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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1.0 Genesis of this book

The research for this publication draws on a number of spoken corpus resources
with a view to gaining a better understanding of the extent to which the analysis of
spoken corpus data might support the link between form and utterance function.

When pragmatic and functional theories of language and associated methods
of analysis were first developed, the technology to capture and store large samples
of spoken discourse in digital format was not yet available. This may be part of
the reason for the emphasis on wider contextual and cognitive phenomena in the
models that set out to explain how we do things with language. In the absence
of spoken corpora which could be used to provide evidence for recurring links
between form and function, a substantial proportion of pragmatic theories refer
to phenomena that are external to the actual text and discourse in their explanation
of utterance force and function.

With the development of spoken corpora of naturally occurring discourse and
the accompanying tools required to represent and search this kind of data, it has
become possible to re-examine the possible relationship between lexico-grammar,
utterance function and discourse context, and to explore possible patterns in this
relationship which are not external to the discourse, but which can be described
through recurrence of choices at these three levels.

The past 10-15 years have seen the development of a number of spoken cor-
pora, some of which are particularly concerned with representing language used
in every-day life. They include the suite of spoken corpora collected at the Uni-
versity of Nottingham, such as the 5 million word Cambridge and Nottingham
Corpus of Discourse in English (CANCODE) and, more recently, the Notting-
ham International Corpus of Learner English (NIC), as well as the Nottingham
Health Communication Corpus (NHCC) and the Nottingham Multi-Modal Cor-
pus (NMMC). The conversational data that have been collected as part of these
corpus projects afford a new perspective on language function, as they provide
the kind of evidence that has been largely missing from traditional theories de-
veloped in the area of pragmatics. It has thus become possible to re-investigate
and re-evaluate some of the notions that have been developed in this area, such as
the notion of the indirect speech act for example. The research presented in this
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book draws on these corpora to further explore the link between speech acts and
lexico-grammar (see also Adolphs 2001).

When studying corpus data, the close relationship between linguistic form
and utterance function becomes very obvious to the point where even very mi-
nor variations in form can be linked to a particular variable in the function of the
utterance. This observation is, of course, not new and especially in the area of large
scale corpus-based and corpus-driven lexicography, the relationship between form
and meaning has been well-documented and theorised (see for example Sinclair
1996). Similarly, in the study of spoken discourse and utterance force, it has been
shown that certain conversational routines, such as Why don’t you X for example,
can be linked to a particular speech act, in this case the speech act of suggestion
(see Aijmer 1996).

However, the nature of the relationship between such ‘conversational routines),
as Aijmer calls them, and the context in which they are used, remains relatively
under-explored. Yet, in order for us to be able to understand the extent to which
conversational routines are ‘primed’ (Hoey 2005) to be used in a particular con-
text and within a particular co-text, it is necessary to investigate whether there
are any patterns within the text itself that can be linked to the use of a particular
routine. Such patterns may be visible within the immediate lexico-grammatical
environment of the routine or they may be evident within the wider discoursal
context.

Other patterns might not be as easy to track due to the fact that a transcript
of a conversation cannot offer a systematic and searchable record of the actual
event. Corpus linguistic techniques are currently not able to track some of the key
elements for the construction of meaning such as gesture and intonation for ex-
ample. These are part of the immediate context, and they play an important role in
the interpretation of utterances. Although technology to capture video and audio
records of discourse events in natural settings is developing fast, the exploration of
multi-modal corpora is still in its infancy. Yet, early research in this area suggests
that we may have to go beyond the transcript to make sense of some of the reg-
ularities that exist between the choice of particular words or sequences of words
and specific functions in discourse (see Knight et al. 2006). In order to explore
the relationship between different channels of interacting in a discourse event, this
book will also report on recent developments and analyses of multi-modal spoken
corpora.

1.1 Overview

The main development of corpus linguistics as a methodology for language de-
scription has largely taken place in the area of lexicography, especially in relation
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to the ELT context, where patterns of usage of individual words or multi-word ex-
pressions are derived through the analysis of multi-million word corpora. Since
such a focus requires a high degree of recurrence of the individual items that are
being analysed, the size of the corpus resource has traditionally played a major part
in achieving stable analytical results. As a consequence, the corpus resources that
have informed this kind of research consist mainly of written language as this kind
of variety is much easier to collect than spoken discourse, which has to undergo
time and cost-intensive transcription before it can be subjected to corpus analysis.

