types of
utterances in English conversation seem to have something ‘missing’ and
others seem overly wordy.

SANDRA A. THOMPSON is Research Professor of Linguistics at the
University of California at Santa Barbara.

BARBARA A. FOX is Professor of Linguistics at the University of Colorado,
Boulder.

ELIZABETH COUPER-KUHLEN is a senior researcher associated with the
Center of Excellence for Research on Intersubjectivity in Interaction at the
University of Helsinki in Finland.

Accompanying sound files for both video- and audio-recorded extracts
marked with an audio icon («) can be found at www.cambridge.org/
ResponsiveActions
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1 Introduction

1. Background for this study

In research on talk-in-interaction, it has long been acknowledged that interactional
data reveal “a deep connection between what has been traditionally viewed as the
‘internal” structure of a language — the distinct grammatical forms of individual
sentences or turns, for example — and its use in sequences of action” (Raymond
2003: 941). In other words, there is an increasing body of evidence showing that
the way a first utterance is grammatically built makes a crucial contribution to
what kind of action it is understood to be implementing and consequently to what
kind of response is expected next (Curl 2006; Curl and Drew 2008; Drew and Holt
1988; Couper-Kuhlen 2007; Couper-Kuhlen et al. 2014; Freed 1994; Freese and
Maynard 1998; Heinemann 2006; Heritage 2012a; Kérkkainen and Keisanen
2012; Lindstrdm 2005; Selting 1992, 1996; Vinkhuyzen and Syzmanski 2005;
Weber 1993, for a summary, see Lee 2013). While much work has been done on
the grammar of initiating actions, in this book, we focus on responsive actions in
English.

Our study was originally inspired by an inquiry into the interactional differences
between ‘short’ (e.g., Germany) and ‘long’ (e.g., he was from Germany) utterances
as responses to ‘WH-questions’ (Fox and Thompson 2010).! Coming from
discourse-functional linguistics, we were concerned about the inclination within
much of linguistics to approach differences such as these mechanically, in terms of
the notion of ‘ellipsis,” with the shorter form being thought of as a ‘truncated
version of,’ or as ‘derived from,’ the longer form (as discussed further below). Fox
and Thompson’s study of responses to WH-questions in actual interactions pro-
posed an alternative account in terms of Schegloff’s (1996a) notion of a ‘posi-
tionally sensitive grammar.’

From there, the three of us became interested in how a positionally sensitive
grammar might explain the grammatical differences among formats responding
to other initiating actions. Here we were also inspired by the groundbreaking
work of Heritage (1984, 1998, 2002), Pomerantz (1984), and Raymond (2003)

! A more comprehensive treatment of that issue appears as Chapter 2 of this book.



2 Introduction

into the grammatical forms of responsive actions in English. Heritage analyzed
the work of the ubiquitous English ok and oh-prefaced response forms,
Pomerantz revealed the pervasive role of preference in sequence organization,
and Raymond, introducing the notion of type conformity in responses to polar
interrogatives, demonstrated the relationship between polar interrogatives and
the grammatical formats they mobilize in their responses.

Building on this and other recent research into the relationships between
initiating actions and the forms and sequential implications of responses in
languages of the world (see especially Sorjonen 2001a),” this book specifically
explores the morphosyntactic and prosodic design of responsive actions in four
sequential environments:

(a) Information-seeking sequences (initiated by question-word (QW-)
interrogatives)
(b) Informing sequences
(c) Sequences involving assessments
(d) Request sequences
Why precisely these four sequence types? Biihler (2011 [1934]) suggests three
basic linguistic functions: (i) representation, (ii) steering or appeal, and (iii)
expression; we can understand these as roughly relating to epistemicity, deon-
ticity, and evaluation. Jakobsen (1960) and Searle (1976) appeal to similar sets
of three linguistic functions, and Tomasello (2008: 84-88) postulates three
elementary motivations for human communication: (i) Informing, (ii) Sharing,
and (iii) Requesting. The four sequence types considered in this book, then, can
be argued to be initiated by actions that are among the most central for human
sociality. Our ‘Information-seeking’ and ‘Informing’ sequences correspond to
Tomasello’s (i) ‘Informing’; our ‘Assessing’ sequences are related to his
(11) “Sharing’; and our ‘Requesting’ sequences to his (iii) ‘Requesting.”> With
our examination of these four sequence types, we thus hope to have covered
some of the most basic response types in human languages.

2. What is a ‘response’?

Responses, as we are conceptualizing them, are ‘positionally sensitive’
(Schegloff 1979, 1996a, 1996b, 2007), and sequence-specific. That is, they

2 Other important research on the design of responsive actions includes Ford (2001a), Ford et al.
(2004), Goodwin and Goodwin (1987, 1992), Heritage and Raymond (2005), Local (1996),
Ogden (2006), Raymond (2000), Heritage (1998), Levinson (1983), and Schegloff (2007).

3 We suggest that it is no accident that Sorjonen (2001a), the groundbreaking study of responsive
actions in conversation, in discussing the Finnish responsive particles joo and niin, considers
their use in precisely these four sequence types.



