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Any language teacher who tries to keep abreast with developments in
Descriptive and Applied Linguistics faces a very difficult task, for books
and journals in the field have grown in number at a bewildering rate over
the last twenty years. At the same time, with the pressures created by the
drive towards professionalisation in fields such as ELT, it has become more
and more important that language teachers do keep up-to-date with develop-
ments within, and relevant to, their field.

One such area is discourse analysis. Arising out of a variety of disci-
plines, including linguistics, sociology, psychology, and anthropology,
discourse analysis has built a significant foundation for itself in Descriptive,
and latterly, Applied, Linguistics. The various disciplines that feed into
discourse analysis have shared a common interest in language in use, in
how real people use real language, as opposed to studying artificially
created sentences. Discourse analysis is therefore of immediate interest to
language teachers because we too have long had the question of how people
use language uppermost in our minds when we design teaching materials,
or when we engage learners in exercises and activities aimed at making
them proficient users of their target language, or when we evaluate a piece
of commercially published material before deciding to use it.

Experienced language teachers, in general, have sound instincts as to
what is natural and authentic in language teaching and what is artificial or
goes counter to all sensible intuition of how language is used. They also
know that artificiality can be useful at times, in order to simplify complex
language for initial teaching purposes. But they cannot hope to have an
instinctive possession of the vast amount of detailed insight that years of
close observation by numerous investigators has produced: insight into
how texts are structured beyond sentence-level; how talk follows regular
patterns in a wide range of different situations; how such complex areas as
intonation operate in communication; and how discourse norms (the
underlying rules that speakers and writers adhere to) and their realisations
(the actual language forms which reflect those rules) in language differ from
culture to culture. The aim of this book is to supply such insight in a
condensed form.

Mine is not the first introduction to discourse analysis; Chapter 1
mentions several indispensable readings that anyone wishing to pursue the
subject should tackle. But it is the first to attempt to mediate selectively a



Preface

wide range of research specifically for the practical needs of language
teachers. In this respect it is distinctly different from conventional intro-
ductions. It does not set out to report everything about discourse analysis,
for not everything is of relevance to language teachers. Decisions have
therefore been made along the way to exclude discussion of material that
may be very interesting in itself, but of little practical adaptability to the
language teaching context. For instance, within pragmatics, the study of
how meaning is created in context (which thus shares an undefined
frontier with discourse analysis), the conversational maxims of H. P. Grice
(1975) have been very influential. These are a set of four common-sense
norms that all speakers adhere to when conversing (e.g. ‘be relevant’; ‘be
truthful’). In a decade of English language teaching since they first came to
my notice, | have never met an occasion where the maxims could be use-
fully applied, although in my teaching of literary stylistics, they have
helped my students understand some of the techniques writers use to
undermine their readers’ expectations. Grice, therefore, does not figure in
“this book. But, as with any introduction, the sifting process is ultimately
subjective, and readers may find that things have been included that do not
seem immediately relevant to their needs as teachers; others already well-
tutored in discourse analysis will wish that certain names and areas of
investigation had been included or given more attention. It is my hope,
nonetheless, that most readers will find the selection of topics and names
listed 1n the index to be a fair and representative range of material. I also
hope that language teachers will find the structure of the book, a two-part
framework based on (a) the familiar levels of conventional language
description, and (b) the skills of speaking and writing, unforbidding and
usable.

The book tries to illustrate everything with real data, spoken and
written, in the true spirit of discourse analysis. In the case of spoken data, I
have tried to mix my own data with that of others so that readers might be
directed towards useful published sources if they have no access to data
themselves. Because a lot of the data is my own, I apologise to non-British
readers if it occasionally seems rather Brito-centric in its subject matter.
The speakers and writers of the non-native speaker data do, however,
include German, Italian, Hungarian, Turkish, Brazilian, Spanish, Chinese,
Korean and Japanese learners.

The book does not stop at theory and description, but it does not go so
far as telling its readers how to teach. This is because, first and foremost,
discourse analysis is not a method for teaching languages; it is a way of
describing and understanding how language is used. But it is also because
there are as many ways of adapting new developments in description to the
everyday business of teaching as there are language teachers. So, although I
occasionally report on my own teaching (especially in Chapters § and 6),
and present data gathered from my own EFL classes, it will be for you, the
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