There has thus been a noticeable focus on written language in the field and
with written corpora now exceeding the one-billion-word mark, the possibilities
for generating new insights into the way in which language is structured and used
are both exciting and unprecedented. Spoken corpora, on the other hand, tend to
be much smaller in size and thus unable to offer the same level of recurrence of
individual items and phrases when compared to their written counterparts.

A further reason why the analysis of spoken discourse with the use of corpus-
linguistic approaches has not received the same attention as the analysis of written
discourse 1s because of the scepticism towards the applicability of corpus-based
techniques to issues beyond the clause boundary (Conrad 2002:86). The analysis
of discourse phenomena such as intonation, gesture or turn-taking for example
requires different types of techniques compared to the study of lexico-grammar in
a corpus as the units of analysis are not as clear-cut. Yet, those kinds of discourse
level aspects of spoken interaction clearly form part of meaning construction and
constitute one of the distinguishing features of spoken versus written discourse.
It seems questionable then that the same techniques developed for written corpus
analysis should be sufficient or appropriate for exploring spoken corpora, not least
because discourse is an essentially collaborative event which is co-constructed by
a number of participants in a discourse sequence where one contribution may di-
rectly influence the next. Given these issues, it would appear logical that when
it comes to corpora of spoken discourse, the unit of analysis sheuld be differ-
ent to that of written discourse, although this is debatable and requires further
exploration.

One of the aims of this book is to look more closely at the way in which smaller,
spoken corpora might be analysed, not only in terms of lexico-grammatical pat-
terns, but also in relation to issues which are at the heart of spoken discourse
analysis, such as utterance function. This approach requires an investigation of
a number of aspects of the discourse recorded in a spoken corpus. These include
concordance level analysis and the description of co-textual patterns of selected
words or phrases, as well as an analysis and grouping of contextual patterns which
may be relevant in terms of a recurring match between form and function. The
grouping and coding of contextual variables is an important step in this process
and will be discussed in more detail throughout the book.
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In order to explore further what a spoken corpus can offer in terms of describ-
ing and analysing utterance function, this book makes reference to four key areas
of research: corpus linguistics, and more specifically the analysis of concordance
outputs; pragmatics, with particular reference to utterance function and levels
of directness; discourse analysis, with a focus on patterns and sequences in ex-
tended stretches of discourse; and context analysis, and the relationship between
textual patterns and contextual variables. I argue that all four approaches are re-
quired to gain a better understanding of the scope of spoken corpus analysis in
describing functional properties in spoken discourse, and that a combination of
different approaches may assist us in the evaluation of specific concepts in each of
the different areas.

To illustrate these points, and as outlined above, the book focuses on the de-
scription and extraction of functional properties of specific lexico-grammatical
strings which have traditionally been associated with a particular speech act func-
tion, such as the string Could you just has been associated with the speech act
of making a request. The book further explores the implications of using a spo-
ken corpus in the analysis of speech act functions for some of the key notions
within speech act theory, such as the distinction between a direct and an indirect
speech act. In speech act theory, this distinction depends largely on the congruency
of syntax and intended speech act function, i.e. on the match between sentence
meaning and intended meaning, and on the use of modal items which may hedge
the illocutionary force of an utterance. Following a corpus-based approach to
analysing speech act function, this book considers whether the distinction be-
tween direct and indirect speech acts is useful and can be sustained, especially
in the light of their association with wider social phenomena, such as politeness
for example. In this context, it is argued that the notion of ‘indirectness), as used
in speech act theory, may have to be reconsidered and linked more explicitly to a
larger discourse-based framework which takes account of the relationship between
lexico-grammatical patterns and contextual variables as evidenced in language use.

One of the main questions that is explored in this book relates whether a
pragmatic theory is necessary, or useful, when it comes to our understanding of
utterance function, or whether a corpus-based analysis may provide a framework
for describing such functions which relies mainly on a systematic extraction of
text internal patterns. To deal with this question in some depth, the focus of the
study has to be relatively narrow, and most of the chapters thus concentrate on one
speech act function to exemplify the overall approach, that of making suggestions.
In addition, the last chapter considers the function of signalling active listenership
to illustrate the effect of working with multi-modal corpora in this field. While the
use of backchannels in language is not a concern of traditional speech act theory,
this area lends itself to illustrating the difference in scope when using spoken cor-
pora that consist of transcripts only compared with multi-modal corpora. Signals
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of active listenership or ‘backchannels’ have an immediate gestural correlate, i.e.
nods of the head, and the analysis of multi-modal corpora allows us to highlight
the importance of the role of the listener in the way in which we may assess the
utterance function expressed by the speaker.