2. What is a ‘response’? 3

are responsive to a specific initiating action.* But responsive actions, in the
understanding adopted here, are not simply actions occurring in next position.
Responsive actions have in common that they first and most importantly take
up the action of an initiating action, and second that they are ‘typed,’ i.e., they
are specific to a particular type of initiating action that they are understood to
address (Schegloff 2007).%¢

There are at least two types of action occurring in next position that do not
qualify as responsive in the sense used in this book. For one, the action of
passing the floor, e.g., remaining silent or producing a continuer, subsequent to
an initiating action is not a sequence-specific responsive action, but rather one
that could be done at many sequential junctures. Similarly, the action of
initiating repair in next position is not a response in our understanding. Like
a floor pass, repair initiation is not specific to a particular type of initiating
action, but is instead omnirelevant and can be implemented at any point in time
(Schegloff 1982, 2007).”

Responses, as we understand them, are also distinct from reactions. While the
latter can be wholly non-verbal and need not come at transition relevance points,
responsive actions come in slots especially designed for them. Although
responses may be produced in partial overlap with the turn they are directed to,
the overlap is typically of the ‘recognitional’ or ‘terminal’ sort (Jefferson 1984).
In other words, in order to respond, a participant must have ascribed some action
to a prior turn, even if that ascription is only a best guess. ‘Responses’ that are in
full overlap with initiating turns are accordingly not possible.® We have framed
our study, then, in terms of the real-time choices faced by any recipient to an
initiating action, “What are my options for responding to this action?” With
sequences as the vehicle for getting an activity accomplished, for each initiating
action, a recipient can either do (a) a next action that “embodies or favors
furthering or the accomplishment of the activity” (a ‘plus’-action) or (b) a next
action which does not (a ‘minus’-action). (Schegloff 2007: 59ff.) Table 1.1

With one exception, responses can come in either 2nd or 3rd position, as we will discuss in the
chapters to follow.

We therefore exclude here discussion of ‘response tokens’ that are treated without attention to
sequence-specificity (as in, e.g., treatments of German jaja by Golato and Fagyal (2008) and
(2011), of English no no no by Stivers (2004), or of Danish ndja by Emmertsen and Heinemann
(2010)).

An exception is assessment responses in extended tellings; we take these up in Chapter 4
(Section 3), where they are compared to sequence-typed assessment responses, i.e., second-
assessment responses to first assessments.

Enfield (2011: 286) thus has a broader understanding of ‘Response’ than ours: ‘Response’ for
him *has a more general sense, i.e., that which follows and is occasioned by, and relevant to,
something prior.”

As we will see in Chapter 4, the situation is again somewhat different for assessing first actions.
Here agreeing second assessments are expectable before the TRP and may even come before a
recognition point has been reached (Goodwin and Goodwin 1992).
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Table 1.1. Types of initiating and responsive action discussed in this

book
Responsive action

Initiating action ‘plus’ response ‘minus’ response
Information-seeking (WH) Answering Non-answering
Informing Treats informing as Treats informing as

(partially) unknown already known
Assessing Agreeing Disagreeing
Requesting Complying Non-complying

summarizes the initiating and responsive actions for the sequences examined in
this book.

Responses can of course take the form of bodily—visual movements, includ-
ing, e.g., nods, facial gestures, and pointing to or retrieving an object, but
because of the nature of our investigation into the grammatical formats® of
responsive actions, in this book we will not be considering responses that are
done solely with bodily—visual means.'® However, our analyses do include
such bodily—visual movements that complement vocal responses (see
Ruusuvuori and Perdkyld (2009) on story assessments, M.H. Goodwin
(2006) on directive responses, and Ford ef al. (2013)).

On the whole, in establishing our collection of responses we have focused on
the first turn-constructional unit of a next turn.'’ On occasion this turn unit is
through-produced with a preface, e.g., oh, well, or the like, in which case we
have acknowledged the import of this preface in our discussion. Cases in which
a turn-initial oh, well, or the like, is not through-produced but forms a prosodic
unit of its own we have tracked and dealt with separately.

We can think of the relationship between the form of an initiating action and
the form of a response to it in terms of a variety of metaphors, including ‘format
tying” (Sacks 1995, vol. 1; Goodwin and Goodwin 1987; M.H. Goodwin 1990;
and C. Goodwin 2010),'? “fittedness’ (e.g., Stivers 2010; Stivers and Hayashi

? Throughout this book, we will use the terms ‘grammar’ and ‘grammatical’ to refer to (morpho)
syntax plus prosody, reserving the terms ‘(morpho)syntax’ and ‘(morpho)syntactic’ for non-
prosodic linguistic patterning. We will furthermore use the shorter terms ‘syntax’ and ‘syntac-
tic’ to mean ‘morphosyntax’ and ‘morphosyntactic’ respectively.

10" Research on bodily—visual responses includes Rauniomaa and Keisanen (2012), M.H. Goodwin
and Cekaite (2013), Ford et al. (2012), M.H. Goodwin (1980), Haddington (2006), Kent (2012),
Levinson (2010), Mondada (2009), and Rossi (2012).

"' The multi-unit responses to Telling QW-interrogatives discussed in Chapter 2 are an exception.

12 M.H. Goodwin (1990) primarily uses ‘format tying’ to refer to oppositional contexts, but in this
book we are using it in the sense of C. Goodwin (2010), to refer to any reusing of materials from
the initiating action.