1.2 Spoken discourse and corpus analysis

Following on from the early developments of relatively small sized spoken cor-
pora in the 1960s, such as the London-Lund Corpus for example, the past two
decades have seen major advances in the collection and development of spoken
corpora, particularly in the English language but not exclusively. Some examples
of spoken corpora are the Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in En-
glish CANCODE (McCarthy 1998), a five million word corpus collected mainly in
Britain,' the Limerick Corpus of Irish English LCIE (Farr, Murphy and O’Keeffe
2004),> the Hong Kong Corpus of Spoken English HKCSE (see Cheng & Warren
1999, 2000, 2002),* the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English MICASE
(Simpson, Lucka & Ovens 2000),* and the Corpus of Spoken Professional Ameri-
can English CSPAE.” In addition, there is a growing interest in the development of
spoken corpora of international varieties of English and other languages, as well
as of learner language (e.g., Bolton et al. 2003; De Cock et al. 1998). These corpora
provide researchers with rich samples of spoken language-in-use which form the
basis of new and emerging descriptions of naturally occurring discourse.

Current research outputs based on the analysis of spoken corpora are wide-
ranging and include, for example, descriptions of lexis and grammar (e.g. Biber et
al. 1999; Carter & McCarthy 2006), discourse particles (Aijmer 2002), courtroom
talk (Cotterill 2004 ), media discourse (O’Keeffe 2006) and health care communi-
cation (Adolphs et al. 2004). Current research in spoken corpus linguistics covers
phenomena at utterance level, as well as at the level of discourse. A number of
studies start with the exploration of concordance outputs and frequency infor-
mation as a point of entry into the data and carry out subsequent analyses at the
level of discourse (e.g. McCarthy 1998), while others start with a discourse analyt-

1. www.cambridge.org/elt/corpus/cancode.htm
2. www.ulie/~Icie/homepage.htm

3. http://www.engl.polyu.edu.hk/department/academicstaff/Personal/ChengWinnie/
HKCorpus_SpokenEnglish.htm

4. http://micase.umdl.umich.edu/m/micase/

5. www.athel.com/cpsa.html
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ical approach followed by subsequent analyses of concordance data. There seems
to be a common thread, then, in the research which uses spoken corpora, in that
at least some consideration is given to the language that surrounds a particular
word or sequence of words that goes beyond the span of +/—4 at the concordance
level. Recognition of the fact that spoken corpora are best analysed by using a
combination of concordance level and discourse level description requires us to
articulate clearly the relationship between the different frameworks that may be
used to support such an approach.

The discourse level frameworks that may be relevant for the analysis of spoken
corpora are not necessarily compatible with the kind of concordance-based and
frequency driven analyses that are used in large scale lexicography studies. One
of the key differences between spoken and written corpora is that most spoken
discourse is collaborative in nature and as such it is more fluid and marked by
emerging and changing orientations of the participants (McCarthy 1998). Yet, it
is important to identify external categories for grouping transcripts in a corpus,
especially where levels of formality and other functions are concerned which need
to be judged against the wider context of the encounter. This process tends to
be much more straightforward when dealing with written texts, as many of the
genres that are used for written corpus analysis are well established, such as fiction
versus non-fiction, letters versus e-mails etc. The group membership of such texts
is more clearly demarcated than is the case with the majority of spoken discourse.
The development of suitable frameworks for analysing spoken corpus data is thus
particularly complex and further research is needed to assess whether the analysis
of concordance data and discourse phenomena can ever be fully integrated.

1.3 Pragmatics and corpus evidence

The systematic exploration of utterance function has been a key concern in the
area of pragmatics. One of the general assumptions in pragmatics is that the inter-
pretation of language in use is based in part on the meaning of the actual words
that are being used and in part on other sources of knowledge, including knowl-
edge about contextual and cultural norms. As such pragmatic theories do not
assume a one to one relationship between language form and utterance function,
but instead are concerned with accounting for the processes that give rise to a
particular interpretation of an utterance that is used in a particular context.

In doing so, a range of different methods and approaches have been developed
which come under the very broad heading of Pragmatics. Spencer-Oatey and Ze-
garac (2002:84) distinguish between the cognitive-psychological approach which
is marked by the analysis and discussion of decontextualised utterances and their
possible interpretations, and the social-psychological approach. The latter tends



